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Part 1: Kay Pacha
 
 
It all started with a book. A book that men believe will show them the way to a lost city. A city hidden in the green jungles of South America, obscured from view, lost in time. A book filled with details, but not facts. Details blended together with a dose of fiction sufficient to stir the imagination. It is this book that started it all. The book describes a people and a civilization lost in time. The lost city, according to the text, lies deep in the Amazon jungle, an escape, a retreat, the hidden Monastery of the once great Incan civilization. The Monastery is a secret site and when the Spanish Conquistadors ransomed and then executed the Incan king, the remaining royalty and priests and with their most sacred treasures retreated to this now forgotten place.
So now you know how it started. It started with a book. A book that sticks in your mind and makes your civilized life seem mundane. When you read it, you see the mountains that rise from the morning mist; you smell the pungent forest and hear the cry of the spider monkeys. You read this book and you want to find an ancient map upon which areas are marked as ‘unexplored territory’. You want to follow in the footsteps of the explorers who went before you and discover lost tribes and lost cities rich with gold. It started with a book that calls to you saying, “Let’s go adventuring,” and you hear its voice.
It started with a book. And now, as I write these words, I realize that it will end with a book as well. This will be a different kind of book. A book that is perhaps unlike any other you have read before. Dr. Rosen suggested that I should write down my thoughts. He says it will make me feel better. But that is not the reason I write. There is a different purpose to this story. A story about ambition unfulfilled. A story about potential wasted. This is my story, and I will tell it as best I can. I will tell it as I remember it.
When you get to the parts that you do not believe, or perhaps you prefer not to believe, when you read these phrases and passages, you can console yourself that these are the imaginings of an unstable mind. The ramblings of a mental patient whose clinical psychiatrist has suggested the writing of them will achieve a therapeutic effect. Secure with this knowledge, you can disregard the warning that rings out from these pages. In the end it really does not matter, if you believe or not, because there is nothing you can do to change what is now in motion. Relax; enjoy this bit of fiction, this tale of a misadventure and misfortune, this imagining from an unsteady mind. Do not worry for a moment that what I write next might be real.
It all started with a book. It will end with the culling.
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He half opens his eye and through the pre-morning darkness the light of a green electronic display is staring back at him; unblinkingly reporting the incorrect time. He closes his eye softly and tries for a moment to remember his dream, a dream that is already receding from him. Dream images that seemed so lucid and dream conversations that were so urgent to his unconscious are now running from his thoughts. He lets them go. He opens his eye again and is greeted by total darkness.
The absence of the green incorrect clock resting on his dresser across the bedroom seems odd. Only half awake, he searches for a plausible reason. He closed his eye for a moment and now the green light of the digital clock is out. Had it burned out during this moment? It seems unlikely. Do digital displays of this design ever burn out? He cannot remember this happening ever before. Perhaps the power is out. As he considers the possibilities, he is careful not to move, not to change the soft and steady register of his breathing. The hypothesis that now seeps into his waking mind is disturbing. Is it possible that someone or something moved between his eye and the clock in that split instant when he closed and then re-opened his eye? Is it possible that whatever it is that is intruding into his bedroom somehow detected the slight motion of his eyelid raising and is now frozen; unexpectedly caught eclipsing the green clock?
He is unwilling to close his eye again. Not even for a second. If there is something hiding in the dark bedroom, he is going to see it move. He will not blink and allow it an opportunity to slip back into darkness.
He strains to keep his eye open. Staring into black hiding among black; waiting for the morning sun to illuminate the room and solve the mystery; he keeps his eye open until a tear drips down the side of his face and gathers into his ear. He keeps his eye open until he can keep it open no longer. Reflexively, he blinks.
The green inaccurate numbers glare back at him once again. Now he is awake.
His name is Verne Fielding and his right hand is numb causing him to fumble with the lamp at his bedside table. He slept uncomfortably on his arm during the night and now there is a tingling along his numb hand as blood flow returns to fingertips and slowly sensation is restored. His throat is dry and his tongue feels rough and swollen. Switching on the lamp by the bed reveals no intruder in the room. The room looks undisturbed. The lamp light illuminates the curves that are Veronica Vermillion, his wife, sleeping soundly, snoring slightly.
On the nightstand is a tumbler, half full and left over from last night. The oily alcohol has risen to the top of the glass floating amidst a bit of green lime; he sees clear liquid at the bottom of the glass. Grasping the tumbler with his un-numb left hand he drinks it down quickly. The clear liquid from the bottom of the glass opens his dry throat, the milky alcohol floating at the top helps to clear his head. It is morning. Monday morning.
On unsteady feet, he pads past the sunken bathtub with its wall of mirrors. He avoids checking his reflection as he makes his way through this shared space. He focuses on the carpet. Connecting to the central sunken tub are two private bathrooms. He opens his door and enters into his private space and then he closes the door quietly. This is his inner-sanctum. In here he will metamorphose and emerge as an entrepreneur, a business man and an adventurer. He turns on the hot water in the shower to full and soon hot steam is filling the room.
Now he begins from the inside out. He consumes a combination of pills that will help him achieve the perfect balance between awake and on-edge. He takes Omega three for his heart health, Vitamin E for his skin, Vitamin A and C just in case. He takes Folic Acid and Echinacea. These are large pills and he chases them with a shot of pomegranate juice extract. He cannot remember what the pomegranate is supposed to do, but it seems healthy. He waits a moment for his digestive system to kick-in; and now he brings the thunder. He ingests a combination of Prozac, Viagra and Propecia, and then chases these with a swallow of Vodka from a bottle that he keeps stashed under the sink. He waits until the warmth of the Vodka permeates outward and then enters the steam of the hot shower.
“Heat on heat,” he says to himself, a morning mantra.
Soon he is clean, awake, focused and virile. He is ready to face the day. On the way back past the sunken tub moving toward his dressing closet, he stops to admire his look in the mirror. He is clean, but not pampered; strong, but not athletic. He grips and then tugs at the flabby bit of paunch that clings uncomfortably to his middle. He has been on a perpetual diet for years, but more recently he started a new more intensive diet and workout regimen that he purchased from a late night TV infomercial. Judging from the pinch of flesh between his thumb and forefinger it is doubtful he is making any progress.
Verne ignores his image in the mirror and opens his dressing closet. Here hanging from several racks, is an array of new suits in a variety of sizes, each ready to be worn as he progresses to his future, slimmer self. Each new suit is waiting for him as he slims from one smaller waist size to the next. He decides to take a chance and he pulls the 34 inch trousers from the rack, but he can tell even before he tries to button them that these will not fit. So he moves up a size and selects his new, never worn, 36 inch waist grey trousers with pin stripes. It irritates him that he cannot wear these comfortably either, he can close the waistband but his belly protrudes uncomfortably over the top. He puts the 36 inch suit back on the rack and turns to his older wardrobe which is kept further back in the closet. These older suits have 38 and 40 inch waistlines. He selects a dark suit together with a crisp white shirt and finishes with a red silk tie. The collar of his shirt will not button so he knots his tie in a double Windsor to keep his collar tight enough so no one will notice. He needs to look good today. Mike Vermillion will be back in the office.
Mike Vermillion is his step-father, and also his boss, and he watches Verne with a critical eye. It was not always this way. When he first met Veronica, when they were in college together, Verne was the bright boy with the big future. His poor grades did not seem to matter. He looked the part. Verne was on his way. His ideas did not seem half baked then. His wild dreams seemed possible, indeed probable. When Verne married Veronica, Mike Vermillion wrote them a fat check that paid off the credit card debt that accumulated while they were dating. With a fresh start, they moved into a small apartment and Verne set out to make his way in the world; to be a success.
Now, as he studies the contour of his wife’s wide hip asleep in their king size bed, her slender waist and delicate shoulder silhouetted against the morning light slicing in from beneath the window shade, he is reminded of a moment in time. Perhaps this is an image from the dream that escaped him when he was waking. The image of his wife stimulates a memory of a happier time. He remembers Veronica lying comfortably on their much smaller bed in that first apartment. It did not matter then, in those early days, if they were poor. It was expected. It was part of the unfolding drama, the little struggle that they must endure before the big success. He was so confident then.
The luxurious width of her hip sloping down to a delicate waist; her unkempt tangle of hair; seeing her asleep today, so many years later, she looks unchanged to him, and for a moment he is transported back in time to that morning. The memory comes crisply and clearly to his mind’s eye. He remembers how she woke up quietly and looked at him lovingly on that morning. The good wife, she felt secure in his confidence and his ambition, and an encouraging look from her warmed him and buoyed him along.
The morning light from the small window illuminated her silhouette. Her shape is a visual pneumonic stirring his old feelings of confidence and ambition. Her family, his family and Veronica herself, they all believed in his bright potential. It is a debt that remains unpaid. Worse than the credit card bills that mount up on the little desk in the study. Worse than the loan from his father for a business that faltered and then failed. Worse than the loans from her father that will never be repaid; a loan to get them into this house and a loan to pay for the girl’s private school tuition and so on.
“Thanks Dad,” she says, while Verne stands silently by.
He looks at her curves illuminated in the morning light; and he feels the weight of this debt. The promise of a potential unfulfilled. She expected him to succeed; this is why she married him. His failure to deliver on this unspoken promise is the reason that she no longer looks at him warmly as she did on that morning; this time he will deliver on his promise.
Today things will begin to change.
He starts up the Ford Taurus and begins to back down the driveway thinking about how the day will play out. Mike Vermillion, his father in law and his boss, has been away for six weeks and while he was gone, Verne was in charge of the travel office. But Verne knew he was not fully trusted to run the business. Mike’s friend and accountant, Barry Ross, keeps ‘stopping by’ unannounced.
“Hello Verne,” Barry says with a big goofy grin on his face, “I was driving by and thought I might just stop in and see how things are going.”
Sometimes Barry will ask specific questions about specific accounts or on another occasion he inquired about the monthly statements and invoices. Another time he inquired about Account Payables and the vendors.
“Payroll coming up next Friday Verne,” Barry said during his latest unannounced visit, and then he said,
“Have you checked the account balances to make sure there is enough money to cover the payroll checks?”
These visits are greatly resented. Verne knows he would have been trusted if he had started with the company the day after he married Veronica. Back then, he was the bright boy, his potential glowed like a halo around him. But this anticipation of success and confidence from his father-in-law had long ago been displaced by patience, and then eventually fatigue, and then finally pity.
Thinking about the upcoming encounter with his father-in-law, Verne decides that he better stop for a coffee. If he enters the office with an expensive gourmet coffee it will complete his image as the capable young executive on the move. He guides the Ford into the back of the drive-thru line for coffee and considers the large black drive up menu with coffees and drinks highlighted in white lettering. The right coffee sends the right signals. No whip cream of course.
“Tall Americano,” he says into the speaker and then pulls forward.
Americano is a tough cup of coffee; just espresso and steam, nothing fancy. As he waits, he realizes he is already late for work. It cannot be helped. Nothing he can do about it now. He cannot go back in time or condense the minutes it will take to drive from here to there. To distract himself from concerns about punctuality, he turns on the car radio. A pop song starts thumping out of his speakers.
Verne starts singing along, “You better get this party started!”
He pulls forward and rolls down his window to pickup his Americano. The barista at the drive in window is a tall girl with many hoop earrings all along her ear and also she has a stud on the side of her nose. She hears the music and begins dancing a little as she takes his five dollar bill and starts counting his change. Verne considers this fad for facial piercings and decides the barista looks cute in her green apron, pulled tight at the waist.
She hands him the hot cup with a smile. He smiles back and feels warm confidence welling up inside of himself. He takes a long sip of Espresso from the cup and it burns the top of his mouth and feels hot inside of his throat as he gulps it down.
“Fire in the belly,” he says to her, and then revs the engine like a teenager.
After pulling the Taurus confidently out into the commuter traffic, he turns up the radio. The beat of the pop song counts out the moments in time, each moment propelling him further along the highway, one beat closer to the inevitable.
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“Carved from stone and shrouded in mist, an ancient Monastery remains undiscovered.”
Monastery in the Mist
 
 
Larry Leopold stares at the clock mounted above the door of Mrs. Thompson’s eight grade science class. He watches as the hand clicks forward and then bounces back slightly; as if the clock itself is unsure of the exact time. The hand of the clock clicks forward and then falls slightly back. In the background, the monotone voice of Mrs. Thompson fades into a meaningless drone. The hand clicks forward with bold confidence and then falls slightly back with a shudder of uncertainty. As it moves past the six, the minute hand begins to fight gravity; it begins an uphill battle to the twelve. The ticks forward appear less confident and the shudder back becomes more pronounced.
In his imagination, Larry Leopold is transported beyond the classroom. He is transported beyond the confines of the school grounds where the dim boys ignore him because he is not good at basketball or kickball, and the dim girls ignore him for apparently the same reason. It is easy for Larry to leave them behind. Larry watches closely as the hand of the clock struggles against gravity, fighting to maintain a consistent and accurate hold on time; and in these moments, measured imprecisely, Larry escapes into the world of the clock.
He is with the hand as it strives to climb upward, resisting gravity, measuring moments in time. Moments in which Mrs. Thompson and the students around him no longer participate; these are moments that exist for Larry and the clock alone. Larry joins in the climb to the top; the epic struggle to reach the twelve. He is with the minute hand, pushing against gravity, clicking forward past the eight, past the nine, moving upward, striving confidently, until…
“Larry, Larry Leopold.”
“Larry Leopold,” she repeats growing louder.
“Lar-ry-Leo-pold,” she sounds out the syllables of his name as if she is beating them on his forehead with a stick. Larry turns his head away from the clock. His eyes refocus on the classroom. He is back. Back from his reverie.
“Welcome back Larry.” Mrs. Thompson says and the class laughs loudly.
Larry feels shame burning hot on his ears. The laughter of the students reverberates against Larry’s tympanic membrane and this stimulates the tiny cilia deep inside his inner ears. The motion of the cilia triggers electrical impulses along his auditory nerves registering the sound deep inside his brain. The sound forms a permanent mark there; it registers into his brain a place-holder in time; a memory that cannot be forgotten.
“We were discussing the science fair project,” Mrs. Thompson continues.
Larry focuses his groggy attention away from the clock and back into the here and now. He looks down at his desk, down at the blank page; the white blankness of the page stares back at him.
“Can you tell us about your project?” Mrs. Thompson asks cruelly.
Larry senses the eyes of his classmates upon him. In his heart and stomach he feels a constricting feeling, as if he is actually growing smaller, literally shrinking beneath their gaze.
Quiet fills the classroom waiting for Larry to answer, and then the clock comes to Larry’s rescue with a resounding sound.
“Tick.”
The sound of the clock inspires him.
“Time,” Larry says at last.
Then he adds, “My science fair project is about time.”
 
 
*****
 
 
The air above the school yard crackles with electricity. It is as if the atmosphere itself is submitting an entry into the seventh grade science fair. Heavy drops of rain create blotches and streaks onto the carefully lettered poster boards and displays and the children squeal with the delight of the unexpected cloudburst that sends them scurrying to protect their carefully constructed science fair projects.
As the rain continues to fall with increasing intensity, Mrs. Thompson and the staff usher the children together with their display boards and mechanisms into the school auditorium which is not large enough for this purpose. All of the available flat space on the tables and the stage within the auditorium is quickly consumed by students and projects. The air becomes musty with the smell of wet children.
For the children, the sudden cloudburst is a grand adventure; but for Mrs. Thompson and staff it is as if the sky has unleashed bedlam and the science fair is now no longer about science. The teachers and the administrator focus on restoring order to the overly excited throng of young students. They work to console the students who have had their delicate work damaged by the rain and alternatively reprimanded the students who are celebrating the excitement of their sudden wetness. The teachers and the administrator eventually regain control and the science fair is able to resume.
Much time has been lost so the staff decides to commence immediately with the grading and the awarding of prizes. The mad dash into the auditorium cost many minutes and as a result, the judging and grading will have to be compressed. Mrs. Thompson introduces her students to the administrator one by one. This allows each student to briefly explain his or her hypothesis, followed by a demonstration of the experiment, and finally the results that they were able to achieve. This structure, hypothesis, experiment, and results, follows the outline of the assignment sheet.
As they progress from student to student, the administrator is properly impressed with each display and asks each student a thoughtful question or two before hurrying along to the next. He is desperately aware of the limited time left before the bell signals the end of the school day and the end of the science fair.
Mrs. Thompson has been teaching for over fifteen years. In that time, her inclinations evolved into axioms. Mrs. Thompson often explains to new teachers at the school that her experience working with a great variety of students over the years was such that she could now accurately predict the performance of each new student within the first day of meeting them. She predicted their final grades for her class and, although as yet unproven, she also claims that she can accurately predict their future status and approximate profession.
In the staff room at lunchtime, Mrs. Thompson can often be overheard bragging about the potential of one of her students or decrying the lack of abilities in another.
“I have a future scientist” she would say, “her math and science work is perfection.”
Or on another occasion,
“Thank goodness the world needs janitors, I have a student who could possibly only ever aspire to push a broom or clean a toilet.”
After Mrs. Thompson rendered her judgment upon a student, it was never modified. The students that she decided were bright with strong future potential; invariably did well in her class. Conversely, those students that she decreed were janitors or hamburger flippers did poorly. There were never any surprises and there was no middle ground. On more than one occasion, the administrator suggested to her that her snap judgments were in fact a self-fulfilling prophecy; and that she should strive to help her lower students improve instead of simply mentally relegating them to a status as unworthy of her attention. Over the years, these discussions with the administrator grew shorter and less regular.
Protected by tenure and her unfailing belief in her ability to accurately instantly assess students, Mrs. Thompson endured; year after year, class after class, student following student; counting down the years, days and minutes until retirement. Occasionally, on days like this rainy science fair, Mrs. Thompson felt that her methods were vindicated. The work displayed by the children from her class was a tangible testament to their abilities and proof that Mrs. Thompson had once again correctly categorized each of them.
As she ushered the administrator around the haphazard science fair that was now spread out randomly upon the auditorium tables and stage, Mrs. Thompson introduced each of her students. She purposefully started with those that she deemed “future scientists and future doctors.” In this way, her most favored students were presented first, and necessarily, the “hamburger flippers” were presented last and afforded much less time for interaction with the administrator.
If she was challenged about this inequity, which she was not, she would have justified herself by explaining that her lower students would never be employed in a scientific profession. With this rationalization, these students therefore neither needed nor deserved serious consideration or encouragement from herself or the administrator. Mrs. Thompson decided to introduce the administrator to Larry Leopold and his science project last.
 
 
*****
 
 
Larry prepares for the science fair by thinking. He ponders upon the true nature of time. He is inspired by the struggle of the minute hand on Mrs. Thompson’s classroom clock and its inability to accurately measure moments in time. This idea of inaccurate time becomes the focus of his meditation. He sits quietly at the dining room table and thinks about the inaccuracy of time. Not the inaccuracy of the clock, but instead, he starts from the presumption that the clock is in fact correct, and time itself is progressing unsteadily into the future.
The voices of his parents in the other room fade into a dull drone as Larry considers the possibility that time could be perceived differently; that time itself might not be a constant in the universe.
,“If time is not constant…” Larry says it out loud and to himself.
“If time is not constant, if time is not constant…”
The phrase resonates in his head, a mantra, a koan.
Carefully, he writes the words onto the clean white school ruled paper, and then reads it back to himself, “If time is not constant…”
Now he adds, “If time is not constant, then time is…”
He pauses here.
“What is the opposite of a constant?”
He realizes that the answer is in his seventh grade math book. He picks up the pen and finishes writing the sentence.
He writes, “If time is not constant, then time is variable.”
He re-reads this sentence back to himself, and then again and again. Larry is pleased with his progress. This sounds scientific. He looks at the assignment for the seventh grade science fair. The instruction sheet is divided into three segments. Larry reads it out loud,
“Part One: State your hypothesis.”
In the space provided, Larry writes, “Time is variable.”
His handwriting on the assignment sheet is clear and bold. The statement is simple, but somehow, to Larry it seems to be true. Confidently, he continues, and he reads the next segment and the assignment sheet.
“Part Two: Test your hypothesis. Create an experiment that will prove or disprove your hypothesis.”
This gives him pause. How can he prove or disprove that time is variable. He reads ahead to the last segment,
“Part Three: Describe your results. Describe the results of your experiment.”
In the other room he can vaguely discern the clinking and splashing sounds that mean his mother is cleaning the dishes in the sink. Larry wonders if he joined them for dinner. He cannot remember, but he does not feel hungry. Larry refocused his attention to the task at hand.
He re-reads the assignment,
“Part Two: Test your hypothesis.”
Larry starts to think, again.
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“In the Amazon, the arrival of an alpha predator is not heralded by a roar or a growl. Instead, you become increasingly aware of a quieting. The squeaking cries of spider monkeys, the calls of strange birds, and the crackle of jungle canopy as unseen creatures that leap from branch to branch or scurry up the dangling vines; all of these sounds blend together with the constant buzzing of insects steadfastly working to gain entry into your ears, eyes, nose or mouth. These sounds blend together and form a constant backdrop, a white noise soundtrack for a green world. After a time, you stop hearing the individual sounds. Auditory senses become overwhelmed by the constant noise and you become exhausted trying to distinguish sounds of noise from sounds of potential danger. Your ears begin to operate using a new standard for sound, and the noise of the jungle fades into the background, fades until it is no longer part of your conscious awareness; and you no longer notice these sounds at all. You don’t notice them, that is, until they go quiet.
Then you notice. All at once, you become very aware. Not of a sound, but of the absence of sound. Your ears strain now to hear what you cannot see. Soft pads stepping expertly along an unseen path. Leaves un-rustled. Twigs unsnapped. The quietness approaches.”
Monastery in the Mist
 
 
Verne enters the office of “Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel” like he is the boss. His gourmet coffee cup prominent in his right hand, his leather attaché carried in his left. He is late. The work day at the office is well underway and the small line of cubicles and desks is buzzing with activity. The ladies of the office are either on the phone or at the filing cabinet or typing quickly into the workstations positioned on each desk. The office hums with the sounds of typing, phones ringing and business conversations.
Like timid jungle dwellers, the travel ladies clear a path for Verne as he maneuvers his stout frame through the thin pathways between desks and partitions. Verne does not rush. He does not want to appear hurried. He strolls as casually as he can, navigating around the travel ladies and down the narrow hallway until he arrives at his small office.
Leaving his door open, Verne places the gourmet coffee on the desk and then settles comfortably into his chair. From this vantage at the end of the hall, with his door ajar, he can observe the buzzing and flitting about of the office ladies. They seem especially busy this morning. It is because Mike is back in the office. Verne has not seen him yet, but he knows Mike is here.
Verne reaches out and places his hand on the hard-bound autographed copy of Corporate Conquistadors that is sitting on the top of his desk. The tactile sensation of the rough cover and the smoothness of the gold lettering help center his mind. This book is a seminal influence on his life. It inspired him to strike, without permission, and on his own authority. Verne received this autographed copy of the book at the Corporate Conquistadors one day seminar where he met the author Vin Castillo.
The tactile confirmation of the book on his desk reassures him. It reminds him of his plan; his stratagem, bold but not foolhardy. He is ready for the confrontation with Mike Vermillion. Everything is already in motion. Let him come.
Verne imagines that Mike will call, or he will receive a call from Barry Ross. Barry will provide a detailed report on how Verne managed the business while Mike was out. During this conversation, Mike will ask Barry to check the status of the payroll account. It will be at this point, when one of them calls to confirm their account status with the bank, that they will realize there is a problem. The realization of the missing funds, unexplainable by Barry, will bring Mike to Verne’s small office door.
While he waits, Verne turns on his computer workstation and opens his internet browser. The pre-set home page on Verne’s computer is the new internet site that he has launched in Mike’s absence. The screen displays a tall Andean mountain shrouded in mist. In the foreground is a colorful photo of Verne dressed as an intrepid traveler standing next to a white llama. The banner headline across the top of the screen shines out in tall red and orange lettering like a sunrise.
It reads, “Adventure Travels.”
And then in smaller text it says, “Exclusive Tours to the Monastery in the Mist.”
Verne basks in the orange and red light that glows forth from the colorful web page displayed on his computer monitor. Verne enjoys the light from his computer as if it was radiating warm. Here is his business at last. Here is his chance, his moment; here he will show Mike Vermillion, Veronica and all of them that he is a titan of travel and an entrepreneur. His potential is realized at last. He is a Corporate Conquistador.
The bustling activity outside his office door quiets and then silences. No more typing or buzzing of copying machines. No more murmuring as the travel ladies speak of small things. Verne knows Mike is coming down the hallway. The quietness approaches.
 
 
*****
 
 
Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel is owned and operated by Mike himself. He founded the business over thirty years ago and built up a respectable clientele by offering a highly personalized service. It is a business that survives on personal relationships and a high quality of personal attention to details by the employees. Mike runs a small office. He likes to keep his overhead down. Therefore, the office consists simply of Mike and a handful of trusted travel agents. The travel agents are all women, and Mike calls them his “travel ladies.”
Mike manages the corporate accounts and works on developing new business. The day-to-day operations of the business is managed by the travel ladies.
Verne is employed to manage the office only because he is married to Mike’s only child, Veronica. Verne married Veronica when they were still in college and then quickly proceeded into a career of failed small business startups which were based on half-baked schemes. After Verne’s last failed business venture, Mike offered to bring Verne into his business. With a wife and two young daughters at home, it was an offer that Verne could not refuse. Verne’s official title at the travel agency is, Vice President. It is a title he has yet to earn, but the salary he draws from the business allows Verne to support his wife and child. Mike decided when he hired Verne that paying him a salary was simpler, and probably less expensive, than continuing to give him loans that would never be repaid.
During Verne’s first days in the travel office, Mike made an effort to teach him the travel business. Mike brought Verne along on business trips to meet important clients. However Verne is not interested in building relationships with Mike’s corporate clients. Verne does not have the patience to let relationships build over time and grow the business organically. He sees himself as an entrepreneur, always looking for the big deal, the get-rich-quick scheme that will vault him into financial independence and career success.
During those first few weeks that they worked together, Mike continued to make an effort to train his son-in-law to be successful in the business. But eventually Mike abandoned this effort as futile and they settled into a routine where they mostly avoided each other. As long a Verne does not cause any trouble with the customers, Mike is content to let him sit in the small back office, and spin spider webs and, pitch new business ideas.
Every few weeks Verne emerges from his office with a new concept that he thinks is going to revolutionize the firm, or maybe the entire travel industry. On one occasion, Verne stormed into Mike’s office.
“Last night I had an epiphany,” Verne says beaming with confidence.
He continues, “I was at the drugstore picking up a prescription for Veronica. I was standing in this line and in front of me and behind me were old people. They seemed ancient. The man in front of me used a walker. I was looking at them, and I realized that old people represent a whole new travel demographic.”
Mike looks at him blankly.
“Think about it” Verne continues, his voice rising with excitement, and then forcing himself to speak calmly, emphasizing each syllable and emphasizing the words with his hands,
Verne says, “Mike Vermillion’s Senior Travel.”
Verne waits. Mike seemed to be considering.
Verne continues, saying, “We could organize trips to warm places like Arizona or Palm Springs.”
Mike is quiet. Verne, concludes saying, “Think about it Mike, this is a million dollar idea.”
When confronted with one of Verne’s plans, Mike generally patiently listens and agrees to think about it, which was all that Verne seems to need from the meetings. After Mike agrees to think it over, the meeting ends. Once Verne has expressed his latest idea out loud he does not follow up.
Verne describes himself as an idea man. He expects Mike to recognize the brilliance of his scheme and mobilize the travel ladies to execute his plan.
Mike, on the other hand, is focused on the day to day workings of his business. He watches his profit margins and his expenses carefully and prepares his own weekly cash flow statements which he then reviews with Barry Ross, his long time friend and Tax Accountant, at the end of every month.
Mike is a practical businessman, with no appetite for risky plans for expansion. Mike watches the large salary drawn by his son in law eroding the profit margins at the end of every month and he dreads opening the thick expense reports envelops that Verne submits to the travel ladies when he returns from a business trip. But, Mike Vermillion puts up with Verne’s ideas and he pays Verne’s expenses and salary. As long as Verne is married to Veronica there is not much else he can do.
As the months turn into years, Mike and Verne settle into an uneasy routine. The corporate travel business is solid, and as long as Mike keeps Verne involved only in the “holiday” travel part of the business, there is little harm he can actually do.
During the early days, when Verne was still fairly new with the firm and Mike was training him, Mike invited Verne to join with Barry and himself on their monthly dinner meetings where they review the firm’s finances. Verne found their interest in the financial minutia of the travel business to be exceedingly tedious. At the third of these dinners, Verne could no longer constrain himself.
He interrupted the conversation to speak to the waitress,
“Excuse me miss,” Verne says, “Have you ever travelled anywhere exotic?”
The waitress smiles as she placed the cocktails onto the white tablecloth in front of each of the three men. Mike and Barry are drinking Scotch. Verne is drinking a Bombay Gin Martini with three olives.
“I went to Miami once,” she says proudly. “They have a crocodile ranch where the crocs leap out of the water to grab a chicken that is dangling off of a rope. It is really wild to see those crocs leap up in the air like that.”
“Thank you,” Mike says, shooting a glance at his son-in-law. He wants this sidebar conversation to end.
But Verne persists, “Yeah, crocs leaping is cool. But, have you ever been somewhere mystical? Have you even taken a trip to someplace that was spiritual? That made you feel….”
Verne pauses for emphasis as if he was trying to find the right word, the right description for what he is trying to express, but it was clear to both Mike and Barry that Verne’s questioning is rehearsed.
“Someplace that made you feel….” Verne repeats, like a bad actor overplaying his hand.
He finally finishes the question saying, “Someplace that filled you with wonder?”
Barry sips loudly on his Scotch and looks at Mike. Mike begins to massage his temples.
This is the last time Mike invites Verne to join the monthly working dinner with Barry Ross.
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“A stone sentinel towers above us. The carving of a fierce anamorphic face depicts a warrior who is both man and animal. The expression, posture and positioning of the statue is a clear warning, but we remain undeterred. We press on, passing beneath the knees of the Gollum, moving ever deeper into the green unknown.”
Monastery in the Mist
 
 
To know a famous man, to be in his immediate family, is like accepting a bit part in someone else’s life. At first there is some petty jealousy, a desire to see your own name above the marquis. But over time, these feelings wane and you return to your normal life. This makes your daily routine seems even less significant than it had before. Every time you happen to catch a glimpse of your famous relative on the news or in a magazine it reminds you of your own lack of notoriety. When you see his familiar face at family events, away from the media and his fawning fans, he seems so ordinary, so unremarkable. He resembles the rest of the cast of characters who are assembled at the family gathering, crowding into the living room at Thanksgiving for example. He has the same thin nose and the same weak chin. He is no different than any of you. You detest the small name dropping moments and you loathe the magnanimous gestures.
This is the way it is for Verne Fielding. Verne’s uncle is a celebrity. Verne’s mother’s brother to be exact is a celebrity. His name is Leo Leopold. Leo is a famous new age author of only a single book. Leo’s famous new age book is called, Monastery in the Mist. The book describes an explorer who journeys to find a lost Incan city, hidden deep in an unexplored region of the Amazon Jungle. The book hints that descendants of the original Incans are still living in this city. These later day Incans, according to the text, are great mystics with powers to see into the past and into the future.
Leo’s readers and fans believe that Leo is somehow in communication with the ancient mystics that who still live in the lost city. They believe that through this tenuous connection Leo occasionally receives and then reveals truths about life or science or nature. On more than one occasion, Leo has successfully predicted a future event which has caused the media to dub him as the modern day Nostradamus.
Leo’s book does not include predictions. He reserves these for talk shows and interviews. In his book, Monastery in the Mist, he wrote mostly about the journey to the hidden city. This is a Shangri-La story with just enough adventure and new age wisdom to attract a large cult following of college drop outs and born again flower children. Verne never bothered to read it. He watches his uncle’s glamorous life of book tours and interviews from the sidelines. Verne is aware that Leo does lecture tours and appears on television talk shows and Verne plays his bit part. What else can he do?
At first, Verne felt he would someday also be famous and rich. That his uncle would shake his hand when he saw Verne at the next family gathering,
“Welcome to the club,” Leo would say.
The ‘club’ that Leo would welcome Verne into was the club of famous people. They will both laugh at this and then exchange gossip about book agents and other celebrities that they had both met.
But, this scene never happens. The years pass, and Verne continues to struggle to achieve any measure of success while fame and publicity seem to come so easily to his uncle Leo. The jealousy eventually sours enough in Verne’s mind that Verne consciously decides to mentally blot Leo Leopold from his thoughts.
Veronica plays along. She recognizes the angry flash in her husband’s eyes if he sees a magazine that includes an article or a photograph featuring Leo Leopold. Leo cultivates a wild new age appearance with a thick beard and kinky hair which he wears in a long pony tail. His pale skin contrasts with his dark deeply set eyes.
Before she knew better, Veronica brought home a magazine where Leo was on the cover. The photographer positioned the light above Leo’s head to further accentuate the dark shadows across his eyes, making Leo look mysterious.
Below the photo, the caption asked, “Can he see our future?”
When Veronica placed the magazine on the kitchen table, Verne’s reaction was visceral. Veronica is not interested in dissecting Verne’s family and career issues. She quickly retracted the magazine with no questions asked; but it was too late. Verne was too angry and anxious to constrain himself.
Verne fumes, “How does a guy with no talent and no ambition get to be rich and famous and on the cover of a magazine?”
Veronica is not sure if she should answer this, so instead she does the safe thing and starts to mix drinks for both of them.
“I’ll tell you how,” Verne says. “You write a book of nonsense, make some lousy predictions like a cheap palm reader, and if you get lucky and your predictions come true, before you know it every weak brained new age zealot is following your every move.”
Veronica stirs the martinis loudly. The clinking of glass is her only response.
“Je-sus-Ch-rist” Verne enunciates four distinct syllables while rubbing his eyes in frustration, “You saw him at Thanksgiving dinner; he sounded like an idiot talking about leading an expedition into the Amazon to find his lost city. What does he know about exploring in the jungle? He was an insurance salesman. An insurance salesman with a half-wit kid who still lives in his Mothers basement.”
Veronica pours the drinks and hands one to Verne.
“What about that?” Verne continues to press the matter, even though it is clear by now that she has no intention of answering any of his questions.
“Why can’t my new age guru uncle get his own kid to join the real world? I bet they don’t mention that in the magazine article.”
Veronica sips loudly on her gin and vermouth and eventually the one sided conversation ends.
This episode with the magazine is enough for Veronica to avoid the topic of Leo Leopold with her husband. She never asks Verne about his famous uncle, and Verne is aware that the subject is being avoided. But this is not a problem for their relationship. Over the course of their marriage, Verne and Veronica have stopped discussing a wide variety of topics. Family finance and Verne’s career were the first taboo topics. Once these were established, additional conversation stoppers were added to the list through mutual silent acclamation. Not discussing Leo Leopold was easy. Veronica mentally added Leo to this list of topics to avoid.
There are occasions when the taboo topics arise and cause some social awkwardness. On one occasion, they were gathered at Mike Vermillion’s house for a family dinner. It was a warm summer evening and the girls escaped into the family room to watch television after dinner. The girls draped their malleable young bodies across the couches like a matching set of Afghans. Verne, Veronica and Mike went into the backyard and settled into the lawn furniture where they could enjoy the cool breeze that accompanied the sunset in Sacramento.
They sipped quietly on their glasses of chilled red wine. No one was willing to initiate a conversation more substantial than to remark on the flight of a nearby hummingbird diving towards the feeder and then buzzing back into the large pine tree that dominates the back yard. They were listening to the drone of the television from inside the house.
Mike finally said, “Verne, aren’t you related to that Leo Leopold character? I heard on the news today that he is leading a group of his followers into the Amazon jungle to find some such lost city.”
Verne swatted at the air in front of his face as if he was waving away an angry insect. In the fading light, Veronica did not see any bugs buzzing about her husband. The quick motion of his hand in the air made her nervous. Her father would not be so tolerant of a rant regarding Verne’s famous uncle. She was relieved when Verne answered in a normal tone of voice.
“Yep, that’s my uncle,” Verne said, and he left it at that.
Veronica wisely initiated an alternative topic of conversation.
“How is Maureen working out?” She asked speaking to her father directly.
“Oh fine” Mike said, settling into his chair and completely forgetting his passing interest in Leo Leopold.
Mike was proud of the small triumphs that occurred at Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel and hiring Maureen Wienberg was definitely a positive. Maureen is a friend of Veronica from college days who started working for Mike following her recent divorce.
Veronica and Mike talked idly about Maureen and the difficulties she must have had adjusting to single life and the way she is bright and cheerful at the office every day.
“She is a ray of sunshine,” Mike commented.
“It must be hard for her” Veronica answered, “I think her son is about nine years old now”
Verne did not participate in this conversation, but he was not brooding about his famous uncle Leo as Veronica suspected. Verne’s mind was drifting and was not upon the well publicized expedition into the Amazon. Instead, in his mind’s eye he could only see Maureen.
Maureen who sends him such perfect subtle signals while at the office as to make his work day there so much more interesting. She is perfectly careful when Mike or the other office girls are nearby. However, when she is at the copier, and he brushes by her, or when he needs to stop by her desk, she positions herself so he can see down into her blouse and glimpse the crisp whiteness of her bra. When Verne thinks about Maureen an ember of his old self confidence begins to smolder.
Verne thought about Maureen while Veronica and Mike discussed the small work-a-day world that was Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel.
Verne thought about Maureen as he watched the hummingbird quickly moving from spout to spout tasting the red liquid that dripped from the feeder before sprinting back to alight among the branches of a tall vanilla pine that stood in center of the yard.
Verne thought about Maureen while he watched Veronica’s mother, as she emerged from the house and topped off each of their glasses with a splash of cool red wine, and then flitted back into the house to attend to some other chore in the kitchen.
The long shadows of evening twisted upon fence and feeder and fixtures until Verne thought he saw a figure standing beside the trunk of the pine tree. The realization of the size and nearness of this indistinct stranger drew Verne from his thoughts and fantasies. But, then the breeze rustled the branches subtly shifted the dim light of dusk and the figure is gone.
Verne drank deeply from his glass and contemplated the dark shadows that seemed to have joined them giving him an uneasy feeling that they are not alone in the backyard. Verne peered deeply into the shadows, looking at something that is hiding in the dark, but the glimpse of the dark figure remained elusive and unconfirmed.
Eventually, Verne settled back in his chair and allowed his thoughts to relax. The strange idea of an unseen watcher hiding in the shadow faded from his alert thoughts and was relegated by his logical mind as implausible.
The warm breeze stirred the limbs of the pine and slowly his thoughts returned to Maureen.
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“Don’t think about profit, think about plunder. Don’t think about sales, think about ransom. You are alone in a foreign and hostile land. Exploring a new market is no different than exploring a new and undiscovered civilization. You only have the team and tools that you brought with you. To succeed, to survive you must be ruthless, take everything of value and leave nothing for competitors who will follow.”
Corporate Conquistadores
 
 
“I’ve decided,” Verne declares proudly.
Maureen holds his gaze; listening to him with great interest.
Verne feels confident that the top button of her blouse has been surreptitiously unbuttoned just for him. A transition she made during the short transit from her desk situated up front with the other travel ladies to Verne’s small office in the back. Verne imagines her holding the travel brochure up to hide her bosom as she makes her way down the narrow hallway to Verne’s office. He imagines Maureen slyly unbuttoning the top button of her blouse while en route.
Verne admires Maureen. She is not attractive compared to Veronica; in fact Maureen is not a beauty by any standard. Veronica is a classic beauty, with Nordic features. Veronica is tall and thin with perfect symmetry of hips and breast. Maureen, in contrast is Germanic looking. She is heavy with thick dark hair. Maureen often wears clothes that are too tight for her. If she were to describe herself in a posting to a dating service she would say she was voluptuous. Maureen dyes her hair black to hide her pre-mature grey. But her hair grows quickly because a grey stripe continually reappears across the top of her head where she parts her hair. When Verne looks at her, it seems there is something earthy about her, something carnal in that grey stripe.
Maureen is not attractive, but she is alluring. When she stands near to Verne, slightly too close, with the top button of her blouse discretely unbuttoned, warmly holding his gaze, Verne feels his old self confidence begin to smolder. He looks at her thick mane of black and grey hair and imagines that he will roughly grab her by the back of her hair, tilting her head back and then kiss her wetly on her open mouth. He imagines doing this in a smooth single motion, right there, right in his small office. She would offer no resistance and a discrete affair would progress from this moment forward. Verne imagines this and the smoldering ember of his old self confidence warms him from inside.
“I’ve made up my mind,” Verne continues.
“So, you are really going to do it?” Maureen asks.
They are alone in Verne’s small office. Verne is seated on the edge of his metal desk. There is not enough room in the office for more than a single desk and chair so Maureen is standing in the small space between the door and the desk. If Mike or one of the travel ladies were to happen to glance down the narrow hall they would see Verne’s door ajar and part of Maureen’s shoulder. From this view, there is nothing scandalous about this discussion, no chance they might raise any office gossip. But from Verne’s perspective she is standing quite near to him, she is close enough that Verne can detect sweetness on her breath, a mint or perhaps a scented lipstick. Maureen is good at secret flirtations, very good.
Being near to her, Verne feels masculine and he wants to show off. He speaks softly to her.
“I have it planned. If I buy the ticket on the corporate card today, Mike won’t see the expense until next month’s statement; but next month he will be gone on his FAM trip and I will be handling the bills. Mike won’t detect the extra expenses until he is back. Do you see? It gives me about six weeks to make it happen.”
“Is it enough time?” she asks holding his gaze.
“I will need your help,” Verne answers conspiratorially, “I can’t do it alone.”
Maureen has no real idea of what he is planning. She has a vague understanding that Verne wants to create his own travel business, something new, something that Verne invented but Mike will not approve, but exactly what Verne is planning at this stage is unclear to her.
The plan is also unclear to Verne. Over the years Verne pitched a wide variety of ideas to Mike, and all of them were rejected or ignored. Verne’s plan, such as it is, centers on the idea that he will attend the one day entrepreneur seminar conducted by Vin Castillo, the famous motivational speaker and author of the bestselling business book, “Corporate Conquistadores.”
Verne is confident that he will learn from Vin Castillo how to quickly convert one of his many travel business ideas into a working venture and he has about six weeks while Mike was on an extended Travel Agent Familiarization or FAM trip through Europe and Scandinavia. The first step of the plot is simple and obvious, purchase the ticket to the Vin Castillo one day seminar, the rest of the plan will take shape from what he learns there. For Verne and Maureen, this unorganized conspiracy is enough to set their hearts beating a little faster.
As Verne explains the outline of his plan; the pink tip of Maureen’s tongue licks lightly at her upper lip.
“Let’s do it,” she says.
Verne smiles broadly, he feels the ember of confidence in the pit of his stomach ignite into a small flame. He is warmed from the inside by an unclear fantasy of an unrealized travel business. At this moment, the actual details like the specific business concept seem to him to be superfluous trivialities. What seems real is that Verne will finally realize success and Maureen with her perfectly hidden flirtations will follow him to his new, much larger office.
The fantasy of success and the reality of Maureen’s proximity completely transport Verne. He is fully engrossed in this shared fantasy until a too loud and too near voice brings him abruptly back to the here and now.
“Verne!” the voice says.
“Verne, it’s your uncle Leo.” The voice speaks urgently again.
Startled, Verne looks up from Maureen’s warm face into a cold look. It is Veronica. She is inconceivably standing in the narrow hallway behind Maureen.
Maureen quickly lifts the travel brochures to cover her undone button and squeezes through the narrow hallway, moving past Veronica and making good her retreat back to the safety of the travel ladies.
Verne on the other hand is quite caught. He is mentally betraying both Veronica and her father at the same time, and now seeing Veronica in person, surprising him by being right outside his office is a shock. Verne is embarrassed and uncomfortable.
“She never comes into the office,” his thoughts keep repeating over and over in his head.
Realizing that his obvious discomfiture is betraying a guilt of which he is actually innocent, Verne works to regain his composure.
“Veronica…” he stammers, overplaying his surprise and then he continues saying, “What a surprise, you never come into the office.”
As he speaks he wills the hot blood from embarrassment to drain from his face. He forces his nervous arms to uncross from across his chest and then he grips onto the sides of his desk to still his shaky hands. His motions are forced and mechanical, his voice sounds weak and small.
“It’s your uncle Leo” Veronica repeats the words slowly so she can be understood.
Verne remembers that he is supposed to be irritated by the mention of famous Leo Leopold; and that this is a subject upon which he and Veronica do not converse. But in his efforts to act normally, he cannot now also attempt an imitation of irritability. This is beyond his skill as an actor. So, instead, he replies simply.
“Leo? What about Uncle Leo?”
“It was the Amazon expedition,” Veronica explains. “They called me at home looking for you. They thought you should hear it first, before it was on the news tonight.”
“Hear what?” Verne asks his thoughts now coming into focus.
“Uncle Leo,” Veronica repeats and then explains, “He’s dead… he died in the Amazon.”
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“I shall have to controvert one or two ideas that are almost universally accepted. The geometry, for instance, they taught you in high school is founded on a misconception.”
H.G. Wells
 
 
Mrs. Thompson guides the administrator through the damp science fair projects. Larry guesses by the way they are progressing from one student to the next that his presentation will be presented towards the end, maybe he will be last. He is excited, but he waits patiently. He feels the moments of the science fair slipping past one by one.
Mrs. Thompson and the Administrator spend a lot of time with a student who is next to Larry. His classmate’s project is a miniature ranch constructed out of Popsicle sticks and instead of tiny horses his corral holds a herd of snails.
Larry is anxious because he senses that his moment is at hand. Larry looks at the small transistor radio that he has brought along as his science exhibit and then he nervously thumbs the tuner, adjusting and then readjusting the radio dial. Finally, Mrs. Thompson turns the Administrator towards Larry and they approach. Around the auditorium, most of the other students are already packing up their displays. The room buzzes with the low voices of parents and the higher tones from the students mingling together with the scuffling of chairs and tables. The science fair is rapidly nearing an end.
Mrs. Thompson introduces the administrator to her student,
“This is Larry Leopold, his project is…”
She pauses to read from the card that Larry taped to the transistor radio. Mrs. Thompson pulls a red pen from her clipboard and corrects a misspelling of the word “machine” on Larry’s card. She crosses out the “S” and writes in a large red “C”. The card, now corrected in red ink, reads:
“Time Listening Machine”
Mrs. Thompson looks at Larry with a weary and exasperated expression.
“What is your hypothesis, Larry?” she asks.
Larry looks at her now and recognized her expression from class, his ears feel hot and he remembers the sound of the students laughing at him. Larry then looks into the face of the administrator. He wants someone to understand. He hopes that someone will understand. The empty expression from the administrator tells Larry that there are no expectations here. He is not expected to excel or impress. They expected him to fail.
Larry says, “Time is not constant, time is variable.”
Mrs. Thompson is flummoxed by this response. She has no idea what Larry means by this and presumes that he stole this phrase from a science book. She is worried now that Larry will embarrass her in front of the administrator with blatant plagiarism.
“Can you explain your hypothesis?” she asks sternly.
“Oh yes,” Larry responds brightly, delighted for an opportunity to express his theory in detail.
Larry explains. He describes in detail his theory of dynamic time. He describes a past and a future that are constantly in motion the same as the present. Larry explains there are people in the future that have free will and can act independently of the past. Larry says that the people who live in the future are trying to contact them here in the present.
“They are sending us messages, but no one is listening.” Larry says.
As he speaks, he notices that the thin glass in the spectacles worn by the administrator has fogged over from the dampness in the air. Larry can no longer be sure if the Administrator is listening or not. He cannot see his eyes. Larry presses on.
Larry describes the uncertain clock in Mrs. Thompson’s room and how it is possible that the clock is in fact accurate, and that time itself is uncertain. Larry describes the perception that each of us experiences where time seems to be moving faster or slower. If we accept these perceived changes in the pace of time as true we begin to realize they indicate that time is in fact a variable; and if time is variable, then the past and the future are not rigid, but changing, all the time changing, the same as the present.
Mrs. Thompson and the Administrator look at him, they were wet and weary.
Mrs. Thompson says with acidic certainty, “Larry, it is not possible to prove or disprove anything about the accuracy of the passage of time by listening to a radio. This is not science, this is fantasy.”
The administrator seems less sure. He removed his foggy glasses and begins to clean them using a handkerchief from his vest pocket. This action by the administrator gives Larry some hope. The administrator seems to be listening, perhaps considering, and maybe understanding.
“The experiment… Oh yes,” Larry continues, “I am using this radio as a time listening machine, if time is variable, then the future is changing. People living in the future are no different than people living in the present, except we cannot see them, or hear them. They are just like the people who are far away from us at the radio station. We can’t see them, but they are broadcasting a signal, and if we have a radio tuned to the proper frequency, we can hear them.”
“Larry,” Mrs. Thompson interrupts sternly. “People you hear on the radio are not from the future. They are living in the present with us, the same as you and me.”
“Right,” Larry says, rising to the moment. He is excited now and he continues to explain, “If I tune the radio dial to a channel where there are no people talking and no music, a blank spot on the dial, and then I listen for a long time, the people in the future send me a message.”
Mrs. Thompson is dumbstruck by this explanation. The Administrator eyes Larry. With his glasses off, Larry sees he has soft eyes; soft intelligent eyes that seem to be trying to understand.
The administrator asks, “Why do you think people from the future will send you a message?”
“In the future, they will figure out how to do it,” Larry says, “they will figure out how to send a message into the past, and they will need to know someone is listening, they will need to know that someone is listening to a blank spot on the radio and for a long time, this will give them a target for their message, someone who can hear them.”
“And that someone is you,” says the administrator finishing Larry’s thought; and then he adds, “Very interesting project.”
The administrator places his now clean spectacles back onto his face carefully looping each wire frame around each of his ears.
When he is done, he repeats himself, “Very interesting project.”
The bell rings out loudly signally the end of the science fair. Instantly the auditorium is abuzz with the sounds of students and parents packing up their exhibits. The auditorium now resembles an anthill that has been kicked. Students and parents stream out of every door.
The Administrators attention is instantly redirected to the task of greeting parents and ushering children out of the overcrowded space.
Larry feels the glow of enthusiasm quickly fade as he realizes that his interview with the administrator is now over. Next to him, the boy with the snail corral is arguing loudly with his mother who is refusing to allow the boy to bring the corral of live Snails home with them.
Larry puts the earpiece from the radio back into his ear and turns up the volume, listening to the blank spot that he has found on the radio dial. The loud static drowns out the buzz of conversation. On his science fair assignment Mrs. Thompson has used her red marker and scrawled a thick “C+” across the top of the page.
Larry is dismayed and confused by this grade at first. But then he realizes what has happened. He understands why Mrs. Thompson and the Administrator did not recognize the importance of his science fair project; he realizes that in his excitement that he never had a chance to describe the results of his experiment.
The bell rang and the interview with the Administrator ended before he had time to share his results, and this is why they did not fully understand. The assignment was after all divided into three parts: Hypothesis, Experiment and Results, and Larry had never had a chance to tell them his results.
He turns the assignment page over and re-reads the sentences he had written in the early hours of the morning before the science fair that described the results of his experiment. Results that had required a long night of intense listening to white noise and static crackling across the blank spot he had selected on the radio dial.
His results were carefully transcribed and clearly overlooked by Mrs. Thompson and the Administrator. The results were the faint voice he heard penetrating through the static. Intermittent at first, but then steady, there was much he could not discern. But by listening diligently, he had managed to glean one complete sentence. On the back of his assignment, not understanding the meaning of the words, Larry had transcribed faithfully what he had heard. On his assignment paper, under the section with the heading “Describe your results” Larry had written,
“Carved from stone and shrouded in mist, an ancient Monastery remains undiscovered.”
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“On that side are toil, hunger, nakedness, the drenching storm, desertion, and death; on this side ease and pleasure. There lies Peru with its riches; here, Panama and its poverty. Choose, each man, what best becomes a brave Castilian.”
Francisco Pizarro
 
 
Verne glances at his watch warily. His time at the Corporate Conquistador seminar is almost over. Soon he will need to stand and make his way through the crowded hotel conference room. A hasty exit that will allow him to rush to his car and then drive the thirty-eight minutes, he had timed it exactly, to the funeral home. He will arrive at the memorial service just in time to join the ceremony already underway and then speak a few words about his dearly departed Uncle Leo.
“A few words,” the phrase echoes in Verne’s head. They made it sound so easy. Verne is anxious about these few words. He agreed to speak at the funeral service for his Uncle Leo even though Verne was not accustomed to public speaking and in truth he barely knew his Uncle Leo. He was aware at the time that he agreed to “a few words” that there would be a large attendance of Leo’s followers and fans. Verne was also aware that he might be quoted in the press, and snippets of his “few words” might appear on the nightly newscast. At the time he agreed, Verne was confident that he would be better prepared by now. It seemed to Verne like five days was plenty of time to think of a “few words” to say.
Verne shifts uneasily in his chair which causes the chair to squeak. The chair makes a noise every time he moves. He forces himself to stop worrying about the upcoming memorial service and concentrate on the here and now. He is at Vin Castillo’s One Day Entrepreneur Seminar. Verne paid a large amount of money for this seminar using funds provided by Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel, and even though he needs to skip out half-way through the seminar, he knows that he should at least try to get something worthwhile from his time at this event. He wants to gain some new insight that will justify, inspire and inform the new travel business that he intends to launch using Mike’s money, but not with Mike’s knowledge or consent. Verne begins listening to the presentation already underway.
“Pizarro did not fund his voyage of conquest out of his own pocket; his patron was Queen Isabella of Spain. She gave him ships, soldiers and enough money to launch the expedition. What she expected in return was gold.” As Vin Castillo speaks large images are projected onto the screen behind him; images that depict portraits of Pizarro and Queen Isabella, then Spanish soldiers appear and they are outfitted for conquest. “Did Queen Isabella tell Pizarro to take his few hundred men and wage war against the Incans? To boldly kidnap and ransom the king of a sovereign civilization?”
The screen displays gruesome images of the Spanish conquistadores skewering Incans onto their spears and hacking them with sharp Spanish steel swords. Vin continues, “His instructions were not that specific. There was no business plan. Queen Isabella did not want to know the gory details. Her expectations of Pizarro were simple. Go forth, and bring back gold!”
Vin Castillo pauses for effect as images of Incan treasure flash on the two screens behind him. Images of gold bars and gold coins sparkling and filling the room with a golden glow.
“My friends,” Vin continues, while flashing a smile that is the result of an over indulgence in teeth whitening products and treatments, “Let me say to you now… go forth and bring back gold!”
The audience cheers at this and claps loudly. Verne checks his watch again. Looking at Vin Castillo, so comfortable in front of an audience, Verne wonders how he will look when he speaks to a very different audience in only a few short hours. Verne runs his tongue across his teeth and silently decides he needs another teeth whitening treatment. He will not be smiling at his speech today. Verne anticipates a somber crowd at the memorial service. They will not cheer and applaud for Verne as this audience is cheering for Vin Castillo. Verne shifts his weight uncomfortably in his chair causing it to squeak loudly.
“Let me introduce to you,” Vin says quieting the crowd, “to a fellow entrepreneur, and a certified Corporate Conquistador. Ladies and Gentleman, please welcome my great friend, Alan Blum. Alan, come on out here.”
The crowd applauds while watching a pale paunchy man wearing an expensive blue suit bound onto the small raised platform at the front of the room. Alan Blum appears to be trying to look and behave like Vin Castillo. His clothes are similar and Alan is wearing a thick gold chain around his neck which looks like a copy of the chain worn by Vin Castillo.
The differences between the two men are physical. Vin is taller and more athletic with thick black hair combed straight back. Alan Blum is balding and is to be trying to hide his hairline by carefully combing each of his remaining hairs across his scalp to maximize coverage.
As the applause subsides, Vin is still shaking hands with Alan. Vin continues the introduction saying, “You may not recognize Alan, but I am sure you will recognize his company. Using the principles Alan learned at this seminar, and guided by the lessons detailed in the best selling business book ‘Corporate Conquistadores’ Alan Blum founded the multi-million dollar enterprise known as Beastwire.com.”
Vin stops shaking hands with Alan and amidst renewed applause they both settle onto high stools preparing for an informal Q and A session. On the video screen behind them, raw images and video snippets of animals attacking other animals blend together into a collage of carnage. Sharks feeding, bears mauling, tigers leaping each blending with the next growing smaller and smaller to accommodate new and more graphic images. The screen flashes a scene of an elephant rampaging and then a hippopotamus attacking, each image connects with the next until all of the images form into the familiar logo of Beastwire.com.
Verne is intrigued now. He is familiar with Beastwire.com, this is a company that has been labeled as ‘extreme’ and has been outlawed in some states. But the controversy at Beatwire.com has not slowed the profits or the appetite for graphic real time access to exotic animal fighting and hunting.
Verne begins to pay close attention as Alan Blum summarizes the origin of his business.
Alan Blum begins speaking,
“Dog fighting is illegal, cock fighting is illegal; but guys like to see animals fighting. They like to watch the carnage and they like to bet on the results. Luckily for Beastwire.com, there are plenty of predators in the wild who are fighting for their dinner every day. Our mission at Beastwire.com is to bring the perspective of the predator and the prey to our customers.”
“This is a great business idea,” Vin says, and then he prompts, “How did Corporate Conquistadores help you take Beastwire.com from concept to cash?”
Alan smiles proudly and answers, “When I had the idea of Beastwire.com I was flat broke. I used my wife’s alimony payment to buy a ticket to your seminar, Vin, and at that one-day crash course, you showed me the way.”
Vin Castillo smiles at this; his bright white teeth glowing.
Alan continues, “Just like a Conquistador, I needed my Queen Isabella. I needed someone who would fund my expedition into an uncharted industry. I also needed access to advanced technology, and experts who knew how to capture video and stream it in real time onto the internet. And, I also needed access to vicious wild animals. I got all I needed through my relationship with EarthWatch.”
“EarthWatch?” Vin asks feigning incredulity. Then continues asking, “Didn’t they eventually sue you and try to shut you down?”
“The very same,” Alan answers flatly repeating a clearly scripted response. Then Alan resumes his narrative. “I did not tell them I was planning to profit; I mean plunder, from the video that I captured in the wild. EarthWatch funded me because they thought I was going to help raise money to protect endangered predators.”
“So you got your original funding from EarthWatch,” Vin clarifies.
“You bet,” Alan continues, “Once I had the funding and the EarthWatch network of nature lovers to help me, I had my ship and my soldiers so to speak. I was ready to set sail for an uncharted business opportunity.
“Once we connected the remote cameras to the first predators and I was getting live feeds, I was ready to bring real life animal carnage to my customers.”
Verne remembers the first time he heard about Beastwire.com. The company had become an instant sensation by capturing and web-casting disturbing video of predators in the wild. Verne remembers that there was a large and messy lawsuit with EarthWatch. Verne is eager to learn how Alan Blum managed to escape from his unwilling investor, especially since he is essentially planning a similar business launch using the funds unwittingly provided by Mike Vermillion.
Verne checks his watch. He will have to leave in three minutes if he is going to be on time to the memorial service. He decides that he can be a few minutes late, and hopes that Alan Blum will quickly get to the key points of his story. Verne shifts nervously in his chair again. The squeaking attracts the attention of the other would be Corporate Conquistadores seated around him.
Verne smiles apologetically and then resumes listening to the presentation.
“Remember the Bobcat and the Pomeranian?” Alan asks.
The crowd applauds as the video screen displays the famous footage. Captured from a small web-camera affixed to a collar around the Bobcat’s neck, the audience watches as the Bobcat stalks a small dog that is tugging at the end of its master’s leash. As the small dog pulls; the owner moves slowly behind. The dog owner seems uninterested in the walk. She is idly smoking a cigarette as she moves along behind her dog; she is completely ignorant to the proximity of an alpha predator.
Then the Bobcat pounces.
It is weirdly thrilling to experience the hunt from the vantage of the hunter.
“It is videos like this and many more streaming live every day into Beastwire.com that makes the company a sensation.” Vin Castillo explains, and then he continues his interview asking, “Did these videos make you rich?”
“No,” Alan admits, “to earn my corporate jet, I needed to read another chapter from Corporate Conquistadors.”
“Really… do tell,” Vin says showing fake surprise. The audience titters as Vin hams it up.
“Absolutely,” Alan responds enthusiastically, and then continues saying, “the secret to my success is not the small monthly fee paid by the subscribers or the gambling commission that accrues to Beastwire.com when our subscribers wager on the outcome of animal encounters. This revenue pays some bills to be sure, but the real money is earned from what I do not show to the public.”
Alan pauses for effect, and then continues, “You see, the video collars we attach to the animals are also equipped with a Global Positioning System or GPS devices. At Beastwire.com we can detect the exact location of any of the predators at any moment.
“Animal activists like EarthWatch pay me not to display this information on Beastwire.com. The animal rights groups realize that if I were to include the GPS locations of the animals in my web-cast, then this would be a homing signal for hunters and poachers who are after many of these rare predators.
“The more rare and endangered the animal, the more they pay me to keep its location a secret.”
Vin interrupts Alan’s explanation with a comment saying, “So you are literally ransoming your market; you are acting as a true Corporate Conquistador.”
The audience applauds loudly again. Verne checks his watch. He is now already four minutes over his time. He decides it is time to go. He has heard Alan Blum’s speech and now he has his own speech to make.
As the applause fades Verne stands and pushes his way past the people seated near to him as quietly as possible, hoping to make a discreet exit. His chair squeaks loudly as he stands, and he feels all eyes turning to observe his clumsy maneuvering past the future entrepreneurs seated in his row. Verne makes his way into the aisle and then turns to step lightly as possible up the aisle towards the exit. Verne is halfway to the back exit and the room is quiet until Vin breaks through the silence.
Vin Castillo calls out to him over the amplifier saying, “Excuse me sir, the gentleman exiting, may I ask you a question?”
Verne stops, and turns around. All eyes are on him. A man dressed in a Corporate Conquistadores tee-shirt runs up to Verne holding a microphone.
“May I know why you are leaving?” Vin Castillo asks and then comments, “I cannot say that I have ever seen anyone exit my seminar before, are you not getting the information you came to learn? Are you not learning how to raid and plunder?”
“No sir,” Verne stammered into the microphone, and then realizing this was not what he meant he said, “I mean, yes, it’s nothing like that.”
“Then why are you leaving?” Vin asks again.
“I have a funeral this afternoon that I must attend,” Verne answers, “It starts soon, so I am sorry but I cannot stay and hear the rest of the seminar.”
Vin Castillo is surprised by this response. He says, “I am very sorry for your loss.”
Verne, being nervous, decides to explain a bit further;
“Yes,” Verne continues, “My uncle was Leo Leopold the futurist. You may have heard of him.”
At this Vin Castillo stands and moves down the aisle. He closes the distance to Verne with large confident strides.
“I am very sorry for your loss,” Vin repeats as he approaches. Then standing next to Verne and touching his hand on Verne’s shoulder tenderly. Vin says, “Please accept this hard cover edition of Corporate Conquistadors.”
Vin Castillo opens the book and prepares to autograph the inside cover.
“Is your name Leopold as well?” Vin asks with pen poised.
“No, my name is Verne Fielding. Leo was my mother’s brother.”
“I see, Verne Fielding,” Vin repeats the name slowly as he scrawls into the book.
When he is done writing, Vin says, “Tell us Verne Fielding, quickly before you have to leave, are you planning to martial your resources and explore an uncharted business opportunity?”
Vin is playing to the audience now and he continues saying, “Perhaps you have a scheme in mind to exploit the publicity from your famous uncle’s death to launch your new venture?”
Verne, who does not have any plans beyond a vague notion that he will do something new in the travel business just smiles and shrugs his shoulders.
Vin Castillo grasps his hand and shakes it warmly, and then hands him the autographed copy of the book.
“We understand Verne Fielding,” he says, “Your secret business plans are safe with us.”
Vin turns to the audience now while still shaking Verne’s hand and continues speaking, “Go forth, Verne Fielding, Go forth to explore, plunder and ransom. Take advantage of your uncle’s celebrity and launch your new business venture. But Verne, remember, above all else, bring back gold!”
Vin releases Verne’s hand while the room politely applauds Verne’s departure. Verne quickly makes his way up the aisle and out the double door of the conference room. Once he is through the doors and walking back toward the hotel lobby he checks his watch; he is now ten minutes past his time. He will be late to Uncle Leo’s funeral.
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“The Trail turns upward. The rough rocky trail seems to be reinforced in places by cut stone, but we cannot be sure if these are random placements of nature or purposefully built reinforcements buttressing the trail. We continue to follow the rise and presently the trees thin and we find we are completely enshrouded in a fog that steams from the jungle around us. Now, when we examine the stones at our feet, there can be no doubt, we are ascending upon an ancient roadway, ascending up and into the mist.”
Monastery in the Mist
 
 
Driving to Uncle Leo’s memorial, Verne tries to assemble some meaningful phrases in his head; something that he can say about his Uncle, some insight, something personal. The traffic is thick, thicker than when he previously timed this drive from the hotel to the Rainbow New Age Church. His jumbled thoughts are easily distracted as he weaves in and out of lanes on the freeway, in a futile effort to shorten the drive time to the service. When he arrives at the funeral home, he is twenty minutes past his time.
There is nowhere to park. Nervous about his lateness and his unpreparedness he decides to simply double park his car and he blocks a few cars behind him in the driveway. Also blocking the cars parked in the parking lot are three different media trucks with their long retractable antennas fully extended. Verne checks his tie in the rear view mirror to make sure it is tight and is hiding the fact that the top collar button on his shirt is left undone to accommodate the thickness of his neck.
Stepping quickly up the steps and entering into the Rainbow New Age Church, Verne is amazed by the size of the crowd. His Uncle was more popular than he had guessed. As he enters from the back of the church, Verne sees the priest standing at the front of the sanctuary. He is a thin Asian looking man, wearing a white robe with a rainbow motif that stretches from arm to arm. The priest immediately sees Verne’s entrance and ushers him onto the raised central dais. Verne has the impression that the crowd had been waiting for awhile.
Walking past the front pews, Verne sees his family. Veronica is there and she smiles at him encouragingly; his girls looked bored and sleepy. Leo’s wife, Verne’s Aunt Millie, is there with her son, Larry. They look dazed. Verne is surprised to see Larry looking so much older. He realizes that he had not seen Larry for years and Larry has grown up from a skinny introspective boy, to a pale insecure adult. Larry looks lost.
Verne follows the priest up onto the dais and then stands behind the pulpit. He begins by speaking directly into the microphone and his voice is over-amplified causing a loud crackle and then a whine of auditory feedback inappropriately distressing the solemn crowd. The multi-colored priest quickly jumps up and begins readjusting the microphone, after a moment he nods to Verne so he can begin again.
“My Uncle, Leo Leopold,” Verne’s voice sounds okay. He sounds strong, “was a famous man.”
Verne takes a deep breath hoping that words will continue to present themselves to his blank mind.
He continues speaking and says, “But to us, his family, he was simply one of us. A good husband, a good father, he was our friend and part of our family. We knew and loved Leo before the book and the lecture tours and the interviews, when he was a simple Insurance Salesman. Leo was one of us. He was part of our family.”
“And even after he was famous he never stopped being one of us. He came to our family events and he told us about the famous people he had met, and he encouraged us to succeed in our careers and make a mark on the world as he had. Leo was a great guy.”
Looking down to the family sitting in the front pew, Verne sees Veronica looking up at him encouragingly. He realizes that among the hundreds that packed the funeral home and the thousands more that would see him and hear his ‘few words’ broadcast on the nightly newscast, Veronica alone knows the truth about Verne’s feelings towards his Uncle Leo. Veronica catches his eye, and nods to him conspiratorially. Verne is strangely emotionally moved by his wife’s unexpected support. He momentarily chokes up on his next words, and needs to take a moment to collect himself. The audience, of course, thinks Verne is emotional over the loss of his dear Uncle Leo.
Verne continues, “The world remembers Leo as a futurist, but to us, his family, he was always just a regular guy.”
Later, after the news broadcast and the obituaries are printed in the newspapers and magazines, this last phrase is the quote that was used and remembered. It is this quote from Verne Fielding’s off the cuff remarks that becomes Leo Leopold’s epitaph:
“Uncle Leo was a regular guy.”
The press credits Verne with giving the world a glimpse of the real ‘Leo Leopold’, the family man behind the famous futurist.
 
 
*****
 
 
Verne mills through the large crowd that is gathered at Leo Leopold’s house following the memorial service, he is enjoying his moment of attention. People who he did not know shake his hand and compliment him on his poise and his ‘few words’.
One woman says to him, “It was an intimate family moment, bravely shared with a grieving world.”
Veronica, knowing full well the disdain that Verne felt for his uncle seems happy to play along. Their unspoken conspiracy to misrepresent family relations to the world has brought them close together; closer than they had felt in years. Veronica hugged Verne warmly when he stepped down from the dais and she stands by him now as they continue to meet Leo’s fans and followers, or give short impromptu interviews with the news media. Verne and Veronica are having a good time.
Eventually the crowd thins and the girls look exhausted. It is time to go. Verne finds Aunt Millie in the kitchen and gives her a strong uncharacteristic hug. Millie seems stiff with grief. She is not having fun. Verne feels a pang of anxiety and guilt. Perhaps he has overplayed his hand, perhaps Millie will tell the truth about Verne’s relationship with Leo.
“Let me know if there is any more I can do,” Verne says.
“We will give you a call tomorrow,” Veronica chimes in.
Verne and Veronica gather the girls and amble toward the front door. As they are exiting; Verne hears a small voice from behind him.
“Verne, Verne, Uncle Verne.”
Turning, he sees Larry Leopold sitting on the stairs. Verne and Larry are cousins, but Larry calls him Uncle Verne anyway. Verne is ten years older than Larry so Verne seems like Larry’s uncle. Larry is in his early twenties now. Larry looks at him and again is surprised to see him fully grown. He remembers the reclusive boy that Leo and Millie would drag out to family events. Verne tries to think when he last talked to Larry and realizes that it is possible that they have not seen each other for over ten years.
Veronica says, “We will wait for you in the car,” and then she ushers the girls out through the front door.
Verne settles onto the step next to his cousin. They sit uncomfortably together for a few minutes watching Veronica and the girls meander down the front walk and then step gingerly into the Ford Taurus.
Verne feels guilty for enjoying his moment of fame at his uncle’s memorial. He realizes that soon he will join Veronica and the girls in the Taurus and they will drive away from this sad house while Larry and his mother will continue to live here.
“Would you like to talk to me Larry?” Verne asks. “It’s tough to lose your Dad so unexpectedly like that.”
Verne is trying to sound sincere. Verne is trying to actually be, at least for this moment, the person he portrayed to the media and the fans gathered at the memorial service.
“It’s not about Dad,” Larry says.
This is a genuine surprise to Verne. After a moment, Verne prompts him to continue.
“Okay, Larry, tell me what’s on your mind.”
“It’s the book,” Larry says.
“What book?” Verne asks, defensively wondering how Larry could know about the signed copy of Corporate Conquistadors that is in the car.
“My Dad’s book,” Larry answers, “Monastery in the Mist.”
Verne waits. He is puzzled by this conversation and is having trouble processing until Larry continues.
“My Dad didn’t write it.”
“Who wrote it?” Verne asks.
Verne wonders for a moment if Larry is thinking about taking credit for his father’s book and then replacing his father as the leader of the new age movement that follows Leo’s teachings. It seems highly improbable that Larry would try this. Larry rarely leaves the confines of his room in the basement.
“I heard it,” Larry says, “I heard the book over the radio.”
“Okay,” Verne responds, not sure where this is going.
“That does not matter now,” Larry continues, “It was never meant to be published as a book anyway. Turning it into a book was always my Dad’s idea. My Dad saw the phrases that I was writing down from listening to the radio, and he thought that if he combined them together, then the messages could be turned into a book.”
“What was it supposed to be?” Verne asks.
“It’s a message,” Larry answers.
“So it was never a book?” Verne says questioningly, and then with understanding says, “Okay, it’s a message. I am not sure there is a big difference.”
“It’s a message,” Larry explains, “After every passage the voice on the radio would tell me to deliver this message.”
“You mean like a private message?” Verne asks still trying to understand.
“Yes,” Larry says. “It’s a message from the future, but my Dad saw it and decided that he should publish it as a book instead. As if he wrote it. As if my Dad was the author.”
“But, he did not write it,” Verne clarifies.
“Right,” Larry says, “It’s a message from the people who live in the future, and they told me to deliver the message to you.”
Verne clearly did not understand this so Larry explained it again.
“The voice said, at the end of each passage, ‘deliver this message to Verne Fielding.’”
Larry waits for a reaction, but Verne does not respond - he is dumbstruck.
Larry repeats his explanation hoping that his cousin will understand, “The book, ‘Monastery in the Mist’ is really a bunch of messages from the future. Messages that were all meant for you.”
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Our guide spreads a blanket upon the stones of the road and then sets out a simple meal from the provisions that remain. Before he allows any of us to partake of the food, he leads us in a meditative reading from a small text of Aymara parables. Through the reading, he describes three distinct worlds: Uku Pacha – the past, Kay Pacha – the present and Hanan Pacha – the future. Later, as we are eating, he explains that just as the food nourishes our bodies, the reading nourishes our thoughts. He says that the ideas we read from his book will mark us, like a tattoo etched upon our minds.
Monastery in the Mist
 
 
“Are you okay?”
Veronica asks with real concern in her voice and the sound works to soothe Verne’s jagged emotions. This new conspiracy that has formed spontaneously between them at the memorial service; a conspiracy to represent Verne as a caring and compassionate nephew to his late Uncle Leo has also worked to re-establish warmth between them. Usually when Verne is angry or upset, Veronica ignores him. But not this time; for the first time in a long time Verne feels like a husband in a marriage.
Verne smiles at Veronica and says, “I’ll tell you all about it later.”
Verne uses his eyes to indicate towards the back seat where the girls are listening. Veronica immediately understands that this is something he does not want the girls to hear.
They drive home and enjoy quiet conversation. Here is a small family bubble moment, away from the reporters and the relatives; a moment when they can relax and be their private selves. When they get to their house, Verne lets the motor continue to run as the girls exit from the back.
“I have to go somewhere,” he explains to Veronica who is hesitating. She is lingering in the front seat when she realizes that Verne is not coming inside the house.
“What’s going on?” she asks, “what did Larry say to you?”
“It’s about the book, the book Uncle Leo wrote. I have to go get a copy of it at the bookstore. I will tell you all about it when I get back.”
Veronica suppresses her natural inclination to badger her husband. She can clearly see that something is different with him, but decides she can wait for an hour until he returns from the bookstore.
She says, “Okay,” and then leans over and kisses him affectionately.
Verne watches her walk all the way up their walk to their stoop and then he watches as she steps lightly into their house. He lingers a moment longer, still feeling the warmth of her kiss on his mouth. Finally, he puts the Taurus into ‘R’ and backs down the driveway.
The bookstore is a two story structure with tall glass windows stretching up to the roof. Verne feels like he has entered into a Cathedral of literature. And if it is a Cathedral, then on the central shrine is a display dedicated to the Monastery in the Mist, Uncle Leo’s book; Verne’s stolen book.
Verne refuses to purchase what he now decides is rightfully his. Leo stole this from him. Verne accepts Larry’s story without question because it makes visceral sense. For Verne, Larry’s explanation of the writing of Monastery in the Mist rings with truth. Verne should have been the famous new age author. Verne’s whole life, as a result is wrong. His failures in business, his unfulfilled ambition, it all made sense to him now. He is living the wrong life. He is living Uncle Leo’s life. His rightful place in the universe was as the family celebrity. Verne right now should be a successful new age futurist and author, and his Uncle Leo should be alive and selling insurance as he had done before. Verne looks at the book and realizes that this is what he was born to do, and Leo stole this from him. Leo stole his life.
Verne looks at the larger than life posters of his deceased uncle that frame the book display and sees only that it should be his own face staring back at him. The content of the book is an afterthought. It is the enormity of the theft that is central to Verne’s thoughts.
This book is his. Larry said the voice from the future told him to deliver the messages to Verne. Uncle Leo stole his book and his fame. Leo stole his success. Verne’s whole life instantly came into clear focus the minute Larry made his awful confession.
“It should have been me,” Verne says to himself as he stands before the shrine of books. Dozens of faces of Leo Leopold stare back at him from posters and book jackets. Leo is mocking him.
Verne places his right hand on the top of a stack of new hard cover reprint edition of Monastery in the Mist and makes a solemn promise.
“I will have this back. I will have the life that you stole from me.”
Verne picks up a copy of the book at random and makes his way to the coffee shop located on the second floor of the bookstore. Sitting at a small table, with a small cup of coffee, he intends to read the book straight through. But after a page, he starts skipping ahead, looking for something that will speak to him; something that will jump at him from off of the page. He skims a couple of chapters. He reads enough to understand the basic plot.
The book is written as a firsthand account of an explorer going into the Amazon jungle and there he finds the lost city of the Incans. But this lost city is still populated and the people living there have evolved into highly mystical beings. The explorer lives among this lost tribe and they teach him many truths about himself and the nature of the universe.
Verne skims through the chapters that delve into the philosophy espoused by the people living in the monastery. He has no real interest in the new age thought described in the book or the life lessons that are taught by the book.
The ending of the book seems uncertain. The last chapter speaks of possible endings and invites the reader to mount an expedition to find the lost city and finish the story. Unsatisfied, Verne pushes the book aside. He walks aimlessly around the bookstore, moving from shelf to shelf. His mind is unfocused until he finds himself in the business book aisle, and there, prominently displayed is ‘Corporate Conquistadores’. Verne picks up a copy and turns it over. He recognizes the smiling face of Vin Castillo. Vin’s author picture is in black and white and his teeth look more normal. Verne wonders if the photo is retouched, or if the photo pre-dated the teeth whitening.
Verne begins to imagine his own author photo on the back of a new book. A sequel to Monastery in the Mist by Verne Fielding, but just as he thinks of this, the dream slips away. Verne knows he will never be able to write a book.
Verne looks at Vin Castillo again and remembers meeting him earlier this day. What did Vin say? Oh yes, he asked Verne if he was going to make a business that exploited the fame of his late uncle. Perhaps this is the answer.
Verne feels a hot rush of enthusiasm at this idea. The answer to Vin Castillo is “yes”. Verne will exploit his thieving Uncle Leo by following his original plan to create a new travel business.
The potency of the idea fills him with hot energy. He is not sure how he will do it, maybe Maureen could help fill in some of the details. But somehow, in the next six weeks, while Mike Vermillion is out of town on his familiarization trip; Verne will use the resources from Mike’s company to start a new travel business. Verne will start a high adventure travel business that caters to rich new age ex-hippies who are looking for spiritual enlightenment. Verne will start a travel business that specializes in taking them into the Amazon and in doing so taking them on a spiritual journey out of themselves. Verne will become the exclusive travel agent to the Monastery in the Mist.
 
 
*****
 
 
“Did you make the bank deposit Verne?”
Mike Vermillion is looking distressed.
“Hmmm,” Verne responds without answering the question and without looking at Mike.
From his position, behind the desk Verne is looking into his computer monitor and directly at the answer to Mike’s question. Mike, standing on the other side of the desk in Verne’s small office, can only see the black back of Verne’s computer monitor.
What Verne sees is the homepage of a new travel web site that Verne contracted to be built using the funds that became available to him during his brief time he was in charge at the travel office while Mike Vermillion was on his FAM trip. The deposit that Mike is asking about was cashed and used to pay for the programmers and the designers of the new travel site among other expenses to setup the business. Verne continues to admire his new website, not really sure how he will explain his actions to Mike Vermillion.
The website gleaming back into Verne’s private view displays a magnificent vista of the Andes rising above a misty jungle canopy. Verne himself, with a two day growth of beard is standing smiling in the foreground next to a tall white llama and outfitted with adventure gear. At the top of the screen in bright red and orange letters like a sun rising over the mountains is the name of the travel web site, it says:
“Adventure Travels by Verne Fielding.” And then in smaller letters, “Exclusive Tours to the Monastery in the Mist.”
“The bank deposit?” Mike repeats his question and then adds, “Where is the bank deposit? The payroll is due tomorrow.”
Verne’s face becomes pale when Mike mentions the payroll, despite the warm glow of red and orange light emanating from his computer monitor. Mike becomes more agitated as Verne continues to avoid looking at him.
Verne is no longer hearing Mike’s words, Verne hears only sounds. Mike sounds like an angry animal. Verne turns to face him finally and sees that Mike’s face had turned red and purple from anger. Mike’s mouth is champing and biting at his words.
As Verne watches, small droplets of saliva fling forth from Mikes angry lips and Verne observes their trajectory onto his desk. Verne has never seen Mike get this angry before; Mike is railing. Maureen appears in the doorway and she tries to calm Mike down a bit. She leads him back into his own office. Verne sits uncomfortably in his chair, listening to the very quiet office.
Before long, Barry Ross appears at Verne’s small office door.
“Seems we have a situation here,” Barry says as he maneuvers his tall frame into the small space between Verne’s desk and the doorway.
“Is Mike okay?” Verne asks with real concern. Verne has never seen Mike get this angry and is concerned that Mike will have some sort of apoplectic seizure. Verne imagines himself explaining the situation to Veronica and the girls. In his imaginings of these events, the scene with Veronica never ends well.
“It’s not Mike I am worried about,” Barry says, “What you did is embezzlement. You are going to be arrested if you do not return the payroll money.”
Verne laughs nervously.
“It’s no joke,” Barry says, “The police are coming over now.”
Verne feels cold sweat on his hands, but says nothing. Instead of dealing with Barry, he simply continues clicking around on his new travel web site. Exploring the website controls, looking at the submission form where new customers can sign up for an adventure into the Amazon. Verne has logged into the website so he has the administrative view. From this site Verne sees when potential customers are clicking on different trip options, and if they eventually purchase a trip into the Amazon he will see their order being processed.
Barry continues talking, “Verne, you need to return the money that you took. It’s the only way to keep you out of jail.” Then he adds, “Your marriage to Veronica will not save you from this.”
There is something in Barry’s voice when he says ‘Veronica’ that makes Verne realize something that he never noticed before. There is a longing in his tone. Listening to Barry say ‘Veronica’ Verne realizes that Barry is jealous of Verne. Barry wants Verne’s life. He is secretly in love with Veronica and he wants to be Mike’s son-in-law. Barry Ross, the smart businessman. Barry Ross, Mike’s close confidant and trusted accountant is jealous of Verne.
Verne looks at Barry Ross with his loose chin and thick lips. Verne looks at Barry’s gloating face and realizes he longs to replace Verne as Veronica’s husband. Verne realizes it, and the thought gives him strength. He drinks in this new knowledge and feels the courage of an animal that is backed into a corner. Verne feels dangerous.
Verne reaches across his desk and touches the autographed copy of Corporate Conquistadores gathering additional strength from the tactile sensation. Verne addresses Barry confidently.
“It’s all spent,” Verne says.
“What did you do?” Barry asks not really expecting an answer, and then he asks, “What were you thinking?”
Verne hates Barry Ross. He hates the way Mike Vermillion trusts Barry and defers to Barry. Verne knows that the acrimony is mutual, and now he realizes that Barry wants to displace him as Veronica’s husband. Barry is enjoying this moment. Barry is watching Verne’s plans coming apart, and he is enjoying it.
Verne says, “I did something you don’t have the guts to do, Barry. I built something new. I built a new business.”
Verne swivels the computer monitor on its base so Barry can see the screen.
“Something bold,” Verne continues, “It’s called Adventure Travel. I am selling expeditions into the Amazon; I am tapping into the publicity from my uncle’s popular book and recent death. This is where the real money is in the adventure travel business.”
Barry looks at the computer monitor and the website home page for a few moments and then reads it out loud, “Adventure Travel with Verne Fielding, exclusive tours to the Monastery in the Mist.”
Barry smirks, “This is it? You risked everything for this?”
Before Verne can respond, Mike reappears at the door of the small office behind Barry; he seems calm now and in control of himself. He pushes into the office and stands next to Barry. The office is much too small to accommodate the three men comfortably together with the desk so they are literally squeezing together. The small room is hot and the atmosphere begins to grow thick.
Verne and Barry are silent as Mike examines the web site that is now visible on Verne’s computer monitor.
“This is what you used the payroll to build?” Mike asks.
“It’s more than just a website,” Verne responds, he is talking fast now, talking too fast, he mentally forces himself to speak more slowly. He says, “I had to buy advertising and I hired a guide, someone who lives in Peru but also speaks English and can lead the tours into the Amazon. He was not easy to find.”
As Verne talks, Mike begins to massage his temples.
“This can work,” Verne says, “You were not there, at Uncle Leo’s funeral. That was real publicity, the people there, his followers, the people reading his book, they want to do this. They are looking for a guide and I am the one that can take them there.”
“Into the jungle?” Barry asks.
“Yes,” Verne answers confidently.
“The same jungle trail that killed your Uncle Leo?” Barry asks sarcastically.
“Yes,” Verne answers, “His death means this is my chance.”
“Do you know where to take them?” Mike asks, and then clarifies, “Do you really know how to find this lost city?”
“I can find it,” Verne says with less confidence. Verne considers explaining about Larry Leopold and the voices from the future, but decides that this will not be well received.
Maureen appears in the hallway behind Mike, she looks nervous and shaken. Verne realizes she is unsure if her complicity in building the new ‘Adventure Travels’ business will be exposed and this is making her nervous.
Maureen says, “Excuse me, Mike, the police are here.”
Barry pipes up saying, “It’s up to you now, Mike. You need to decide if you are going to press charges.”
Mike is thinking. He massages his temples and closes his eyes so he does not have to look at the website and the smiling image of Verne standing next to a llama.
Verne tries to anticipate the decision. He will have to consider Veronica and the girls. On the other hand, Verne has never seen Mike this angry before. Verne’s ears burn hot as he waits for Mike’s decision. The air in the small office is sticky with the excess heat from their overly agitated bodies.
Barry is eager to hear Mike’s verdict and prompts him pointing to the website, “What do you want to do here, Mike? Are you going to put up with this travel by llama nonsense or are you going to shut this down and put him in jail for what he has done? ”
Then, as if in answer to Barry’s question, the website makes a crisp clear sound:
“Ding!”
And then another,
“Ding!”
Verne’s eyes grow wide and he spins the monitor around in the opposite direction so now it is facing him and he can see the website. Quickly, he types his administrative credentials into the website.
“What is it?” Maureen asks excitedly, “What happened?”
Verne looks up at her, but she is hidden behind Mike and Barry.
“It’s a customer,” Verne says, “I think we just sold our first adventure tour into the Amazon.”
Barry Ross is stunned. He looks as if Verne has struck him across the face. Mike is also surprised, and then he looks relieved; relieved that he can postpone his decision.
Verne is grinning broadly as he turns the computer monitor back so Mike and Barry can see for themselves.
“Look,” Verne says proudly, “Our first customer purchased two deluxe tour packages. With this, we can pay back the loan that we needed to jumpstart the business. Here is your payroll money that you were so worried about.”
Now Verne is smug, he feels victorious.
“That was no loan,” Barry says grumbling, sensing his victory slipping away.
“Who is it?” Maureen asks from the hallway. She cannot see computer monitor past Mike and Barry.
Verne answers saying, “Our first customers are famous. They are none other than Vin Castillo, the author of Corporate Conquistadores, and Alan Blum, the founder of Beastwire.com.
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“The first man did not suffer from career choice. When man climbed down from the trees and started living in caves and huts, he was simply a hunter, a gatherer and a warrior. But then we evolved. Man evolved and our civilization evolved along with him. Hunters became ranchers, gatherers became farmers and warriors became soldiers. Soon every aspect of our lives became a profession, the tailor, the tradesman, the banker, the explorer.”
“Evolution, like all things in nature, follows a natural cycle of growth and decline. The question is when does our civilization reach its zenith? Are we still growing and improving, or are we past our prime? The information age with its shiny gadgets may be seen by some as the next step on an evolutionary ladder. With the rise of the nerds to dominance we congratulate ourselves that we have improved as a people. Instant access to information across a wide network makes each of us feel smarter. Constant contact with the news and with the trivial details of our network of friends and family makes us feel like we are connected. Modern virtual tribes connected by social networking seems so much an improvement from where we began. I would argue that the information age in its entirety is like an old man who has entered into retirement and spends his days reading about the things that happened, or might have happened. Our society is no longer doing, we are now only remembering.
“The information age is the age of nostalgia and nothing more. If you want to find a career worthy of our civilization at its peak, at our prime, you need to look back to when we were exploring and conquering the world, its people and its riches. Mankind evolved from hunter to warrior to conqueror. We were at our best when we discovered a new world and with a small band of ruthless men, held the new world hostage, taking for ourselves their gold and then destroying all that was left. Our nature is to conquer. Therefore we were at our best when we were conquistadores.”
Corporate Conquistadores
 
 
Verne closes the autographed copy of Corporate Conquistadors and rubs his tired eyes. He has two books with him for the ten hours of flying required to get from Sacramento, California to Lima, Peru. The other book in his carry-on bag is a copy of Monastery in the Mist which he picked up when he was at his late Uncle Leopold’s house. Verne finds himself reading and then re-reading passages from Corporate Conquistadors. The Monastery in the Mist, however, remains unopened in his bag.
The airplane is quiet. The passengers for the most part are sleeping. Sitting next to him is his cousin, Larry Leopold. Larry is sleeping like a child who is exhausted from being over excited. The trip to Peru was unexpected and Larry was enthusiastic to join the expedition and follow his father’s footsteps into the jungle. But like a child, the high energy and anticipation of the trip ended with exhaustion when the trip was finally underway. Larry has been sleeping soundlessly for hours.
Verne feels restless. He looks out of the window and into the darkness. He knows that below him, un-illuminated is land or sea. Verne looks at his watch and is dismayed to find that only fifteen minutes has elapsed since the last time he checked his watch. It seems impossible. How could time be moving so slowly? The last two weeks elapsed at an astonishing rate. Verne remembers his first sale; his first adventure travel tour into the Amazon, and now here he is two weeks later on a flight to catch up with that tour group. Verne wonders how it is possible that so many events could have been condensed into what now seems to be mere moments in time. And now, he is sitting here on this quiet flight, steadfastly progressing through dark sky. Time is moving past so slowly as to feel stifling. Worse than the feeling of claustrophobia from being crammed into a tiny seat surrounded by the other passengers all around him is this feeling of time closing in on him. Verne wonders if there is a word for it… anxiety from cramped time.
He rubs his eyes again and then rubs his temples and tries to relax. Larry Leopold sitting next to him begins to snore quietly. Verne tries to adjust his seat to a more comfortable angle.
The incline of the airplane seat makes his belly protrude over the seatbelt and he is embarrassed when the attractive Latin stewardess stops by offering him drinks and snacks. He squeezes his flab roughly between his thumb and forefinger and promises himself he will not eat any unhealthy airline food. He will stay true to his diet. But eventually, he breaks this promise and before the trip is over he eats a pack of Oreo cookies, four packages of honey roasted peanuts, four diet cokes and three glasses of scotch over ice. All of this is in addition to the airline dinner which consists of chicken over rice with a thick glob of brownie for dessert.
Eating does not satisfy him. He still feels hungry and he feels trapped in his seat. He feels like a blob. Unable to stand or move about, the food sits in his stomach and he becomes bloated. The cabin lights are off affording some privacy, so he loosens his belt and unsnaps his trousers allowing his belly to fall out onto his lap. He is disgusted by his flabby middle.
Verne looks out of the small window and scrutinizes the black sky and black earth below. He cannot clearly discern the horizon. He tries to recount the events that have led up to this moment. Moments that moved too quickly to control, leading him to this current place and time. He wonders, “How did I get started on this path?” It is a path that eventually will lead him into the jungles of Peru, a path that follows the trail blazed by his uncle. What triggered the series of events that will eventually lead him into the Amazon?
He stares out of the window into the black nothingness and tries to remember.
 
 
*****
 
 
Verne eases the Ford into the driveway and parks. He steps out into the warm evening air. He considers the facade of his house silhouetted against the red and orange sky. Sucking air into his lungs he forces himself to enjoy this moment. He feels confident once again. He feels like the husband and the provider. There is something tribal, something instinctive, that glows within him. His warm feeling stretches back into his ancestry, touching something that is handed down genetically across the generations. The pride of the hunter carrying home game that will feed his family; a prize that nourishes them, but also shows that he is strong, cunning, brave and that he is in charge.
He stands listening to the ticking of the Ford’s engine as it cools and watches the sky darkening, now punctuated by singular stars.
“Tonight Veronica will greet me differently,” he says to himself.
The porch light unexpectedly switches on in a weird sort of answer to his statement and Verne watches incredulously as a black shadow, caught by the sudden illumination of the porch light, appears inexplicably standing by his front door; a black hulking figure that had apparently been standing there all along and is now hiding in the dim shadow of twilight.
Verne is dumbstruck as he watches the black shadow melt into the darkness beyond the halo of his porch light, as if it is nothing more than a lump of late darkness surprised by the porch light and now silently sliding away; now just shoulders, now a large mass, now smaller and now gone.
Verne leaps forward, not sure what he has just seen, calling out as he races onto the front lawn, “Hey, hey you!”
And as he moves, the front door opens and a wide arc of yellow light spills out onto the yard, showing clearly that Verne is standing, by himself, on his lawn yelling at no one and nothing.
Veronica looks out at him from the doorway.
“What are you doing?” she asks, clearly already irritated with him.
“Did you see someone?” Verne asks, puffing slightly between each word so as to recover from his short sprint.
“No,” she says.
“I was sure I saw something on the porch, a dark figure… standing…” Verne trails off.
Changing the subject abruptly, Veronica states firmly, “I talked to my Dad, and I talked to Barry.”
Verne’s interest in chasing shadows is instantly forgotten when Veronica mentions that she had a conversation with Barry Ross. His face, already flushed from the sprint, grows hotter.
“I bet you had a long conversation with Barry… did he call you, or better yet, you called him… did you meet somewhere to talk it over?” Verne sounds childish, even to himself.
“Verne,” she looks at him with exasperation and says, “Don’t play games with me! What are you doing to my father’s business?”
Verne does not much like the tone in her voice. She sounds like she is scolding one of the girls. She is talking to him like he is another one of her children.
“Wait a minute here,” Verne tries to maintain a normal tone of voice and says, “Barry Ross is an ass and he tried to have me arrested today. You don’t see…”
“Oh, I think I see,” Veronica cuts off his sentence and continues, “you’re scheming again, but this time it is Dad’s business you are putting at risk.”
Verne’s face burns hot. He re-traces his steps to the Ford and pulls the keys dramatically from his pocket, flourishing them for his wife to see.
“Great, now you are running away,” she says.
“I am not staying here and talking to you when you have clearly already taken sides with your pal Barry Ross.” Verne yells as he yanks open the car door, and then continues saying, “Did Barry also tell you that by the way he is in love with you?”
Verne ducks into the car and slams the driver door closed denying Veronica any opportunity at defense or retort. The yellow light that cast an arc across the lawn retracts quickly as Veronica slams closed the front door.
Verne stares once again at the dim glow of the porch light and is briefly reminded of the hulking shape that he thought he saw hiding on the porch. He pushes this thought from his mind and starts the engine.
Backing down the driveway, Verne has no idea where he is going.
“I wonder what Maureen is doing right now?” he asks himself as he flips on the car radio and then the headlights.
 
 
*****
 
 
Verne shakes his head to clear and reset his thoughts. Memories of Veronica scolding him like a child blend together with the conversations he had with Mike and Barry at the office days later. Mike asks Verne to join them in Mike’s larger office at the front of the agency. The payments from Vin Castillo and Alan Blum are processed and the payroll has been paid, so the mood is less tense at this meeting.
Mike’s office includes a window that looks out onto the street and warm sunlight slices in through vertical blinds. The desk and shelves and walls are decorated with the crystal mementos that a well respected business man picks up along his career including framed pictures with celebrities, miniature globes, miniature airplanes and miniature cruise ships.
Mike is sitting behind his desk and Barry is sitting in the chair by the window, so Verne sits down in the chair by the door.
“Where are they going… exactly?” Mike asks in a calm voice.
Because Verne does not answer immediately, Barry Ross follows up with rapid fire questions transparently intending to evoke concern from Mike by highlighting the ineptitude of Verne’s new venture.
“Do you have any insurance? Did you hire an experienced guide? Did they sign a waiver indemnifying the business if they get hurt or worse?” Barry stops asking questions because Mike has raised his hand to signal him to stop.
“Is this an inquisition?” Verne asks defensively.
“Listen,” Mike responds calmly placing both hands palm downwards on his desk, “We are not trying to badger you, but, I do need to know what is going on with this new adventure business that you started. I just want to make sure that the business is safe and the customers are not at risk.”
Mike pauses giving Barry a look which tells him to remain quiet and then he continues, “Now please, Verne, start at the beginning and tell us what is going on with this tour. You sold two tickets so this is a good thing. When do they leave? Where are they going?”
Verne sits up in his chair, happy to discuss his two clients because he knows that any small success he has with his venture irritates Barry.
“Vin Castillo and Alan Blum are the first two clients, but they will not be the last.” Verne explains, “My Uncle Leo Leopold had a large following of new age believers who are avid enthusiasts for the legend of the Monastery in the Mist. I am developing a waiting list of followers who would like to go on a similar adventure into the Amazon in search of a spiritual and mystical transformation.”
“It sounds like a dangerous idea,” Mike says and then adds, “Your uncle tried to find this same lost city and died in the jungle. I think we should think about waiting at least until we know the trail is safe.”
“We can’t wait,” Verne answers.
“I think it would be prudent,” Mike persists, “These are prominent men, and if they are hurt, or killed my business could be ruined.”
“We can’t wait,” Verne reiterates, and then explains, “The tour is already underway. They started into the jungle yesterday.”
“Holy crap!” Barry can no longer contain himself and starts in again with the rapid fire questioning, “Do you have any way to contact them? Do you have any idea where they are going?”
“Yes, Barry,” Verne answers with heavy sarcasm, “I know exactly where they are going.”
Verne produces a worn and fragile piece of paper. Verne opens the paper on Mike’s desk and shows that it displays a series of numbers organized on the page in groups of threes.
“My uncle left me this,” Verne proclaims, “I have the exact GPS coordinates that lead all the way to the Monastery.”
 
 
*****
 
 
The memory of Barry’s expression at the sight of the GPS coordinates lying on Mike desk brings a grin to Verne’s face. Verne can see his dim reflection grinning back at him in the reflective window of the airplane and beyond his own face, only blackness.
Verne looks deep into the darkness outside the airplane window trying to see a star or the moon or the light of a city down below, something to make him feel like he is still part of the earth and not lost in some timeless void, but there was nothing; there is nothing to see out of the window except nothing and more black nothing.
Verne strains to reach under the seat in front of him and retrieves Monastery in the Mist from his bag. Tucked into the un-read pages Verne finds the worn page from his Uncle with the GPS coordinates listed. It seems unlikely that Uncle Leo would have meant to leave this to Verne, but inexplicably Verne can see his name clearly written on the fold. The whole episode is a mystery to him. Verne enjoyed shoving the page under Barry’s nose and causing him to shut up. But, Verne also knows that in reality, the expedition of Vin Castillo and Alan Blum departed the day before from San Juan del Oro, and without the benefit of these coordinates. Verne looks at the page now and wishes he had these numbers when he last talked to his guide. Based on the substance of their last conversation, Verne had only a vague idea of which way to go to try to find his lost customers.
 
 
*****
 
 
“Where exactly do you want me to take them?” Raul asks again.
Maureen arranged the flights to Peru via Los Angeles together with hotel accommodations and a car service that brings them to Puno Peru on the outskirts of Lake Titicaca. From there, Raul will lead the group along the small back roads and villages up and into the mountains to the small village of San Juan del Oro where they plan to acquire any additional supplies or equipment. Vin Castillo and Alan Blum will begin their expedition to the Monastery in the Mist by departing from the same location where Leo Leopold’s dead body, carried by his followers, emerged from the Amazon jungle only six miles from this village.
But after that, the plans become less exacting. Verne does not know the answer to Raul’s questions so he remains evasive.
“Take them into the jungle, follow the trails,” Verne answers.
“How far are these guys expecting to go?” Raul presses for more specific instructions from his new boss.
Verne knew he needed a local guide when he launched his new “Adventure Travels” business so he ran an ad in a local Peruvian newspaper that read simply:
 
 
“Wanted:
 Experienced Guide and Explorer to lead tourists into the Jungle
Top salary plus bonus per successful expedition
Must speak English
Call Verne Fielding at: 916.284.4000”
 
 
Raul is the only applicant who responded. He called from a cell phone and his English was perfect so Verne hired him immediately. Raul was born in Puno Peru, and his parents migrated to the US when he was still a baby, so Raul grew up in Los Angeles. All of his elementary through ninth grade education was obtained in the Los Angeles Unified School District. The details of his gang affiliations, arrest records, and eventual deportation back to his homeland were not something that Verne had considered. Verne is just pleased to have someone who will lead the expedition, and have someone who can talk, and act, like an American.
“Is there a map? Is there a particular trail you want me to follow?” Raul asks and then says, “I looked through that Monastery book you sent me and I did not see anything that showed where the place is supposed to be.”
Raul sounded so confident when he had hired him. But now, Vin and Alan were at the hotel, and they were pressuring Raul to get the expedition underway. Vin and Alan seemed almost overly anxious to get onto the trail. Verne begins to wonder if he made a mistake to trust Raul.
“The Amazon is a big jungle man,” Raul says becoming belligerent, “You gotta tell me something about which way to go.”
Before Verne could answer there was a shadow across his door and he looks up to see Maureen smiling at him.
“Let me get back to you,” Verne says and calmly places the handset back into the receiver, terminating the call.
“Excuse me Verne,” Maureen says still smiling, then she says, “I just got a call from Brother Joseph of the Rainbow New Age Church”
Verne looks at her inquisitively, so she continues, “He wants to meet with you. You remember him, he is the priest at your Uncle Leo’s church. He says you met him at the funeral.”
“Oh yes,” Verne says remembering, and then he realizes why Maureen is smiling.
Verne continues by saying, “You think he wants to buy a tour to the Monastery… maybe a group tour?”
“I hope so,” Maureen says, “Oh this is so exciting!”
She winks at Verne and then turns and excitedly bounces down the narrow hall back to her desk.
Verne smiles at the empty doorway for some time until thoughts of Raul and his nagging questions about trails and directions resurface disturbing his comfortable thoughts.
 
 
*****
 
 
Tap, Tap, Tap!
Verne stands uncomfortably on the porch of the Leopold house. When he was last on this porch the front yard was filled with followers and people from the various news organizations. Now, alone, he feels uncomfortable in his relationship with Larry and less comfortable with his relationship with his Aunt Millie.
The door opens and Aunt Millie greets him coolly.
“Verne,” she says.
“Hello, Aunt Millie,” Verne says cheerfully.
He feels small, as if she can sense his ulterior motive.
“How are you doing?” Verne asks with his most sincere voice.
Millie does not respond.
After an uncomfortable moment, Verne says, “May I speak to Larry? Is Larry home?”
Aunt Millie does not answer. Instead, she opens the door slightly wider to allow Verne entry into her house; into Uncle Leo’s house.
 
 
*****
 
 
Larry watches the sunlight as it creeps from under the basement window blind and casts long and obscure figures upon the walls and cardboard boxes. He watches as the ray of light grows into a yellow stripe across his wall, slowly growing into an elongated rhombus, until the rhombus stops growing taller and suddenly starts to grow wider, condensing at both ends, until at last it becomes a thin line. The ray of light continues to grow thinner until it is nothing more than a streak of light extending and stretching, until finally, it winks out.
Larry watches this display as he sits upon his bed or at his small desk. His eyes mindlessly follow the simple dance of light as the sun progresses across his basement window. His ears, however, his ears remain carefully tuned to the sounds of the headphones that he wears. The headphones are connected via a long black cord to a large old fashioned “boom-box” type radio and cassette player. The radio is tuned to 900 A.M. This is an empty spot on the radio band so the headphones emit a steady stream of static. Larry listens to the static intently. He listens eight to ten hours a day. Listening to static for hours at a time, Larry eventually hears a nuance of sound within the stream of white noise; a distant voice speaking to him, telling him something, something that he suspects is important, but does not understand.
The voice says, “As the mist clears we can see the stones are intricately carved with figures and writing which we cannot decipher. The scale of the work is staggering. Each stone is carved from the mountain itself, as if the entire mountain, stone by stone is being carved into an intricately designed Mount Rushmore of the Andes. As we continue deeper into the mountain, one carved figure is visible from every angle; peering back from every stone is the anamorphic face of a Jaguar. Dressed in royal robes or sometimes elaborate armor, it is clear that in this place, there is only one god; and only one king.”
Larry listens and writes down the words and passages that he hears. Sometimes the passages are out of sequence or he can only catch a single sentence. But he listens diligently and slowly the complete work begins to emerge.
Larry’s dedication to the voice in the static means that he cannot live a normal life, and because of his dedication, he became a recluse. He rarely goes outside and he rarely talks to anyone. Until one day, a few weeks after his father’s funeral the basement door opens and Larry sees his cousin, Verne, standing at the top of the stairs.
“Larry, are you down here?” Verne calls down, “Can I come down? I want to talk to you.”
Larry quickly pulls the headphones from his ears. He takes note that the light from his window is casting a squat Rhombus across his wall and floor. This provides Larry with an idea of time relative to the morning yellow streak, and the bright thin stripe that indicates the end of the day.
“Hi Verne,” Larry calls up to the stairs, “Sure, come on down.”
Verne guides his wide frame down the stairs and into Larry’s private space. Verne is surprised to see that the room looks more like a storage closet than a place to live. There are no photographs, no calendar, and no personal items of any kind. It is as if Larry wandered down here as a kid and then never managed to find his way back out.
Verne extends his hand and Larry shakes it awkwardly.
“Good to see you Larry,” Verne starts. He feels like Vin Castillo. He imagines that Larry is admiring the whiteness of his teeth.
Verne is surprised by the state of his cousin. At the memorial service, Larry looked odd, but at least he was clean and dressed. Now, seeing him in a more natural state, Verne wonders if he has bathed since he saw him last. He wonders if Larry owns a razor.
“Larry,” Verne continues assuming a salesman tone, “I am putting together an expedition into the Amazon.”
Verne pauses for dramatic effect and then continues, “I intend to pick up where Leo left off. I intend to find the Monastery in the Mist”
Larry continues to look at Verne with no expression so Verne continues, “I want you to come with me. I think you have a unique mystical connection and will be an asset to the expedition.”
“Right now?” Larry asks.
“Uh, actually, yes,” Verne answers, feeling a bit surprised and then explains. “You see, there is a bit of legal difficulty and there is this asshole at work, Barry Ross, and he is threatening to call the police and…” Verne pauses to collect his thoughts and then says, “Anyway… it is important that we leave right away.”
“Great,” Larry says.
Larry acts as if he had been waiting for this moment for years. He simply begins to pack a small case with a few essential items. The first thing he put into the case is a small transistor radio and his headphones.
 
 
*****
 
 
Brother Joseph wears a long robe with a large multi-colored rainbow that stretches from sleeve to sleeve. When he speaks to the congregation he actively gesticulates so that the streaming colors of his robe flap wildly about, as if he is a flamboyantly colored exotic bird trying to take flight and soar among the exposed rafters of the church.
During the sermon, Brother Joseph often unexpectedly switches into song which inspires random participants from the congregation to begin singing or humming along with him. Then just as suddenly, he will switch back to his normal preaching voice. His sermons seem random, moving from topic to topic without following any singular thread.
Verne considers Brother Joseph, who is tall and lean, and has an earnest face. He looks like he is only partially Asian. His hair is jet black and straight. His face is pale with high cheek bones. His eyes, however, are not Asian looking. He has large round eyes which make Verne wonder if Brother Joseph’s face is the result of plastic surgery making him look more western or merely the offspring of an Asian mother and an American father. Brother Joseph’s lean frame makes Verne think about his own overly large waistline. He wonders vaguely if a diet that consists primarily of Asian food would help him lose weight. Verne thinks about weight loss while he sits uncomfortably in the back pew waiting for the sermon to end. Finally, after the last of the congregation has exited the church, Verne approaches Brother Joseph and shakes his hand.
“You wanted to talk to me?” Verne says still shaking his hand.
“Yes, I wanted to speak with you about your Uncle Leo,” Joseph replies smiling warmly.
“You are interested in booking a trip?” Verne asks expectantly, “Perhaps a group trip for the true believers?”
“A trip to where?” Joseph asks, finally releasing Vernes hand.
“Into the Amazon,” Verne answers, and then clarifies, “I am hosting adventure tours into the Amazon for anyone interested in searching for Uncle Leo’s lost city. It is an exclusive tour into the Monastery in the Mist.”
“No… no... no,” Joseph says shaking his head deliberately to emphasize each negative response. “That is not it at all. There is something that your uncle wanted you to have.”
Joseph extends a folded page, worn and creased. On the back is written simply:
“To: Verne Fielding”
Verne opens the page and examines the contents. The page is covered with a series of hand written numbers grouped together three digits at a time. Verne studies the page and considers his uncles motives. Uncle Leo and Verne had never discussed anything of substance. In the last two or three years they had not talked about anything at all. Verne looks at the strange secret code on the page and is completely confused.
Finally Verne says, “It seems to be a secret code of some sort.”
Brother Joseph answers with clarity, “These are GPS coordinates. I think they will lead you to the Monastery.”
“Oh,” Verne says feeling dull and uncomfortable.
Verne wants to ask why Joseph is presenting him with this page which could potentially lead to significant wealth and fame. But because he cannot grasp the underlying motives of his uncle or Brother Joseph, he remains quiet.
Finally Joseph breaks the silence asking, “Do you know what happened to Leo?”
“He died in the Amazon, searching for the lost city” Verne answers, repeating the story that had been widely published.
“Yes,” Joseph said and then adds, “but do you know what killed him?”
“I thought the stress of the hike was too much for him,” Verne responds.
“No,” Joseph says firmly, and then continues haltingly, “Leo was found by his companions. He was murdered… he was sacrificed…”
Verne is surprised and does not reply so Joseph continues saying, “There is a group of followers that were with him on the expedition. They claim they never heard a struggle and never heard a scream. At night, Leo was alive; and then in the morning, they found his lifeless body.
“The congregation wants to know what happened to Leo,” Joseph emphasizes and then adds, “We are hoping that you will find out the truth. We are hoping that you will go back into the Amazon and solve the mystery.”
Verne is incredulous but manages to ask, “What do you mean he was sacrificed?”
Joseph puts his hand on Verne’s shoulder to steady him and says, “They cut out his heart, his body was found, but his heart was gone.”
 
 



Part 2: Uku Pacha
 
 
I turn on the light and I feel the warmth of the naked bulb on my face. The white light illuminates the table where I sit and at the same time casts odd reflections and shadows into the hall. I do not look closely into these half lit places. Instead, I focus on the notebook. I open it, and consider the blankness of the page. I lift and then ceremoniously uncap the pen, holding it above the page, anticipating the touch of ink.
I am aware of the energy used by the lamp. The hours of useful life available from the bulb are counting down; counting each fleeting moment in time to that instant when the filament snaps and the bulb dims and the dark places return. I am aware of the clean potential of the white page. When I touch it with the pen it will be stained and there will be less space for words because of my action; less room for new letters to appear. But most of all, I am aware that I am preparing to draw from the finite well of ideas. With each new thought that is postulated here with my writing, and with each new sentence that describes a fact, an action or an idea, then there will be one less original thought available to posterity.
Words, like musical notes, can only be arranged in so many different ways. They can only be used to say a discrete number of things. As I begin to write, as I begin to blemish the pure whiteness of the page, of this fact I am most aware. My work, my words are drawing from the limited store of original thought. It is this knowledge fills me with a new kind of pathology. I am not suffering a sickness of the mind as Dr. Rosen suspects, but instead I am suffering from an understanding of the future. I am sick with knowledge of what is to be.
I realize that this work is a tragedy. Not a tragedy of people and plot, but a tragedy of characters and words; a tragedy of ink and page. Once written, never to be expressed as an original idea ever again.
It is in this context that I write. It is in this context that you must read.
The cold night air chills my thin frame. The end of my ordeal draws near. I no longer dread the swift and soundless pounce of the unseen stalker. I am ready to share the fate of the others. I understand too well that there is no way back. Things that are known cannot be unknown, and the knowledge of them marks me. The only way for this body is forward. Past the bite and then deeper into the maw.
When I think of that moment, a moment unanticipated, I am comforted to think that my body will find its way, bit by bit down the esophagus of the great beast. From there I will ride those quick currents through the belly and out again, excreted into the blue Atlantic. Fully consumed and digested, my material body will have passed through the monster.
It is like a memory of something that has not yet happened. It is this memory that stays with me as I write. I have been in the mouth of the beast and felt the strength of its jaws. I stood looking blankly down its black throat and realized my place in space and in time. I am a morsel, a tidbit. I am food.
I listen to the quiet that fills the blackness stretching out beyond the halo of light cast by the naked bulb. I stare into the blankness of the page. I touch pen to paper, and I begin, but I do not proceed alone.
By writing these words, I am preparing a feast of ideas for you to consume. You must be warned, before you continue, you cannot un-eat, what you have digested, and you cannot un-think the words that you have read. These words will become part of you. They will mark you.
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He first notices it when standing in the customs and immigration line at the Jorge Chavez International Airport in Lima. He feels a sharp twinge on the big toe of his right foot. Verne is exhausted by the flight and feels groggy. The long flight filled with anxious and jumbled memories of the events leading up to his hurried trip left him with unsettled fears and doubts. He shifts his weight from side to side impatiently waiting for the line to move. When he does this, he puts a small additional amount of weight on his right foot, allowing the twinge of pain to return. Verne looks at the top of his new heavy expedition boot that he has purchased for this trip. It looks new and clean. Verne shifts his weight back and forth experimentally, shifting between pain and no pain. The exterior of the boot offers no clue as to the cause of the pain in his toe.
Larry is excited. He stands next to Verne in the line and fidgets. He asks Verne questions about Peru and about the Amazon that Verne has no way to answer.
The line moves slowly and Verne watches as Larry pushes his carry-on bags along the floor with his foot, nudging them closer to the customs official. When Verne carried his bag from the arrival gate to the customs line the strap bit into his shoulder and the weight of the bag unbalanced him. Verne struggled along the long walk to the custom line and watched as the other passengers moved past him making Verne and Larry among the last to get into the line.
As Verne waits, he looks at Larry and begins to have doubts about bringing him along on this expedition. Larry’s lean weak shoulders and his child-like enthusiasm make Verne nervous.
“Once we get settled, we need to hire an experienced guide,” Verne says.
Larry does not respond verbally. Instead he uses his toe to nudge his carry-on bag one place closer to the customs official.
After a long wait in line and a perfunctory interview with customs, Larry and Verne can now step into the reception hall. They Emerge bewildered from the one-way door and then they step into the boisterous reception hall at Jorge Chavez International Airport. Verne and Larry walk past a crowd of brown faces anxiously anticipating friends and relatives lining the barrier that separates the arriving passengers from the general population of Lima.
Verne feels the pull of a new gravity. As he walks, he gains momentum. It is as if he is suddenly caught in a gravitational pull, or like he is swimming along the edge of a whirlpool that is leading him forward, and at a faster pace, pulling him past the brown faces.
“What now?” Larry asks.
“Now, we are on to Cuzco. There is a flight that leaves in two hours,” Verne explains.
“And then we are there?” Larry asks hopefully.
“No, after that we take a train to Puno, and then we have a car ride.”
As Verne describes their plans, it seems improbable to both of them that they will ever actually get into the Amazon. The travel required just to get to the edge of civilization is more than they are prepared to bear.
*****
 
 
Verne is surprised to see an elderly Hispanic looking gentleman holding a cardboard sign. The sign reads simply,
“Verne Fielding.”
“Hello,” Verne says, “I am Verne Fielding.” Verne does not bother to introduce Larry.
“Good morning Senor Fielding, Welcome to Puno. Brother Joseph asked me to meet you here and bring you up into the mountains.”
“Ah,” responds Verne, clearly delighted. Here is something positive finally. Although a travel agent himself, Verne has limited experience traveling internationally. He does not speak Spanish and he is exhausted from the flights and train ride that brought them this far.
Verne’s trip to Peru was hastily arranged with the help of Maureen. Mike and Barry were insistent that the business, Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel, would be liable if Vin or Alan Blum were hurt or wounded on their expedition. Verne is being sent into the Amazon to find them and then to bring them back safely. Finding a dapper older gentleman with a car waiting to take him the last leg of the journey is a welcome surprise.
As they wait for the luggage to be unloaded by the porter, the gentleman introduces himself, “My name is Marlon Molina.”
Marlon helps to carry the bags to the light blue Toyota Corolla and then he loads the luggage into the trunk. Despite his advanced years, Marlon insists on lifting the luggage and loading it into the trunk by himself.
Soon they are wending their way along the road heading east and up, leading them into the Andes. The mountains rise like a painted backdrop across an otherwise flat and green landscape.
Marlon enjoys pointing out the sites as they drive and his strong accent often lilts into a sing-song that Verne thinks is quite unusual until he remembers the sermon from Brother Joseph. A true believer, Marlon has adopted the same talking and singing communication style of his spiritual leader.
Verne is tired. He settles back into the bucket passenger seat of the Toyota and looks up at the visor and the rear-view mirror. Verne notices that Marlon has a stylized photograph of Jesus Christ clipped onto the driver side sun visor. It is the kind of photo that is given out after a church service, and often there is a prayer written on the back. The artist’s rendering of Christ is very different than any Verne has seen before. It is clearly Jesus, but his face is depicted with a black beard that is very full and cropped short. The beard looks sleek on his cheeks, almost like fur, and his eyes glow bright green with almost no pupils.
Verne looks at the strange depiction of Christ and listens to the sing-song voice of Marlon and soon his eyes grow heavy and when they are half closed, the artist rendering blurs until all Verne sees is the sleek black beard and the bright green eyes. Verne closes his eyes, but the image stays with him. The strange black bearded Jesus lingers in his thoughts until he slips into an uneasy sleep.
 
 
*****
 
 
The town of San Juan Del Oro lies due east from Lake Titicaca and is the last significant population center on the Peruvian side of the border. Adventurers travelling east from there are heading into the Amazon and also up and into the Andes. Following ancient trails established by the Incas and Aymara, and then later utilized by the European rubber barons, it is possible to trek eastward across the border and into Bolivia.
The town is distinguished by three cultures: the Spanish, who organized the locals into a formal municipality and built the town center which includes the Catholic Church and the government building situated at either end of the public courtyard, the Europeans, who left their mark here during the rubber boom when German and English traders built the two story Blue Hotel and boarding house, and then finally, the culture that is most evident in San Juan del Oro, the ancient Aymara who can be seen in the modern day descendents who currently populate the town. A resilient people, they seem to exist apart from the modern world. The Aymara have stoically accepted the odd mix of morality and civilization imposed upon them by zealous Spanish missionaries who co-opted their faith and then later by the debauched European rubber traders who subjugated their economy.
The modern day Aymara of San Juan del Oro paint their mud brick houses in bright, lively colors, which include blue and red and orange. The Aymara also raise chickens and dogs which are often running free through the unpaved roads. They grow coffee, they drive taxis and they raise alpacas. On Saturday night they drink Pisco, a grape based liquor, and on Sunday morning they attend mass at the Catholic Church that overlooks the town.
The people of San Juan Del Oro all resemble one another as if they are all part of a large extended family. They have straight, jet black hair and their eyes are set deep under thick eyebrows and behind strong bill-like noses. They have impressive strength which is evident by their thick ankles. Often they are chewing on cocoa which is cultivated locally and therefore one cheek is often greatly distended by a thick wad of green oily leaf.
If the people of San Juan Del Oro know the secrets of the Andes handed down to them by word of mouth, generation following generation, or if they know the location of Leo’s lost monastery, then the knowledge remains unseen upon their faces. What they know about lost cities and the mystic knowledge of their ancestors is hidden behind their calm and un-inquisitive faces. They are as imposing and impenetrable as the mountains that demarcate their eastern border.
“My head hurts,” Verne complains as he sits heavily down at a small square table with Marlon and Larry.
The drive from the train station in Puno is uneventful and Verne and Larry are already checked into their rooms at the Blue Hotel. A cool breeze blows down from the Andes and through the open window of the hotel causing the small candle on their table to flicker.
“It is caused by the altitude,” Marlon responds, “eat something and you will feel better.”
The dining hall at the hotel also serves as the only place for the locals to congregate. Verne and Larry with their pale white faces and loud English conversation stand out ostentatiously in a room otherwise filled with brown faces speaking the native Quechan and Aymara mixed with Spanish.
The locals are watching Verne and Larry and they are talking excitedly among themselves. Marlon signals to a local woman standing nearby and she brings out a pitcher of cold Pisco Sour. Marlon explains to Verne that the popular local drink is made from grape liquor, Peruvian lemons and egg whites.
Verne drinks deeply from his glass of Pisco Sour. It is slightly tart, but cold and refreshing. He begins to feel better.
“They don’t get many American here,” Verne suggests, indicating the group of locals who are watching them and talking excitedly.
“It’s not that,” Marlon answers, “they are used to seeing foreigners here who are heading into the Amazon. They are excited for another reason.”
Marlon pauses to sip on his glass of Pisco. Verne presses the cool glass against his hot brow; he is more interested in curing his headache then hearing about the local news.
“Altitude,” Verne mumbles, and then says, “You think eating some food will help? I already took two Tylenol Gel Caps when I was up in the room.”
“Yes,” Marlon confirms and then adds, “the air is thin here, your body is not used to it, and so you have a headache. You will feel better tomorrow morning after you have had a chance to get used to the thinner air.”
“Hmmm,” Verne answers, slowly rolling the cool glass across his hot forehead, exposing the cool wetness to new areas of his brow.
“Verne,” Marlon says, attempting to gain some focus, and then continues in an earnest tone, “there is some news. The guide, the man you hired, he has returned.”
Verne sets the glass of Pisco Sour on the table, and half rises from his chair. “You mean Raul? He’s back! Where is he? Where are the others?”
Marlon makes a calm down or sit down motion by raising his hands palm down over the table and then slowly lowering them towards the table repeatedly.
“It is okay, Senor Verne,” Marlon says, and then adds, “there is nothing to do right now. Your man is in a bad way. He has been sleeping since he arrived here.”
“When?” Verne asks, still half standing.
“This morning,” Marlon answers, “he stumbled out of the forest and into the village. They carried him to the church. The padre is caring for him now. He is sleeping.”
“The others?” Verne asks.
“He was alone,” Marlon answers.
Verne relaxes his straining thigh muscles and allows himself to collapse back into his chair.
“Oh no, oh my, oh no,” Verne mumbles, and then continues talking to himself, “He was right… that jackass Barry Ross was right. Vin and Alan are dead. Dead just like Uncle Leo.”
“We don’t know that,” Marlon says calmly, and then suggests an alternative explanation. “Perhaps they simply sprained an ankle and Raul came back to get help while the others wait together along the trail.”
Verne does not answer. He is nauseous from feelings of loathing. He glares at Larry who seems to be mindlessly waiting for the next chapter to begin, like an idiot savant.
“When can we speak to Raul?” Verne asks after Marlon has stopped chattering about plausible explanations with a positive undertone.
“We will walk over to see him in the morning,” Marlon answers. “He may be awake tomorrow after he sleeps through the night.”
Verne drinks deeply from his glass of Pisco and lemons to push down the taste of bile that is creeping up the back of his throat. The bile tastes like his hatred for Barry Ross, sitting back in Sacramento smugly waiting for news like this. It tastes like failure.
*****
 
 
Presently, a local Aymara woman begins to bring food to the table. Corn tortillas, beans, chicken, and spiced beef. Once Verne begins to eat, he finds his appetite returns with gusto. Marlon and Larry enjoy their meal, while Verne continues to eat course after course, and Pisco after Pisco, until the alcohol and corn combine together making his stomach start to swell. Verne is compelled to loosen his belt to accommodate his growing stomach. It is this action that causes him to pause in his eating. However, he feels strangely unsatisfied. His hunger bubbles and churns inside his swollen belly.
“I would like to see Raul,” Verne states firmly after the last of the dinner platters are cleared away.
“As we agreed, Senor Verne,” Marlon replies, “We will go to see him in the morning.”
“I would like to see him now,” Verne says, and then adds, “If you will not take me to him, I will seek out the church on my own.”
Verne glances out the hotel window and sees that it is now dark outside. Large white insects flutter about trying to gain access past the glass.
“As you wish,” Marlon relents. He then stands, prepared to lead the way.
Verne takes a moment to re-buckle his belt and then also stands to exit. Larry looks at both of them and is unsure until Verne notices him.
“Wait here, Larry,” Verne commands and follows Marlon out into the night air.
Verne is surprised by the cold pinch on his face from the high altitude wind blowing down from the mountains. Instinctively he closes the zipper on his thin designer jacket. Marlon walks at a fast clip up the dirt street; up and into a black town.
Verne follows a few paces behind, gulping at the cold thin air and thinking about how Marlon appeared as an old man at the train station. Now, as Verne chases him up the hill to the church, Verne realizes that Marlon is much stronger than he looks.
As Verne struggles to follow, Marlon slowly draws away. Verne cannot keep pace with the older man and soon he strains to merely keep Marlon within view. Suddenly, the combination of dim light and growing distance conspire and Marlon’s dim form winks out of sight. Verne finds himself alone on the dark streets of an unknown town.
He pauses to catch his breath and considers re-tracing his steps back to the Blue Hotel. The darkness feels heavy around him and filled with creatures that make no sound, but are watching him. He imagines them creeping nearer until he can feel the warmth from their breath.
Verne takes another step up the hill and then another and slowly continues up the sloping street. Taking his time now, step by step, he progresses towards the top. Presently, he crests the rise and the church looms into view. Verne sees Marlon speaking with another man in the doorway. As he approaches, they abruptly halt their conversation.
“Senor Verne, this is Padre Rodrigo,” Marlon says introducing the man.
Verne attempts to stifle the sounds of his heavy breathing, and manages to whisper, “Hello.”
Verne is uncomfortable around pious men. However, he did not have any issues in the evangelical new age church with Brother Joseph. Sitting in the back row, hearing the sermon and listening to the singing and chanting, it was easy to feel smarter than this following. Although he never thought it through directly, Verne regarded Brother Joseph’s followers as a cult that had been duped by a false prophet. His Uncle Leo was no mystic and they were fools to follow him. So in this context, sitting in the back pew of Brother Joseph’s church, Verne was comfortable, even smug.
Meeting Padre Rodrigo and standing on the vestibule of this simple church situated high in the Andes is much different. Padre Rodrigo strikes Verne as an authentically and deeply religious man. A man who has access to an understanding of the world, with a faith that completely eludes Verne. It is this , that makes Verne uncomfortable in his presence.
“Come with me,” Rodrigo said, “I think perhaps your friend is beginning to stir.”
Verne is happy to get inside the church. It is still cold inside, but he is out of the wind and begins to feel better. Padre Rodrigo leads them past the wooden benches that serve as pews and past the simple wooden table that serves as an Altar. He leads them into a small room annex that connects behind the church. Verne realizes that this is the priest’s private room and is delighted to see a small space heater warming the room. The room is sparse except for a painting of Jesus Christ and a cross on the wall. Verne recognizes the stylized rendering from the small prayer card in Marlon’s sun visor. It has the same bright green eyes and the same sleek black beard.
Rodrigo switches on a small bedside lamp which causes sideways shadows to dance across the clean white plaster walls. A man is lying in the small bed with thick coverings pulled up to his chin.
“Is this your man?” Marlon asks, “Is this the man you hired?”
“I am not sure,” Verne answers, “I only ever spoke to him over the phone. We never met in person.”
Verne is disturbed by what he sees. Raul, or the man in the bed, looks as if he is starving. The skin is pulled taut across his face and Verne can make out the details of the man’s skull. His cheekbones and eye sockets are clearly delineated under the thinnest layer of dark skin. Despite his deplorable condition, Verne sees he has a distinctive tattoo of a serpent encircling his neck. It is a unique and detailed tattoo that combines with his shrunken face and clenched jaws giving the man a wild look, as if he is more reptile than human.
Beneath the blankets the shapes that should have been the man’s limbs look instead like snakes writhing and twitching. Verne is repulsed by the man’s appearance, but feels compelled to approach the bed. Marlon and the Padre stand in the doorway expectantly.
Verne steps lightly forward and speaks soothingly, “Raul, can you hear me? Are you awake?”
The young man in the bed begins to grind his teeth, muttering from behind a clenched jaw.
“What is it you are saying?” Verne coaxes, but it is no use. He is too weak. Verne will have to overcome his revulsion and bend closer to hear him. Verne quietly steps next to the bed and then bends down on his knees.
Kneeling next to the bed, Verne says softly, “Raul, can you hear me?” and then adds, “It’s me, Verne, Verne Fielding.”
When Verne says his name, Raul’s eyes snap open and his mutterings become a whisper, a hissing sound from behind his closed teeth.
“What is that? What is that you are saying?” Verne asks leaning closer. He places one hand on the bed to steady himself and leans his right ear towards the man’s mouth so he might be able to hear the words clearly.
The man hisses and blends his syllables together, he says, “Itssss Startingggg”
“What is that you say?” Verne asks encouragingly, learning ever closer until his ear is just above the man’s lips. Now Verne can hear him clearly.
“What is starting?” Verne asks, “Tell me, what is starting?”
Verne feels the breath on his ear change from warm to cold and the man replies softly, “the culling.”
Quick as a snake, he opens his clenched jaws and sinks his sharp incisors deep into Verne’s cheek using his bite to lock onto Verne’s face like a mad dog - like a boa constrictor.
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“The idea of time’s arrow, the inescapable movement from the past into the future, is an artificial construct no different than a clock or a calendar. It is a bit of temporal geometry that is useful to allow us to proceed through our mundane lives and achieve cognitive awareness. But this is not time, why should it be? Once we have dismissed the false notions perpetuated by clocks and calendars, once we begin to think about how we really perceive time, then a true understanding of time begins to emerge. Time is not a series of moments, one inexorably following the next; time is all moments, interconnected across a vast continuum. The past, the present and the future are all happening at once, constantly shifting, constantly in motion.”
From the notebook of Dr. Antonia Sweetser
 
 
“Man will bite man,” the boy cries as he runs into the canvas tent that Dr. Toni uses as both laboratory and living space. The boy pauses a moment to take a deep breath, and then says, “Man will bite man on face.”
Dr. Antonia ‘Toni’ Sweetser looks up from her laptop and smiles reassuringly. She recognizes the Aymara boy. She has nicknamed him ‘Runner’ because he is always moving and most of the time, if he is moving, he is running.
“Calm down Runner,” Toni says, “Tell me what happened.”
“You came to him quickly, Dr. Toni,” Runner answers, and then elaborates, “You closed the bite on his face.”
“What bit him?” Toni asks. When a young Aymara comes to her yelling “bite” she always fears the worst. The worst being man has fallen victim to the bite of the Bushmaster.
Instinctively she opens her medicine chest and grabs the venom pump and anti-venom injections.
“Man will bite man,” Runner offers, which is an odd sentence for her to puzzle out. Dr. Toni is a Linguist and an Anthropologist. She is studying the unique language and culture of the Aymara people. The Aymara are the only people whose language place the past events into the future tense and anticipate the future by speaking as if it has already happened. ‘Man will bite man’ is a new expression and she is unsure about what the boy expects her to do.
“You fixed,” Runner repeats with urgency, “you fixed.”
Dr. Toni closes her laptop and picks up her medical bag. She follows Runner out of the canvas and wood tent that serves as both home and headquarters. She follows him into the white morning mist that enshrouds her archeological site.
The hike down to San Juan del Oro takes her three hours of fast hiking. Runner probably made it up the trail to get her is less than two. If it was a Bushmaster that has bitten some poor man on the face, then the victim will be in a bad way by the time she arrives to help. Blisters, fever and diarrhea are the initial symptoms. The Bushmaster is the deadliest and largest pit viper on the planet. Like everything in the Amazon, it is bigger, deadlier and less understood than its North American or European cousins.
As she chases the Aymara boy down the trail, she considers the uniqueness of the Bushmaster, and the uniqueness of the Amazon as an eco-system. It is a unique world within our world. It is her fascination with uniqueness that brought her here. The culture and the language of the local people, who are modern day descendants of an indigenous mountain race that stood apart from the Incans, is unique. Of all the cultures and all the languages that have evolved on the earth, it is only the Aymara who consider the past to lie in front of them and the future to be something that is behind them.
This unusual world view; this unique way of thinking about past, present, and future is expressed even when they translate their thoughts into Spanish or broken English. When Runner says, ‘Man will bite’ she knows he is referring to an event that has already happened. She understands that to Runner, the past seems variable. It is as if he is describing one potential past, and when he says, ‘You fixed’ he means that in the future she will repair the bite. Runner sees this future event with confidence and with the same certainty that a westerner relates an event from recent memory.
Step, step, step;
one, two, three;
step, step, step.
Dr. Toni matches her pace to runner, placing her feet in the same spaces along the ancient Incan road. She focuses her breathing and tries to match the same three step cadence set by Runner.
One, two, three;
step, step, step.
Even this, an interruption and distraction from her research, opens up her mind to the amazing possibilities offered by this unique people in this unique land. The three step cadence that Runner uses is efficient and also ingrained into him from a cultural bias towards the number three.
The Western mind is biased towards a binary world view. If a Westerner is running down the trail from the archeological site to San Juan del Oro, their pace will be a two-step cadence as;
Left, Right;
Step, Step;
One, two;
…and so on. Everything to the Westerner is black or white, right or wrong, one or zero. It is the underpinning of Western culture, and it is the basis for their technology.
Aymara however, have evolved from a culture that is tri-nary. Aymara live in a world where a third option is always available to them. They conceive a potential for change, an uncertainty factor. Where the Western mind seeks absolutes, the Aymara mind accepts ambiguity. Dr. Toni has been living here and studying the modern day and ancient Aymara for three years and still she marvels at a people and a culture that live and thrive in such a wild and dangerous place. They are a people who developed a world view that is founded upon a firm acceptance of the unknown and the unknowable.
The pounding of her pulse inside her ears begins to drown out her thoughts. The sound of her breathing becomes her primary focus as she labors to keep pace with Runner. She needs to focus on her breathing now, and focus on the trail that will take her to San Juan del Oro as fast as possible so she can bring first aid and solve the mystery of ‘man will bite man’.
 
 
*****
 
 
“You can call me Dr. Toni,” Antonia says as she introduces herself to Larry.
Larry standing beside Verne’s bed looks concerned, and replies, “Thank you for coming.”
As they shake hands Larry admires the strength exhibited by her feminine grip. In the small room he detects the smell of fresh sweat on her and he notices her face is flushed and her shirt is wet with perspiration.
“What bit him?” she asks taking a long look at Verne who is laid out on the bed, awake and miserable. His eyes are red and half of his face is covered by an ice pack made from a hand towel. Verne’s hair and pillow are wet from a combination of melted ice, blood and drool.
“A man,” Larry answers matter-of-factly. He then clarifies, “I was not there, but they told me he was bitten on the face by the man who he hired to guide tourists into the Amazon.”
“Hmmm,” Dr. Toni says, mentally solving the puzzle, and then softly to herself; “Man will bite man.”
Dr. Toni pulls a chair next to Verne’s bedside and sits down.
“Let me take a look,” she says to Verne as she gingerly lifts the wet towel and ice from his face.
Verne squirms under her touch and attempts to protest.
“Hmmm… mph!” he manages through his torn and swollen mouth which is indecipherable even to a trained linguist.
“Better if you do not try to talk for a while,” Dr. Toni cautions as she gently restrains his head from squirming about on the pillow by placing a firm hand on his forehead.
The warmth and strength of her touch achieves a soothing effect and Verne relaxes and stops moving.
“Oh yes…” Dr. Toni says to herself and to Larry as she examines the wound. “Man will bite man; indeed.”
“Is he okay,” Larry asks, from his vantage the wound on Verne’s cheek looks angry and dangerous. Deep red tooth marks form a semi-circle across his cheek. Verne’s jowl and lower lip are ripped and are weeping a combination of blood and saliva.
“Well, I think we should try a few stitches and I expect he will heal up nicely in a few days.” Toni answers as she opens her medical bag and begins bringing out the items she will need: needle, suture, gauze, surgical gloves. She sets each item on a clean towel that is draped across the bedside table.
Larry watches as Dr. Toni pulls on her surgical gloves and then threads the suture into the needle. A bit un-nerved, he then backs away and joins Marlon and Runner in the hallway before he has to watch her pushing the needle into Verne’s ragged jowl or cheek. Larry monitors her progress from the hallway by listening to the muffled cries and moans from Verne as she steadily stitches him back together.
 
 
*****
 
 
“Is there a hospital nearby, where you work?” Larry asks Dr. Toni.
Toni has completed the stitches, and now Verne is resting comfortably. Dr. Toni steps down the stairs and out of the Blue Hotel and is standing on the unpaved main street of San Juan del Oro. Larry followed her out and is standing uncomfortably in the doorway of the hotel. He is unsure what will happen next. He is not sure if Dr. Toni will stay with them. He hopes she will stay. He ventures a conversation.
“Oh no,” Toni laughs, and then clarifies, “I am not a medical doctor. I am a linguist and an anthropologist. I am studying the local Aymara language and culture. When I arrived here, and they heard people calling me ‘Doctor’ and I guess they assumed I was a medical doctor and since then I have been administering first aid to the townspeople.”
“Oh,” Larry replied. He is glad Verne is not around to hear this information. Larry is already worried about how Verne will react to the wound on his face. Larry suspects his cousin Verne is emotionally over invested in his personal appearance.
Larry is intrigued by Dr. Toni. He wants to learn more about her work and more about her.
“What happened to the other man, the man that bit your friend?” Dr. Toni asks after the silence has grown uncomfortable.
“I don’t know,” Larry admits, and then adds, “He is at the church. He came out of the Amazon yesterday.”
“Let’s walk up and say hello to Padre Rodrigo,” Toni suggests, “We can see how the other man is doing.”
“Okay,” Larry agrees happily stepping away from the hotel doorway. He is pleased to accompany Dr. Toni.
The sun is high in the sparklingly blue sky and the air smells clean and healthy. As they walk Larry gets his first impression of San Juan Del Oro in the daylight, and although not modern by any standards, the town is comfortable and the people seem vibrant and happy. They walk in silence up the unpaved main road that connects the two-story hotel to the church and government building in the town square retracing the same path that Verne and Marlon followed the night before.
Larry searches his mind to find a question to ask, and then finally, and with some relief says, “Why did you say ‘man will bite man’ like that, as if it was something that was going to happen in the future?”
“Oh, that’s what Runner said,” Toni explains with a laugh, “I thought there was some new twist on the Aymara language.; I would never have suspected he meant that literally a man had been bitten on the face by another man.”
Dr. Toni pauses briefly to allow Larry to respond. After a few steps she realizes that she will need to fill the silence on this walk, and she is happy to elaborate about her work. She says, “The Aymara people perceive themselves as progressing from the future into the past. Their world view is the opposite of ours. When the boy came to me saying ‘man will bite man’ he is expressing an event that for us is rigid, static, fixed in time. But for the Aymara this event, ‘Man will bite man’ is a potential past. They perceive the past as alive and filled with alternatives.”
“Time is variable,” Larry interjects.
“Exactly right,” Dr. Toni says slightly surprised to see Larry grasping the complex world view of the Aymara so quickly. She continues, “The Aymara live in a counter-clock world, where the past is variable and the future is fixed.”
This conversation electrifies Larry’s thinking. He feels as if the information provided by Dr. Toni has somehow positively charged his body and the small hairs along his arms, neck and ears are standing up due to the resultant static residue. He wants to know more. He wants to tell her about the radio and the voices he hears through the static. He wants to tell her about the Monastery in the Mist. At the same time, he does not want her to think he is odd or some religious zealot. He decides to go with the Monastery, he says, “We are going to find the Monastery in the Mist, as soon as Verne is healed.”
“Hmph,” Toni sounds unimpressed, and then continues, “If someone does find it, the legendary Monastery might unlock the mysteries of the Aymara people and their unique counter-clock perception of time.”
Toni and Larry crest the top of the unpaved road and the mud brick Catholic Church comes into view inspiring their conversation.
Toni says, “When the Spanish missionaries brought Catholicism to the Aymara, they never understood how the Aymara perceived their teachings and their faith. The missionaries thought that the Aymara set aside a pagan religion in favor of Catholicism, but that is not how the Aymara see it. The Aymara think the Catholics are glorifying the secular.”
Dr. Toni stopped walking so they could consider the church situated at the top of the town. It is a physical manifestation of a cultural misunderstanding that persists to the current day.
Toni elaborates, “The story of Christ and the resurrection which the Spanish missionaries relate as miraculous, to the Aymara is normal. To a counter-clock culture, everyman who lives is resurrected from death.”
Toni gives Larry a minute to process this idea. She realizes Larry is a new arrival in San Juan del Oro and the thin air coupled with the brisk uphill walk has left him panting and breathless.
Toni pushes on with her explanation, “Consider the miracles that are attributed to Jesus Christ; the story of the Loaves and Fishes for example, or when he cured the lepers. These are stories of entropy running in reverse. When the clock is spinning backwards, the food that was consumed previously by the five thousand is regurgitated and they can feast again. When the clock is reversed, the expanding lesions of the leper begin to retract until he is healed.”
“And the virgin birth,” Larry interjects.
“Exactly right,” Toni says, again impressed with how quickly Larry understands a topic so foreign to the western mind, and then she continues detailing out Larry’s thought for him, “Mary gives birth to Jesus in the stable and then in a counter-clock world, nine months later she is a virgin once again.”
Larry and Toni watch the fast moving clouds behind the church drifting across the nearby peaks, hiding the full height and magnetism of the Andes.
Larry ventures, “If the Aymara consider the Catholic faith a glorification of their normal lives, then what do the Aymara consider sacred? What is the true Aymara religion?”
“That is a very good question,” Toni responds, “and one that I have been trying to puzzle out through my research of their culture and language.”
The fast moving clouds momentarily clear from the nearest peak and for an instant there is clear view, all the way to the top of the mountain. Larry and Toni marvel at the height of the Andes before another cloud rolls across and obscures the peak once again.
“Perhaps if you are successful in finding the Monastery, it will answer that question.” Toni says.
“Oh we will find it,” Larry replies with confidence.
Toni tries to help set a reasonable expectation, “There are a lot of mountain peaks to explore. There have been a lot of very well financed expeditions that have searched already and found nothing.”
“We will find it,” Larry repeats, and then adds, “Verne has the GPS coordinates of the Monastery. He got them from my father, Leo Leopold.”
 
 
*****
 
 
 
 
“Raul is dead.”
They are sitting around the small table in the downstairs of the Blue Hotel. Verne’s face is bandaged but he is feeling well enough to venture downstairs. Marlon Molina sits next to him and then Larry, and finally, Dr. Toni completes the group.
Toni repeats herself, saying, “Raul is dead,” and then she elaborates, “When he bit into your face, the fatty tissue around your neck blocked his windpipe, and even though he was suffocating on your fat, he refused to unclench his jaws.”
“We had to pry his mouth open, and it took both of us to do it,” Marlon comments enthusiastically.
Verne is aghast that Dr. Toni, who he considers to be mildly attractive, is referring to the fat around his neck by using both of her hands to emphasize the volume. It is as if his fatness is a lethal weapon; as if the extra few inches on his neck are somehow to blame for Raul’s death. Verne is rendered temporarily mute by the wound and the bandages on his face; and therefore cannot object or defend himself. He puts the uninjured side of his face into his left palm and rests there waiting for this, his latest humiliation to end.
“Why?” Toni asks and then adds, “even if he was starving he would not have tried to eat Verne’s face.” She pauses and since there is no comment she continues, “He was not aggressive towards the Padre or the locals who found him.”
She looks at the blank faces sitting around the table. The light through the window of the hotel is dimming but they have not yet switched on the meager electric lighting inside the hotel. Therefore, the primary source of illumination is from the small candle in the middle of the table.
Larry says, “I was not there, I never spoke to Raul.”
Dr. Toni looks at Verne and realizes it might be days before he can explain his side of the story in detail. She looks at Marlon and says, “Well?”
“Senor Verne wanted to see him,” Marlon answers defensively and then continues saying, “I suggested we should wait till morning, but Senor Verne was very insistent that we go. So I took him up the hill to the church.”
Toni is becoming frustrated because she has to continually prompt Marlon in order to get information about this incident. It was the same with Padre Rodrigo. She says, “And….?”
“And the man, Raul, bit him on the face.”
“Really?” Dr. Toni replies, “There was nothing else?”
Marlon looks sheepish and continues the story.
“Senor Verne went up to him saying ‘Hello’ and ‘are you awake’ and things like that. He bent very close to him so he could hear his words. Then there was the bite.”
Marlon pauses to see if she is satisfied. Dr. Toni remains quiet, so he continues, “The Padre and I leaped onto the bed to break them apart. It was very difficult. The man’s teeth were biting very hard.”
Marlon pauses again and takes a long drink of Pisco Sour to settle himself from the memory. Then he finishes the story, “Eventually the man, Raul, stopped breathing and only then I was able to push my finger into his mouth and pry his jaws open. Senor Verne was in a bad way. We carried him back to the hotel and then sent the Aymara boy to fetch you.”
Marlon took another deep drink of Pisco Sour and set down the glass saying, “and that is all I know about this.”
Dr. Toni looks at Verne who is listening with interest.
“Did the man say something to you before he bit you?”
Verne nods his head affirmatively.
Dr. Toni rummages into her medical bag and retrieves a small notepad and a pen and places them near Verne’s hands.
“What did he say?” she asks.
Verne picks up the pen and writes one word.
Dr. Toni turns the paper around so she can read the word in the dim candlelight. She reads it out loud, “Culling.”
Dr. Toni looks up from the scrap of paper and into Marlon’s face. Marlon looks back at her with a blank expression.
“What does it mean?” Larry asks, and then asks, “Is it an Aymara word?”
“No, Larry, it is an English word. It has a French root I believe,” Dr. Toni says answering his question.
“What does it mean?” Larry asks again.
Dr. Toni takes a deep breath and explains, “The Incan and the Aymara are great at animal husbandry. The are far superior to the Spanish who conquered them. They bred Llamas and Alpacas for their wool and meat and as pack animals to facilitate commerce across the Andes.
“After the Spanish destroyed the society of the Incan, many of the ancient techniques were lost. The modern day animals are no longer maintained to the same standards. At archeological sites we have found the mummified remains of prize Alpacas that are over four-hundred years old and whose wool is finer than anything available today.
“Okay,” Larry says with improved understanding, “But what is the culling?”
“Culling,” Dr. Toni explains, “Is a technique that is used to improve the herd over time. The herdsman separates the less desirable animals from the herd. For example, the Alpacas with coarse fur are separated so that only the Alpacas with the best wool are able to mate and breed.”
She pauses a moment, but Larry still looks a bit unsure so she further clarifies, “The culling is when the herdsman purposefully kills off the undesirable animals.”
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“There will be hardship. There will be pain. You may be pursued as you chase after your venture. But once you commit, you must commit completely. Do not stop; do not pause; do not reconsider. When faced with adversity, there is only one way; and that is forward, doggedly, singularly focused on your goal. When you are hurt, when you are pursued, when your chance at success seems impossible and the path ahead is unknown and looks dangerous. Then this is your time; do not hesitate or your competitors will devour you; do not stop to consider the financial or legal pain of the moment; this will heal. Move forward in pursuit of your goal and you will, in the end, prevail.”
Corporate Conquistadores
 
 
Verne is miserable. As he trudges along the narrow rocky trail he enumerates the pains and irritations that plague him; while at the same time he is frustrated and infuriated to be rendered mute. He begins to complain about a biting insect, or the rocks on the trail or the pace of the hike or the pain in his right toe that seems to be growing worse as they progress. Verne begins to vocalize, but before he can make a sound the bandages around his mouth remind him that he is temporarily mute due to his wound. This disability, this inability to vocalize his suffering and bemoan his irritations, this incapacity to evoke sympathy for his sacrifices and suffering - this is the worst of all.
He trudges along the trail, dragging behind at a slow pace and he is miserable. Every hundred yards or so Verne stops to catch his breath, snuffling deeply to draw the thin air into his nose. The headache has passed, but Verne is convinced that the thin atmosphere on the mountain is sapping his vital strength. He watches as Marlon, who is clearly much older, maybe twenty years older than Verne, carries a heavy backpack and at the same time is constantly stopping to help Verne along the trail.
Farther up ahead, Dr. Toni, a woman, is having no trouble at all, nor is Larry. They both carry supplies on their backs and are marching along the trail at a fast clip. Occasionally, they stop and wait for Verne and Marlon to catch up. Sometimes they will double back along the trail to ensure Verne is coming along all right. Verne finds the entire experience to be humiliating. After all, he is the expedition leader, he is the Corporate Conquistador and he does not like being the weak link in their small group, and he especially does not like his inability to complain about it.
Presently, they settle into a routine. Larry and Dr. Toni scouting ahead and sometimes exploring small side trails or they simply stop to examine the rocks and stone along the trail looking for evidence of ancient Aymara stonework or carvings. Verne lags behind, but Marlon stays with him loyally. Marlon makes sure that Verne does not get lost or hurt.
Verne is hungry and tired. The sight of Dr. Toni and Larry exploring the trail ahead of him makes him anxious and jealous. He does not like the way Larry has started to assume a more authoritative role since he has been injured, nor does he like this new alliance, this friendship that Larry had found with Dr. Toni. She is a woman who is at least ten years older than him. What does she see in him? Why does she want to join on this expedition at all? Verne does not trust her. Verne gleaned that Dr. Toni is an Anthropologist or Archeologist and she is studying the local Aymara people. He suspects that her true motive is to find the Monastery in the Mist and claim credit for the discovery herself. She will claim control of the archeological site and block Verne from further adventure tours.
Verne considers the conversation from the night before, when they had been discussing Raul and the bite, and then he had an unexpected phone call. The local woman who serves the food and Pisco approached the table to inform him that he had a long distance call. He remembers the awkward phone conversation; where he would listen and then use hand gestures and grunting noises to indicate responses to Marlon who would then convey his interpretation of Verne’s response over the phone. It was Maureen.
“Hello? Verne are you there?”
Hearing her voice filled Verne with melancholy. It was not for Maureen and her office flirtations, but for his life, for his simple work-a-day life back in Sacramento. He had only been gone a few days, but now hearing her voice on this unexpected phone call acts as an auditory pneumonic reminding him of his comfortable home in Sacramento, and filling him with the desire to get back there.
Verne hands the phone receiver over to Marlon and gesticulates with his free hand; indicating that he cannot talk.
“Hello?” Marlon says tentatively and then explains, “Senor Verne cannot talk. He has hurt his lip.”
There is a pause while Marlon listens to questions and then he answers, “He is okay, I think. He will be able to talk again in a couple of days.”
There is a pause and then Marlon says, “No, not yet.”
And then Marlon is quiet, listening to Maureen again. Verne becomes impatient and uses his hands to tell Marlon to hand the receiver back so he can listen to Maureen directly.
Marlon interrupts their conversation saying, “Excuse me miss, here is Senor Verne; he can listen to you.”
Verne puts the phone to his ear and hears Maureen’s voice again, “Verne, are you there?”
Verne grunts a response into the phone pushing sour air through the bandages that covered his mouth; “Hmph,” he says.
“Okay,” she says, “listen, I wanted to warn you, since you left, Mike and Barry have been getting more and more jumpy. They are talking to lawyers and ….” Maureen trails off as she gathers her thoughts, and then she continues excitedly, “Anyway, yesterday the wife of Alan Blum called and she wanted to talk to Mike.” Maureen pauses again, and then she asks, “Are you still there? Verne?”
Verne does his best to grunt into the phone receiver while the nostalgia for his old life is slowly being replaced with a new feeling of foreboding. He does not like where this call is going.
“Hmph,” Verne grunts as encouragingly as possible.
“Okay,” Maureen says, and then she continues the story saying, “Anyway, after that, Mike asked me to book flights and travel to Peru for him and Barry. They left this morning. They will be there tomorrow.”
Verne feels the energy draining from his body like a balloon that has been ruptured. He can feel himself physically deflating.
He hands the phone back to Marlon and listens as Marlon drags out the end of the conversation with meaningless politeness.
“It was very nice to meet you,” Marlon says, and then he pauses to listen to Maureen’s response. Then Marlon says, “Do not worry; I will watch out for Senor Verne, he will be fine.”
The ongoing conversation between Marlon and Maureen begins to irritate Verne. He detects that both of them are flirting a bit and he finds this to be especially irritating and wishes the call would end.
“No,” Marlon says and then pauses to listen. Then he says, “No, I am happy to do it.”
Verne mentally forces himself to stop paying attention to this inane phone call and instead to consider the news that Mike and Barry are on their way to Peru. They will be here tomorrow. Verne realizes that he needs to act, and act quickly. When Mike and Barry arrive tomorrow, they will take charge of the search and Verne will lose control of his adventure business. Verne cannot afford to stay in the hotel and wait for his mouth to heal or for his body to properly acclimate to the thin air at this altitude, nor does he have time to find a reliable guide. Marlon will have to do.
An image of Vin Castillo wells into Verne’s mind. He remembers Vin talking at the seminar and his overly white teeth glowing in the bright lights of the hotel assembly hall. He remembers him urging the attendees to chase after their goals, at any cost, to stay one step ahead of their unwilling patrons.
Verne walks back to the table and interrupts Larry and Dr. Toni’s conversation. He sits down and writes on the notepad, “Tomorrow morning – we go into the Amazon.”
Then he hands the note to Larry. Larry holds the paper near to the candle to catch improved light for reading, and when he is done he gives the paper to Dr. Toni who reads it without comment.
Marlon approaches the quiet table, his long goodbye with Maureen now over,
“What’s the plan?” he asks.
 
 
*****
 
 
The rocky path narrows as the mountain becomes steep on the right and the fall off to the left is sheer. Looking at the steep drop off of the trail makes Verne nervous. As he trudges along he plants each footstep more firmly and often steadies himself by reaching out and touching the smooth, cold, rough surface of the mountain. Marlon follows closely behind him.
Presently they come upon a fork in the road and Verne sees Larry and Dr. Toni lounging in the sunshine. Dr. Toni has removed her Alpaca sweater so now she is only wearing a thin tee-shirt which clings to her, accentuating her feminine form. She is stretched out on a large smooth boulder enjoying the sun on her face and bare arms.
Verne recognizes instantly that Dr. Toni is flirting with Larry. She has purposefully reclined herself into an alluring position which allows the warm sun to glow on her face and accentuate the curvature of her breasts.
“We are not sure which way to go,” Larry says as Verne makes his way into the open space on the trail.
Verne steadies himself by leaning on the cliff face behind them.
“What is the first GPS coordinate that you gave to Raul?” Larry asks, and then adds, “From here, the trail curves up and into the mountains, or we can go down and into the jungle.”
Verne breathes heavily through his nose and through the part of his mouth that can open slightly without pulling at his wound. Verne knows exactly what Larry is asking. The purpose of this expedition is to find Vin Castillo and Alan Blum. Verne told everyone that he previously provided the GPS coordinates that he received from Brother Joseph to Raul, so the expectation is that they will follow these same coordinates to find the lost customers. But Verne alone knows the truth. Raul has taken the customers into the Amazon with only vague instructions. Verne did not receive the GPS coordinates from Brother Joseph until after his last phone call with Raul. It was a phone call which was interrupted by Maureen telling him about the appointment with Brother Joseph. The timing was off, but only by a matter of hours, but in those few hours Raul, Vin, and Alan entered into the jungle and became incommunicado. The three of them could have gone in any direction from here.
Raul’s emergence, by himself, emaciated from hunger, back in San Juan del Oro was Verne’s best hope to find out where his lost customers had gone, but now that hope was dead; suffocated by the fat on Verne’s cheek and neck.
Since the first time the bite rendered him mute, Verne is glad to be without speech. He leans back against the cliff face and silently ignores Larry’s request. He looks at Dr. Toni splayed across the boulder, letting her thinly covered cleavage rise up into the blue sky in miniature imitation of the landscape over which they traverse. He looks at the mountain range of steep, sharp peaks stretching in an uneven line across the horizon. The Andes look like giant teeth, as if Verne and his expedition are hiking into gigantic jaws. He looks down into the gurgling Amazon rainforest and he looks at the white mist rising from a wet world. From this vantage, he is close enough to smell the funk of the jungle. It smells like a burp or like a fart.
He quietly scans these three images: the teeth of the Andes, the tits of the woman, and the gastrointestinal might of the Amazon. His decision will not be expressed in words. Something tribal has awakened within him; something hungry. The decision about which way to go forward will be made using the same inner compass that guided his ancestors. Before civilization and before language, proto-humans explored landscapes like this and followed an inner voice, an inner voice that speaks in terms of base wants and carnal desires. It is an unsatisfied ache that speaks to Verne through hunger and longing and desire, and in the quiet stillness of the Andes, with his mouth bandaged shut, for the first time, Verne hears his inner voice. It speaks to him with clarity. It speaks to him with authority. It answers Larry’s question with certainty.
It says, “Into the Amazon,” and Verne, listening to his internal voice, begins to trudge forward, taking the downward trail - downward and into a hot green world.
 
 
*****
 
 
He sleeps soundly through the heat of the day, luxuriating in a clearing where the bright sun warms his fur. Then he gives himself over to sleep completely, confident that he will not be molested. He sleeps undisturbed because there is nothing here that does not fear him. Only the small insects dare to buzz about his ears and eyes.
As the sun begins to sink and the tall shadows of the mountain blot the warmth of the sun, he opens his green eyes and stretches. The right shoulder is stiff; it is an old wound, inflicted by a brave Javelina that dared to challenge him, but that was many rainy seasons ago, when he was only recently separated from his mother and his brother. The Javelinas do not challenge him now. He remembers the last kill with satisfaction. The big jungle pig never smelled him, never heard a sound until he was on its back; digging deep into its hide with his powerful forepaws; hanging on for the short ride. The ride is short because he sinks his teeth into the Javelinas skull, his fangs biting down between its ears until he feels the satisfying crack inside his mouth, and then the ride is over.
He licks his face with the memory of the warm blood splashing up and into his nose, filling his senses with the feeling that he is the master of this prey and everything around him. Yawning large, he stretches his jaws open and sucks in the cooling air of evening. The colorful birds and the howler monkeys trumpet his movements with a general warning. They are telling the forest that he is awake. Let them know; he is not in a hurry. Let them hide or run; he can always find them.
He takes his time now. Cleaning his claws, one by one, licking and biting at the bits of fur between the pads, and cleaning the last remnants of blood or mud that has hardened there, he licks and bites at them until he is satisfied that they are clean. It is nice to have clean claws.
Standing up he strides down to the river’s edge and laps at the cool water. As he drinks he is looking across the calm black water of the slow moving river and sees something diving down beneath the surface. Perhaps a turtle with a shell that he can crack or perhaps it is a caiman or otter. Let it hide beneath the water; he has not started hunting - yet.
Licking the last of the water from his whiskers, he sits and smells the breeze. The water satisfies his thirst, but the memory of his last meal has left him hungry again; he wants to lick warm blood from his whiskers.
He approaches his favorite stump with his nostrils flaring, and he is attuned to the sounds and smells of the green world that surrounds him. This is a world rich with food. It feels good to dig his clean claws into the soft wood. First, he drags his paws down the stump’s face leaving deep new marks on top of the old marks, and then he rubs his face against the new marks, to make sure his scent permeates into the fresh grooves.
The roughness of the stump feels good on his face. It feels like the roughness of his mother’s tongue, like when she cleaned him when he was a cub. He pushes his face against the stump climbing halfway up so that his rear claws can also dig into the wood. The musk from his glands fills his nose and he feels good. He feels strong and potent.
A rustling sound from deep in the forest distracts him from marking his territory and reminds him that he is hungry. He drops down from the stump, and takes a few long strides in the direction of the sound, stepping into a breeze that is not clouded by his own musk. He sniffs and then draws the air deep into his nostrils; this is a smell he knows. It is the smell of Javelina, the jungle pig, but mixed with something else; something new.
Stepping carefully now, placing his soft pads on firm rocks or earth, and moving along the solid trunks of fallen trees, he follows the scent. Ears up and whiskers extended, he is instantly aware of any noise or any change in the direction of the wind, but both remain steady. The sound of struggling grows nearer as he makes his way and the breeze is blowing consistently from prey to predator. He can smell it clearly now, he can smell its distress, he can smell its fear and he knows from experience that he is unseen. His tawny hide and majestic rosettes blend in perfectly with the bright and dark, the brown and black of the forest foliage.
He approaches stealthily now, slowly, he knows that he is close, and then suddenly; there it is. The Javelina is stuck and its hind leg is trapped in something that is not growing - something not of the forest.
He lies down now. Not in a hurry; he knows it is best to let events play out on their own. He knows that any wound he might suffer brings fever, and if he can enjoy an easy meal without danger, then he is willing to wait.
“Clonk, clonk, clonk!” The Javelina makes an aggressive chomping noise by biting loudly at the air.
“This one is prideful,” he thinks.
It reminds him of the pig that bit deep into his shoulder. He watches it struggle to pull its hind leg free, but the harder it pulls the more he can see that it is firmly stuck. It amuses him to watch. Food is fun. Especially when the food is big and arrogant like this pig; stupidly getting his hind leg caught in something that smells new and strange. It was his pride that allowed him to forage and feed here, despite the odd smelling new thing, and that same pride is what is making him fight to get free and exhausting his strength. This is the same pride that makes him and others like him think he can fight back, and bite deep into the shoulder of their attacker. He is enjoying this one. He makes himself comfortable and watches the Javelina until it had played itself out from the effort of trying to escape.
The dark shadows from the mountains blend with creeping darkness of the night. He watches until the soft glow of the moon illuminates the scene in a way that gives his keen night vision one more advantage in an already unfair game. He watches until the arrogant pig pulls at his trapped leg one last time and then lies down, exhausted, ready to accept his fate, which he must now know is waiting for him. Even though the pig has not heard a sound or smelled a scent, he knows. The pig knows that an animal trapped and defenseless in the jungle attracts hungry predators.
The Javelina knows that he is here, and now he knows that his struggle to escape has ended. They both realize without ever seeing each other that the game is over. They both know that it is time for the Jaguar to feed.
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“The road steepens and soon we are standing before an ancient stairway. An intricately decorated portal built from three massive stones forms a gateway around the first step. The relief carvings upon the stones depict a Jaguar, hunting and killing its prey with a single leap and a single bite to the skull. Our guide translates the words chiseled across the lintel, he reads: ‘The Jaguar guards the portal to a dark realm. Do not hunt him, do not harm him, and do not distract him from his purpose.’ Silently we ascend the stairs, one by one, passing beneath the Jaguar portal. As we ascend the white mist begins to clear; the Monastery is now within our view.”
Monastery in the Mist
 
 
“Raul, you are alive!”
The first words that Verne is able to vocalize since the bite rendered him mute, came coughing out of his half healed mouth with an uneven mixture of astonishment, apprehension and anticipation.
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Raul answers. He is perplexed by the strange greeting and this unexpected encounter.
Verne steps back reflexively when he hears Raul’s voice and bumps into Marlon who is standing behind him. Verne then stumbles, and would have fallen if Marlon had not caught him by the shoulders and set him back on his feet.
“Whoa, it’s okay,” Raul says and then adds jokingly, “I am not going to bite you.”
Marlon steps from behind Verne and the two stand examining Raul’s face in disbelief.
“What?” Raul asks with growing agitation.
“We must have been wrong,” Marlon says, not to Raul, but to himself and to Verne.
He then adds, “It must have been another man who looked the same and we made a mistake.”
Verne remains silent. Unconvinced, he stares at Raul in disbelief. The hollow eyes and the sunken cheeks of the hungry Raul on the bed float before him in his mind’s eye. Looking at this healthy Raul standing before him, every instinct rings out that this is the same man and that he is in danger. Verne refuses to let his eyes linger on the tattoo that spirals up around Raul’s neck. It is a unique mark, and if it is exactly the same, it will force an uncomfortable reality into Verne’s mind. A reality that allows dead men to return to life and it would be a shock to his world view.
Larry and Dr. Toni arrive stepping quickly along the trail as they move around the dumbstruck Verne and the incredulous Marlon.
“Hello,” Dr. Toni says, and then introduces herself, “I am Toni, Toni Sweetser.”
“Hello, my name is Raul,” Raul answers uncomfortably, and then after a moment clarifies by saying, “I am the guide that Verne hired.”
“Hmm,” Toni says shaking Raul’s hand with her firm but feminine grip, “That’s a surprise; we all thought you were dead.”
“Still kicking,” Raul says smiling.
Verne recovers sufficiently from his surprise to look beyond Raul and survey the scene. There is a clearing here and a small river running nearby. Verne sees three hammocks setup with mosquito netting. A fire pit and gear spread about haphazardly. Raul and the others have been camping here for some time. Among the camping gear, Verne notices electronic equipment that he does not recognize.
The sight of the three hammocks hanging in the campsite gives Verne new hope, that his lost customers will soon be found. His astonishment at seeing Raul alive is now supplanted as a welling of new hope for success fills his conscious thoughts. He will find Vin and Alan. He will bring them out alive and unharmed. His adventure travel business will succeed. They will emerge as a happy group from the jungle and Verne will relish in the look of dismay on the face of Barry Ross.
Forming his words carefully so as not to tear at his healing mouth, Verne asks, “Vin? Alan?”
Raul shrugs calmly and says, “They are off setting up a trap.”
“What are you trapping?” Toni asks, “I thought we were searching for the Monastery.”
“They wanted to do the trapping first,” Raul answers.
“What are they trapping?” Toni asks again.
“A cat; they are trying to get a big cat,” Raul explains and then adds, “For the collar.”
Raul steps over to the campsite and picks up one of the odd looking technical devices holding it up for the group to see. It is a small grey box, slightly smaller than a lunch box affixed to a thick plastic collar.
“It’s some kind of camera,” Raul says, “They are planning to attach it around the neck of a big cat. They were talking about it the whole way here.”
Raul hands the collar and camera device to Toni so she can inspect it closely.
“What is this?” Dr. Toni asks looking at the strange gear in her hands, “What are they up to?”
“Beastwire,” Verne answers; his mouth hurts when he talks so he keeps his vocalizations to a minimum. Verne is hoping that someone in the group will have heard of Alan Blum’s unusual business and explain the details.
For Verne, it makes sense immediately. He never questioned Alan about his motive for going on this trip. Verne was just happy to have customers. But now, looking at the Beastwire gear setup in the camp, it makes sense to him that Alan Blum is using his expedition to also trap and collar jungle cats for his wild animal business.
“Beastwire?” Dr. Toni asks as if the word tastes bitter in her mouth, and then answering her own question says, “You mean that website where you can watch wild animals fighting?”
“Yeah,” Raul responds enthusiastically, and then allowing a ghetto twang to punctuate his words he says, “I checked it out once, the animals are all biting and fighting, claws and blood and fangs and shit. I bet on the lion. The lion is a bad cat. I told Alan to put a collar on a big nasty jungle lion for me.”
Dr. Toni listens to Raul and feels hot anger rise into her cheeks; anger, frustration and hate for men like Alan Blum. Men who enter into a wild place with the intention of exploiting it for their own purpose, and anger at Raul for his ghetto accent, and the tattoo on his neck; she slowly shakes her head in futility. She realizes that there is nothing she can say that can possibly penetrate through the arrogance and the ignorance.
She looks at Verne and asks, “This is your guide? Did you know about this? Is part of the travel service to put video collars on wild animals?” And then not waiting for an answer she adds, “We are in Madidi National Park and it is a protected wildlife sanctuary. You cannot just walk in there and trap and tag animals. Have you ever seen a Bolivian prison?”
Dr. Toni manages to keep her voice steady throughout. She knows she is bluffing. There is only the slimmest of chances that they will see law enforcement in this remote place. They are in a national park, this much is true, but she also knows that Madidi is among the largest protected wildlife preserves on the planet, and their activity is not poaching. In the unlikely event that they did see a park official, at most they would be subject to is a small fine.
Verne shows her the palms of his hands. If Alan Blum wants to put video collars onto wild cats, then it is none of his business. Anyway, Verne is just glad that he found Vin and Alan alive. He is not so sure what to think about Raul. He purposely avoids looking too closely at the tattoo on Raul’s neck. He forces his mind to accept Marlon’s explanation that the man who attacked him was a different man; a man who looks very similar.
Dr. Toni looks back at Raul who is now smirking at her, pleased that he has evoked a response.
His smug look infuriates her. She says, “There are no lions in the Amazon you ignoramus, they are called Jaguars. They weigh up to three hundred pounds and their jaws are stronger than a lion. They are stronger than any big cat, and by the way, if you piss off a Jaguar and it decides to hunt you, you will never hear it coming. It will drop out of the trees onto your back and crush your skull with a single bite.”
Dr. Toni hefts her knapsack and starts across the clearing to sling her hammock closer to the river and away from Raul and his small encampment. She does not want to meet Alan Blum or hear about how they are capturing and tagging animals. Larry follows a few steps behind her.
Verne, standing next to Raul has a different concern. His relief at finding Raul and hearing that Alan and Vin are alive is replaced by a growing anxiety. He is worried that Alan or Vin will be killed by the Jaguar that they are hunting. If they are killed or wounded by a wild animal, then Barry Ross wins. The adventure business; the whole plan is ruined. But, something else is gnawing at his thoughts and clawing at his anxiety. Verne feels duped.
Alan clearly has used this expedition as a cover story to enter the preserve and tag jungle cats with his video collars and tracking devices. But what was Vin Castillo doing here? What is Vin’s ulterior motive? Now that Verne thinks about it he realized that Vin is not a follower of Leo Leopold, nor is he a disciple of Brother Joseph. If Alan is here to tag animals, then why is Vin here? He searches his mind for a plausible explanation, but the question, now realized, sticks in his mind like the lyric to an unwelcome tune and is pushing out other thoughts and ideas.
Verne observes Larry and Toni on the other side of the clearing and then scans down the trail into the thick green undergrowth. It is from this direction that Vin and Alan will soon come strolling back into camp. Continuing his scan, he finds Marlon and Raul talking together in close conversation.
The strange hot world of the Amazon is now filled with conspiracies of two. Verne is the odd man out. He is the third wheel to each of these couples. Uncomfortably aware of the other pairings - Larry standing near to Toni, Marlon whispering to Raul, Vin and Alan off on a Beastwire tagging hunt - Verne is forced to stand alone. He feels the pull of the invisible vortex tugging at him, making him nervous and making him exert energy in order to stand still.
In an effort to preoccupy his unquiet mind, Verne sits next to the odd technology that has been left behind by Alan Blum. Among the camera collars is a larger device with an antenna and a small video screen. A variety of controls and buttons adorn the face of the device, many Verne does not recognize. On the side of the contraption is a telephone receiver; as if it is possible to use the device to make a phone call.
He pressed the “on” switch and watches as the video screen blinks to life and then the small digital displays flickers and shows numbers that mean nothing to Verne. The small television screen displays amorphous shapes and shadows colored green and black. It is a window into an odd world, a ghostly realm that Verne does not recognize.
He stares at the screen and soon the shapes begin to make sense to him and soon he realizes that he is looking at a tangle of branches and leaves. He realizes it is a scene from the jungle, rendered in the dull green of the two tone video monitor. As he deciphers the image, Verne realizes that the camera is situated above the jungle floor, his perspective is from up in a tree and looking down on a small clearing and rough trail. Just as his perception of the scene is complete, the screen blurs dramatically, something is moving the camera, shaking it. Finally, the view settles once again. Now, Verne is seeing a different angle on the same scene, but this time, the camera displays something new. It displays something that makes Verne understand the totality of what he is viewing. A spotted paw stretches out across the tree branch.
Verne realizes he is looking at the transmission from one of Alan’s Beastwire cameras affixed to the neck of a Jaguar. The realization makes Verne wonder about the working radius of the transmission, and he wonders how close the beast is to his current location. The trail that he sees below the branch could easily be an extension of the very trail that they followed into this camp.
Despite his misgivings, Verne finds the transmission from the Beastwire camera to be compelling. He begins to understand why Alan Blum’s business is a success. Watching through the eyes of an alpha predator, comfortable in its domain, resurrects in Verne a feeling of something potent. It is like the time Maureen flirted with him secretly at the office, but maybe it is more than that. It is not carnal, it is something else. Watching the small screen, he recalls the memory and the feelings from the night he stood in front of his house. It was the day he sold his first adventure travel tickets. He was the provider in that moment in time - he was the hunter and the leader of his clan. Strangely, watching through the small screen and seeing the world through the point of view of the predator, he is reminded of that night; and he is reminded of the strange black humanoid shape that appeared on his porch when Veronica unexpectedly flipped on the porch light.
It is an incongruous memory, triggered by an unlikely view, the view through the eyes of a spotted killer. There must be a subconscious connection between all of these explained events, which swirl around Verne in the vortex that is this expedition to find his lost customers. The unlikely romance blossoming between Larry and Dr. Toni, the GPS coordinates from Uncle Leo, and Raul, dead and now alive. Nothing is adding up, nothing is making sense. He tries to push these questions out of his thoughts as these are things purposefully not considered; they are coincidences, flukes. Now, seeing through the eyes of a predator, Verne realizes that here in the jungle, here on this expedition, he needs to trust his senses. When he sees something, it is real. It is as if he experiences something, then it happened; and if he senses danger, he must respond. Verne silently promises himself to inspect Raul’s tattoo and verify that it is the same black snake coiling around his neck. If Raul is back from the dead, and indeed, this is the same man that bit him on the face, then Verne must be prepared to accept this as fact and act accordingly, even if his logical mind cannot understand how it might be possible.
Verne takes his eyes off of the small video monitor for a moment to look warily at Raul who is still standing across the clearing talking to Marlon. Raul is standing too far away for Verne to see the tattoo which is mostly hidden by his shirt. Verne inhales deeply through his nostrils allowing his sore mouth to remain unopened. The thick air smells strongly of living things.
Verne thinks to himself, “I am watching you.”
Satisfied that he will secure himself from Raul, he slowly returns his eyes to the Beastwire monitor in time to see a small figure appear on the trail. Watching now from the perspective of the predator, Verne sees the ghostly green and black form of a man stepping into view. The figure grows closer, growing larger as he approaches. Step by step, more features are discernible until Verne can clearly see that Alan Blum is mindlessly stepping along the trail; stepping under the paws of the Jaguar.
 
 
*****
 
 
Awaking from unconscious blackness is not the same as waking from a restful sleep. As he opens his eyes he is instantly aware that he is vulnerable, even to the dullest of his enemies. This has not happened before. Even in the worst battles with an arrogant Javelina; never before has he lost control of his faculties and lay down helpless on the Jungle floor. It is a shocking realization.
He tries to overcompensate by standing too quickly and finds that his limbs are stiff. His right hind leg is painful with a dull ache deep in the muscle. He starts to rise again, more slowly now, front paws and then back paws and now up; up despite the pain. His thoughts are foggy. He tries to remember what happened. He hears the howler monkey screaming a warning that he is awake, but takes no notice as he is realizing that there is something around his neck and it feels tight and constricting. He paws at it with his front claws, they can scratch at it, but it will not break. He shakes his head, but it stays stuck.
The collar has that same smell of something new. Something not growing, not alive; like the trap that held the Javelina. The dumb pig got caught because he was foraging near a smell that was not natural, and now he has made the same mistake. Thinking he could make an easy meal of the pig resulted in having a similar new smelling thing around his neck, blunting his sense of smell, unbalancing him.
Using his strong hind paws, he curls uncomfortably working to get a claw under the strap, but it holds firmly; it will not break. His uncoordinated posture as he works at the collar leaves him feeling foolish and vulnerable. Worse than any wound, the collar marks him and he is no longer the master of his territory.
He knows instinctively that the collar is associated with the noisy animal that walks on two legs. The ones that stupidly crash through the undergrowth carrying strange and unnatural scents that normally cling to the thick breeze long after they are gone. The noisy two legged bad smelling creature has somehow tricked him and baited him with a trapped Javelina. But this game is not over. He knows well the trails that they walk and he can wait. That is the way he will regain his supremacy. He will follow along their trail and find a high branch and wait for the two legged creature to walk under him.
The thought of the kill motivates him to move despite the pain. Now he is hunting, but not for food and not for fun. Now he is hunting to reclaim his dominance. The trail is easy to follow; the path is wide and well-marked with fresh tracks. The odd unnatural smells are strong in the air. Silently he finds his tree, thick with leafy branches that dapple in the sunlight and blend perfectly into the rosettes decorating his fur. He selects a strong branch extending over the trail. Then with a leap and a pull he is up and settles into his position. The rough branch yields to his sharp claws and affords a firm base from which he will drop onto the unsuspecting prey. He surveys his ambush site and is satisfied.
The noisy two legged creature will pass this way. He can wait. While he waits he takes the opportunity to clean his face and ears. Luxuriating in the wetness of his paw, the cleaning paw rubs across his eyes and ears, clearing out the last of the blackness that took hold of him. His senses sharpen with the bath and he is ready for the anticipated leap and the impending bite.
 
 
*****
 
 
Verne watches with growing horror as the ghostly green image of Alan Blum grows nearer and nearer until the top of his head is clearly visible beneath the taut spotted paw. Verne sees the stiff comb over that Alan uses to mask his bald scalp flipping up and then falling back into place as the warm moving air lifts the hair from his head; as if it is beckoning, inviting the Jaguar to bite.
Verne calls out, “Alan!” and in doing so he tears at the half healed wound across his face which rings back in answer to him with a sharp pain that jolts up into his eye and deep into his jaw.
Then, on the small screen there is a green and black blur of motion; dropping, rolling. Aghast, Verne watches until the dim shapes on the screen resettle and he is able to try to decipher once again the scene that is displayed. Verne senses the others are gathering around him. They are talking, but he is not listening to them. All of his attention is fully focused on the small Beastwire monitor that will soon display the fate of Alan Blum. Odd shapes appear on the screen.
“Is that a leaf?” Verne wonders.
The image before him begins to clarify in his mind’s eye. Not a leaf, an ear; and above the ear the unblinking eye of the camera shows the mouth of the beast stretched wide, engulfing the top of Alan’s head. The spotted cheek of the killer is puffing out and then deflating as it catches its breath without ever for a moment loosening its bite.
As Verne watches a green liquid begins to dribble from around the spotted lips. Because it is colored green on the video display it does not seem real, but Verne knows that this is blood; Alan’s blood. He watches until the dribble becomes a steady stream of green oozing out from the deep bite of the Jaguar.
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“To present a consistent view of reality, the human brain evolved to perceive moments of time in chronologically sequenced events and memories. This automatic ordering of time inside the human brain is what gives us a perception of time as linear. This perception is useful because it allows each of us to function effectively within the short span of our lives. We perceive a past that is unchanging. A baseline of facts and memories enabling us to make decisions and progress into what we anticipate as the probable future. It is this ability to perceive linear time that allowed cognition to evolve.
When Descartes famously said, “I think, therefore I am,” His statement was incomplete. Our brains first perceived linear time with an unchangeable past and an unknowable future and only then did humanity achieve self-awareness.
A more accurate philosophy is “I perceive time as linear, therefore I think and therefore I am.”
From the notebook of Antonia Sweetser
 
 
If the Amazon jungle is a secret world hidden on the earth, then nightfall in the Amazon is a secret world hiding within the secret world. The night in the Amazon belongs to the bugs and the bats. It also belongs to the creatures that are unseen during the day, wide eyed, pale of skin, grey of fur. They are the things that shun the light, and come out of their hiding places at night to feed. For the creatures that live in the Amazon, there is a changing of the guard when the sun descends behind the Andes. Birds give way to bats, the cry of the spider monkey is replaced by the call of the frogs, and the mosquitoes swarm into the dawn sky in great clouds, riding the warm air as it rises, and chasing bright hot blood of the thin skinned mammals.
Verne is uncomfortable in his hammock. It is an unhappy camp; the others look at him with pity and whisper. Verne is pleased when daylight gives way to dusk, and the mosquitoes force the expedition to take refuge in their hammocks behind their netting. They are each now alone with their own thoughts, each at liberty to assess the situation and plan their next move.
Verne senses that the stakes are higher now than anything he had previously anticipated. When he started, he had hoped simply to create a successful business, to capitalize on the fame of his late Uncle Leo and create something akin to Beastwire.com. His ambition was to be another Alan Blum. In his fantasy, Verne saw himself standing on the stage next to Vin Castillo at a Corporate Conquistador seminar, and elaborating on how his business had used Vin’s techniques to succeed. He would then drive home to Veronica and the girls and that same bold feeling that he experienced on the night he sold his first adventure travel packages would become a permanent part of his personality. He would be the provider, he would be a celebrity. But now, it is clear to Verne that the stakes are higher - somehow, much higher.
Verne makes a promise to himself that he will listen to his senses. He will believe what his eyes and ears were telling him, even if he cannot explain it logically. As Verne listens to the bugs buzzing about his hammock, seeking a tear, an imperfection that will grant them access to his warm blood, a secret entrance to admit them past the netting, and as he listens to the symphony of frogs, he broods on the unfolding events of the day. He reviews the green and black memory of the Jaguar attack over and over in his mind mentally rewinding the images, reviewing the scene in slow motion, recalling each small detail. Details like the tiny spots on the Jaguar’s paw and the bad comb over catching the wind, lifting up and off of Alan’s bald scalp. Verne knows he could not be mistaken. These things happened.
He recalls those moments when he was grunting and pointing at the small screen, unable to talk through his torn mouth, as he senses the others gathering about him and crowding about to gain a view at the green and black scene.
 
 
*****
 
 
“Are you sure you saw Alan?” Marlon asks.
“It looks more like an animal of some sort to me,” Raul chimes in.
Verne does not want to speak. He does not want to open his mouth to try to convince them that what they are watching on the small screen is an extreme close up of a Jaguar biting Alan Blum on the top of his head. Verne’s desperate cry, his forlorn effort to save Alan Blum from his fate by screaming a warning into the Beastwire device cost him his speech. Any progress he made in the last two days towards healing his mouth was erased in this futile instant with an anguished cry.
After they all calm down, and all look at the inexplicable scene on the Beastwire device, the group agrees that they cannot make out any complete or coherent images on the small screen. It might be a close up of a bleeding head, but it might also be a pig, or a tree, or anything. Verne does not debate them; he does not try to convince them.
Dr. Toni turns her attention away from the monitor and begins to tend to Verne’s re-opened wound. As she works to repair the new damage Verne sits still and quietly absorbs the pain that shoots into his eye and jaw and neck and ear. While she works, Verne has an opportunity to closely observe Raul talking to the others as they gather about the Beastwire monitor. From this distance, Verne cannot hide from his view of the distinctive snake tattoo that is clearly coiled around Raul’s neck, proving to Verne that this is the same man. His face, his voice and now under closer inspection, Verne sees that the tattoo is exactly the same. There is no longer any doubt. Verne remembers the feeling when life finally left Raul’s body, having suffocated on Verne’s own living flesh. He remembers the relief when the dead jaws were pried from his jowl, and now, inexplicably he is here in the camp as if nothing has happened. Raul is back from the dead.
Ultimately the acceptance of this new reality depresses him. Verne is unprepared to deal with this strange new world, and now with Alan Blum destroyed by a predator, his quest to salvage his tour business is over.
“Exclusive tours to the Monastery in the Mist,” Verne remembers his slogan with regret.
Verne sees his future stretching out before him. His bet has been placed and the dice have been rolled. Now his effort to recover control of his destiny is at an end. Tomorrow he will hike up the steep mountain trail back to San Juan del Oro. He will meet Mike and Barry who will be sitting, waiting for him at the Blue Hotel. Larry or Marlon will then explain to them about the death of Alan Blum. From that moment to the next and the next, for as far as he can think into the future, Verne’s life will no longer be his own. His life will be ruled by civil lawsuits, criminal prosecution, and divorce proceedings. These things will happen and to Verne this future seems real as if it were already a memory, as if he is already sitting alone in a shabby apartment. Unshaven, he mindlessly scratches at the coarse whiskers that protrude through the old scar on his face, scratching and thinking back to this moment; this moment when he is in the Amazon and his life changed with the swift and silent bite of the Jaguar.
Verne plays and replays this vision of his future in his head. He tries to consider the points where things might go his way and he might possibly avoid ending up alone, broke, and broken.
“Mike will not fire me,” Verne thinks, and then further considers, “Veronica will stand by me through this.”
But even as he thinks about these possibilities, he knows they are not likely, and so in the end, Verne is no longer a Corporate Conquistador. He is only a man who tried and failed. He is the hero of a story that garners only a small interest from the public.
Dr. Toni finishes the last repairs to Verne’s face and as she draws near for a closer inspection of her handiwork he can smell her breath. She has sweetness about her, not a mint or a lipstick like he might expect from Maureen, but a natural freshness; like rain.
As she lingers inches from his face, Verne closes his eyes and imagines Larry embracing her. Larry will awkwardly try to imitate a romantic lead from a movie. Awkward, for Larry has never had a date, never held hands with a girl, and he will be trying to play the romantic lead with this woman who is ten years too old for him. She is too old, and yet, there remains something girlish about her, something true.
Verne is happy for his cousin, and possibly for the first time in his life, Verne is not jealous of a woman’s attention and interest in another man.
Dr. Toni steps back and instructs Verne saying, “No more crying out, you must let it heal completely.”
She speaks to Verne playfully, as if she is speaking to a child, and like a child Verne nods his acceptance. Resigned to his fate he watches Dr. Toni walk across the clearing where she is joined by Larry. Together they walk down to the river’s edge. Verne watches them until the green thickness obscures them from his view.
Verne realizes that dusk has come quickly. The sun has dipped behind the Andes, and the long shadows of the tall mountains cast a sudden darkness over the Amazon. Verne watches the shadows quickly crawl across the camp; shadows of branch mixing with shadows of leaf as green gives way to grey in the deepening twilight. Verne becomes uncomfortably suspicious that as he watches the shadows, the shadows are watching him back. Where there was a nothing only moment ago, now in the deepening twilight there seems to be something.
An eerie feeling causes the smallest hairs on his skin to rise. The feeling reminds him of other moments like this, when he had similar encounters with shadows. He remembers the dark walk up the empty street of San Juan del Oro to the church. He remembers the odd shape near the tree in Mike Vermillion’s backyard, and something he had not thought about for a long time. Verne remembers a morning when he opened his eye, and the green electric clock on the dresser across the room was eclipsed. All of these moments by themselves can be dismissed, but now, considering them in toto, he senses that there is something dogging him; a dark spirit that follows him.
“Are you always watching me, for what purpose?” he questions with his thoughts.
The stars begin to glimmer through the black branches and leaves. The thin glow of the moon rising dominant in a blue black sky allows Verne’s eyes to begin to adjust to the gathering darkness. As he focuses on the shadows his pupils become fully dilated, so Verne is able to make the most of his night vision. He is ready to see his stalker, and stares unblinking into the shadows.
“I’ve got you now,” Verne thinks to himself.
Unwilling to look away, unwilling to blink, he forces himself to gaze deeper into the dark places of the forest; this time he will see it move. The hiding game will end as the moon continues to rise casting a soft glow across the scene. Just enough light to allow Verne to discern black hiding among black. The colorless light of the moon erodes the darkness, and Verne at last sees something move. It is small at first, and then grows larger and more distinct.
“I have you now,” Verne thinks again re-doubling his concentration. He can see it this time, a figure, growing larger, emerging from the gloom, stepping into the moonlight until Verne realizes what he is seeing. The lonely and unshaven future that he had forecast with such exacting certitude instantly melts away because he sees him. He sees him standing in front of him with the cold moonlight glowing off of his bald head. Alan Blum is back from the dead.
 
 
*****
 
 
“Which way Mr Fielding?”
Vin Castillo somehow let his forehead come into direct contact with the mosquito netting while he slept, and now as a result looks as if he has been punched in the eye. His right eye is swollen and his right cheek and forehead are covered in raw red bites of all sizes making him look like he is suffering from a horrific skin disease.
Verne stirs his cold oatmeal with a spoon. Despite his daily exertions, Verne does not feel hungry. In fact, he cannot remember eating anything since they entered into the Amazon.
Vin smiles broadly, allowing his overly whitened teeth to glisten in the morning light, and asks his question again, “Which way to the Monastery, Mr Fielding?”
Verne looks at Vin Castillo’s bright smile and imagines that within a few days the swelling on his face will subside and he will return to the dashing author and motivational speaker that he once was. Verne thinks about his own face in contrast. The deep wounds across his cheek and jowl will heal into an ugly scar.
“Do you know where it is?” Vin asks again.
Verne feels a deep reluctance to hand over the page with the GPS coordinates. If he had been in this situation a week ago, or even a day ago, he would have been glad to provide them with them a detailed map. But now sitting with Vin and Raul now he feels nothing but anxiety.
Verne has worked for this moment, he has risked much to get here, and everything seems to be falling into place. He has found his lost customers, and he has the GPS coordinates that he never communicated to Raul. Everything is working out fine. The adventure business will be a success. Verne will be a Corporate Conquistador hiking through the Amazon jungle with his role model and mentor.
But still, Verne is reluctant. This path, this future seems uncertain at best. Verne can no longer set aside what his ears and eyes are telling him is true. Raul is dead and then he is alive. Alan Blum also dead, and then inexplicably alive. Verne is in no mood to continue this adventure. If he withholds the document, then perhaps it will end. Perhaps they can all walk back up into the Andes and into San Juan del Oro and then Verne can return to his simple life, happier now to be free from the curse of ambition.
To Verne’s great surprise, Larry abruptly ends the confrontation with Vin by producing Verne’s copy of Corporate Conquistadors and handing it unceremoniously over to Vin. The folded page with the hand written GPS coordinates leading to the Monastery in the Mist protrudes enticingly from the bound pages of the book. Vin opens the book and briefly looks at the inscription.
“To Verne Fielding… Bring Back Gold!” he reads.
It is signed, “Vin Castillo.”
If the inscription reminds Vin of the day he met Verne at the seminar, or if it reminds him of why he is here in the Amazon hunting for a lost city of ancient mystics, then none of these thoughts register on his swollen face. Vin accepts the GPS coordinates as his rightful property. He paid his admission, and he wants the full adventure tour.
"Render unto Caesar the things which are Caesar's,” is the phrase that reverberates through Verne’s thoughts.
Vin does not bother to further acknowledge Larry or Verne, instead he looks at Raul and says simply, “Are you ready to go?”
Raul is ready. He replies, “Let’s go.”
Within minutes the camp seems empty.
Verne stares at the Beastwire monitor device that the night before had displayed to him the death of Alan Blum; it is off now. It looks like an innocuous piece of equipment, and yet, Verne knows that somehow when it is activated the green and black numbers on its face and the strange transmission displayed on the monitor is a clue into the peculiar world into which he has inadvertently wandered.
Despite the pain in his jaw and mouth, Verne ventures a one word question to Larry and Toni,
“Alan?”
Larry looks at the Beastwire device and seems to understand Verne’s confusion.
Larry says, “Alan is off scouting for a Javelina as bait and a good location to set his Jaguar trap.”
This answer seems very wrong to Verne and he displays his disagreement by knitting his eyes together and shaking his head,
“It’s true,” Larry says, “I know it seems impossible, it seems backward to you, but you have to trust me; now more than ever. Alan Blum is off scouting for a site to set a trap and Vin and Raul are off searching for the Monastery. This is our time, we need to pack up and get going.”
Verne turns Larry’s last phrase over in his thoughts,
“Pack up and get going.”
Verne is in no mood to go anywhere except maybe out. Back up the steep Incan road into the Andes. At this point he would welcome the sight of the Blue Hotel even with Mike Vermillion and Barry Ross sitting out front.
Careful now, speaking without opening his mouth or stretching his wound, Verne asks another one word question,
“Marlon?”
Larry responds sternly, “Marlon left early this morning, he went back to San Juan del Oro. You will never see him again.”
Verne feels an empty sickness in his belly as if his body is understanding bad news before his ears or mind has had time to process the information.
Larry adds, “Come on, we need to get going.” As he speaks, Larry hefts the Beastwire monitoring and transmission device into his knapsack.
Dr. Toni approaches and asks in a kindly almost condescending voice, “Are we ready to go?”
“He does not understand…. yet,” Larry answers. Then speaking to Verne, Larry says, “We need to go, we need to go to the Monastery.”
“The Monastery,” Verne thinks with a shock and then thinks, “Why
do they want to follow Vin to the Monastery?”
All Verne wants to do is to survive the long uphill hike back to San Juan del Oro and then put an end to this nightmare. The more he thinks about it, the more he realizes he is done with it. Verne does not care if he is fired, divorced, sued, or arrested. He is done. He wants out of this weird expedition and out of this jungle. He is ready to go back to the world. One last hike, a long uphill push into the thin air and he will arrive at San Juan del Oro. Then a taxi ride, a train ride to Lima, a flight, a layover, and within forty-eight hours he will be back in Sacramento and back into his own life.
“Go to the Monastery,” Verne thinks to himself replaying Larry’s words in his head, and then he thinks, “Under no circumstances.”
Verne’s only interest is in exiting the jungle. He looks at Larry and Toni with conviction and says, “Up!”
“No, Verne, No!” answers Larry with an air of authority that irritates Verne more than the answer itself.
“Up!” repeats Verne through clenched jaws so as not to pull at his healing lips and mouth.
Larry looks at Toni and says, “He does not understand.”
“What?” Verne asks, knowing full well that he will not be happy when he understands the answer.
Verne is clinging to ignorance. He has seen clues, but understanding eludes him and for this moment the truth is unanticipated. In his gut, Verne knows that Larry will give him a reason for not going back to San Juan del Oro that is convincing and compelling. He does not want to hear it, and yet he pushes for it anyway. He is tired of ignorance and Verne is ready to accept his fate.
Larry does not disappoint him. In fact, Larry exceeds his expectations. Larry explains why their expedition will follow Vin to the Monastery and Verne cannot argue with his logic.
Larry says, “I know it is hard to comprehend, but here in the Amazon, time is running backwards. As we progress along this trail, heading deeper into the jungle, we are also stepping back in time.
“Think about it. Raul was dead back in San Juan del Oro, but here, here in the past, here in the Amazon he is still alive.
“When you witnessed the death of Alan Blum, you were watching a transmission from the present. But here in the past, Alan Blum is still alive. He is out, right now, working to set the trap that will eventually lead to his death.”
Larry pauses to give his cousin a moment to understand what he is explaining. Verne considers this new information. It makes sense. Here in the Amazon, time is running backwards so therefore, Verne himself is in the past and Raul is still alive. It makes sense; and if time is running backwards, then it is possible that he can watch the death of Alan Blum and then moments later watch Alan emerge from the dark shadows of the forest.
Verne realizes his cousin is right. Time is running in reverse.
“Yes!” Verne says out loud through clenched teeth, and then follows up with a one word command, “Up,” Verne says.
“He still does not understand,” Toni says to Larry, “You have to tell him the rest. Hurry, we are running out of time.”
Larry looks at his cousin and speaks earnestly, “Verne, listen to me, you cannot go back up. You cannot go back to our time. Your only way forward now is to find the Monastery.”
Verne is shaking his head in disagreement so Larry continues,
“It was Marlon. It was Marlon all along. He is part of some cult that protects the Monastery and he is the one who killed my father. He also killed Leo.”
At this news Verne stopped shaking his head. Verne recalls the strange black furred rendering of Jesus on Marlon’s visor and in Padre Rodrigo’s private chamber. Larry’s explanation rings true.
Perhaps Marlon is responsible for the death of Leo. Marlon and his cult are protecting the location of the Monastery in the Mist by killing anyone who gets too near to discovering the secret of time running in reverse. Verne accepts this as a fact. Marlon is the murderer of Leo Leopold. As he accepts this information, he is reminded of his last conversation with Brother Joseph. Brother Joseph was specific on this point, he said,
“They cut out his heart, his body was found, but his heart was gone.”
Thinking about this now, in retrospect, Verne realizes Brother Joseph himself is complicit in the murder of Leo Leopold. Encouraging Verne to follow in Leo’s footsteps was in fact an invitation to follow in his awful fate. This idea distresses Verne, and more than ever, he is ready to be done.
“Up?” Verne hisses through clenched teeth, but this time he phrases it as a question; a plea.
“No, Verne, no,” Dr. Toni answers sternly, as if she is scolding a child.
Verne looks to Larry with wide wet eyes, “Up?” Verne says again.
Larry replies in a slow but deliberate tone. His tone is firm so Verne will finally understand, “I’m sorry Verne. There was nothing I could do. I was not prepared for this; please believe me.”
Toni encourages Larry to continue saying, “Tell him the truth Larry, don’t make him guess.”
“Okay,” Larry says, “Last night, Marlon attacked you. We did not know until it was over. He cut through your mosquito netting with the same ceremonial knife that he used to kill Leo.”
Larry paused to let the enormity of the information wash over Verne and then finishes saying,
“He cut out your heart.”



 

- 16 -
 
 
“To precisely calculate survival probability in a given population, we drop the quadratic term which implies that the standard errors of survival probabilities are asymptotically inversely proportional to the square root of the population size. The same applies to the probabilities of surviving from one given age to another and to life expectancy.  At small population sizes the contribution of the third and fourth moments in the Taylor series becomes considerable and there is an increase in standard errors. This effect is consistent across test cases with a measurable variance that increases based on the geographic location of the study.  This effect, which we are now calling the Lima enigma, demonstrates a reduction in error rates directly and inversely proportional to the sample population’s geographic distance from Lima Peru.”
Excerpt from a research paper by Kelvin Tao
 Published by the Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research
 
 
Following the trail leads him into a clearing.  They have been here.  He wanders about planting his paws gingerly on the ground, making no sound as he moves from place to place.  The smell of them is everywhere, the scent of their bodies and the odd scent of the unnatural things they carry.  It is the same sour smell that rises up from the bulky collar that stubbornly clings to his neck.
Their trails go in two opposite directions from here.  One of them moves up and into the mountains. This trail contains only natural scents.  The stronger scent comes from a group of them moving together like a family of Javelinas, moving deeper into the forest. This trail with the stronger scent, carries unnatural things with it. He weighs his options.  The taste of blood lingers warmly on his tongue and in his nose.  He pads down to the river’s edge and as he emerges from the dense brush and stands large on the bank, any nearby animals disappear beneath the calm surface of the dark water.  On the opposite side a small Caiman eyes him nervously.  It feels good, it feels proper.  They fear him as they should.
He drinks by extending both paws into the water and allowing his long rough tongue to lap deeply pulling up big gulps of cold water that clear his palette, satisfying his thirst and also cling to his whiskers in tiny droplets that can be licked off later by way of cleaning his face.  As he drinks, the sun warms the back of his ears.  He feels better.  He feels his place is re-established.  Perhaps he has killed enough or perhaps he should let the remaining two legged noisy creatures go, crashing through the jungle and be gone from his domain and he will return to his routine.  He is hungry, perhaps he should return to the hunt for food.
Considering this, he steps away from the water and locates a large dry tree with rough brown bark.  It is unmarked so he marks it by dragging deeply with each strong paw and pulling away long strips of bark.  This feels good.  Enjoying himself he pushes his face into the tree allowing his scent glands to mark his territory. This is a satisfying moment, marking his mastery over the two legged arrogant creatures that were here and dared to challenge him. With claw and scent he reasserts control over this territory. But, as he pushes his cheeks against the tree, the collar blocks him.  He can smell the musk from his oil thick in the hair behind his ears and on his neck but he cannot effectively push it onto the tree because the collar blocks him.  In frustration he leaps onto the tree and claws at it ferociously with his massive hind paws ripping wide swaths of bark from the tree and exposing white ooze which sticks to his toes and hind pads.
Leaping down now, he is angry.  He knows from experience that the white sap is impossible to clean once it dries.  Curling about he quickly sets to licking his back paws and toes, but the bulky box strapped to his neck inhibits his ability to curl completely and he cannot clean them effectively.  The white sap immediately collects dirt from the forest floor.  He knows that his back paws will remain dirty for a long time.  He is not comfortable with dirty paws. 
This affront to his sensibilities is too much.  He selects the stronger smelling trail; the one that includes the unnatural scent and the one that includes the same sour smell of something that did not grow and was not born. It is the same offensive smell that is now mixing with his own distinctive scent; the same sour smell that rises from the collar around his neck.  He selects this trail and moves silently but quickly to follow.  Retribution is not complete.  He has not killed them enough.
 
*****
 
Verne is wet.  The sweat from his body mixes with the high humidity in the air and the water that drips from leaves and branches shaking free as they pass and splashing onto his head and neck and clothes so that as they hike he is constantly wet.   His mouth aches where he reopened the wound and so he is careful not to speak.  His right toe hurts whenever he points his foot down as he must to progress down any incline in the trail, which causes him to favor his right leg and as a result the muscles and joints along his left side are complaining loudly.  Adding to this, there are the bugs.  They bite him through his thick pants causing him to grunt and swat at his sore legs.  On some occasions he becomes convinced that somehow something has managed to crawl under his clothing and he pinches and scratches at the spot in an effort to crush his unseen tormentor. 
Despite his physical discomfort, he is glad for the wet and the bugs because they are working to mask his emotions from the others.  Heavy tears mix with the droplets of water falling on his face adding salt to an already sore wound on his cheek.  The biting and buzzing of the insects is an excuse to rub the emotion from his face which he cannot squelch. 
Verne mourns himself.  He thinks about the news of his death. It will first be conveyed to Mike and Barry when Marlon encounters them at the Blue Hotel.  Verne imagines that Mike is appropriately shocked and saddened with the news. Barry however, will struggle to hide his opportunistic enthusiasm.  Verne imagines Barry immediately fantasizing about marrying Veronica, supplanting his role as the new head of the house.  Next, Verne imagines the call that Mike will make and in his mind’s eye he sees Veronica answering the phone and weeping and this imagined drama fills him with sadness for his lost place in the world.  But more than this, Verne feels deep personal sadness for the abuse, for the hurt upon his person.  He trusted Marlon.  Verne remembers the awkward phone call with Maureen and he remembers Marlon’s half of the conversation when Verne heard Marlon say, “Do not worry; I will watch out for Senor Verne, he will be fine.”
The feeling of betrayal mixes with feelings of sorrow and Verne mourns himself.  He mourns himself for the man he was and for the man he wanted to be.  Verne rehearses in his head the words that he will say if he is somehow invited to speak at his own memorial.  He will stand, somehow; next to his lifeless heartless corpse and look out across the family and friends gathered in the small church.  Not as many as Leo, but the people that matter the most will be there and they will be crying authentic tears.
Verne will look at their faces and say in a clear voice, “I wanted to be more than a regular guy.  I tried and I failed, but at least I tried.  When you think of me, remember that I tried.”
As Verne imagines this impossible scenario, where he is both giving and benefiting from the same eulogy, tears well in his eyes, and when he imagines that Barry Ross enters the room and sits next to Veronica to comfort her, tears of jealous anger drip onto his face.  Verne is glad for the wet.  He is glad that Larry and Toni do not see him crying.
The trio follows along beside the trail which runs alongside the river.  As the jungle foliage closes in and narrows the passage they are forced to hike in a single file line with Larry in the lead followed by Toni and then Verne struggling to keep up. 
Verne is third.  The third in line, the third to see whatever is coming and the third wheel to Larry and Toni’s happy coupling; he is also the third to understand their new reality.  Just like the tri-nary logic of the locals that Dr. Toni uses to attempt and explain, to help him understand how it is possible that he was murdered and yet is still living. She attempts to explain how he is dead in the present, but here in the past he still has life and free will.
“Your perception of time has shifted,” she explains as if she were casually lecturing to a student at a university course. “You are now experiencing the passage of time like an Aymara.  The future is settled and immovable, only the past is variable and changeable.”
Verne must have looked confused or sad or both, so she continued speaking, filling the hike with her explanation.
“The western mind has a bias towards binary thinking.  Our culture, our philosophy our technology is all based on a perceived duality of nature which has been handed down to us through the generations.  Many would attribute the dominant western world view to Aristotle, but we recognize that it is much older than that.  It is tribal, it stems from an interpretation of our primary senses.  We see things, we hear things, but these are merely our learned interpretations of the electro-chemical activity from our synapses pulsing into our brains.  Light waves penetrate to our optic nerves and trigger electro-chemical impulses and we ‘see.’  Sound is channeled into our inner ear causing tiny cilia to vibrate and these vibrations are converted into electro-chemical impulses which race across our nervous synapses and we ‘hear.’
“My point is the reality that we perceive and the world around us is manifested inside our heads.  Our understanding of the world around us is a direct result of the same evolutionary processes that allows us to make sense of it and mentally construct an interpretation of reality.
“Are we all experiencing reality as the same?  Do we see the world the same as a bat or a fish? Does our perception of reality match that of an insect or an amoeba or a virus?  
“These are questions that cannot be answered, but what we can know is that our perception of the world is tightly coupled with the way in which our senses have evolved. This is what created an evolutionary bias in our thinking, especially our thinking about complex abstractions such as geometry or language or time.
“Aristotle was drawing upon an evolutionary bias when he founded his logic which was in turn used to guide additional abstract thought structures.  Aristotle starts with a premise and derives a conclusion.  His logical structure is built upon a dual nature of the premise as ‘true’ or ‘false.’  Mathematicians utilized this logical structure to create algebraic models.  Zero and one became the language of our computers and our leaders embedded this logic into our society through the courts where you are either guilty or innocent.”
Dr. Toni pauses to make sure Verne is still trailing behind her, and that he is still listening to her long form explanation of his situation.  The trail is growing increasingly narrow and they need to push through the undergrowth in places.  The air here is thick with oxygen and all around them life buzzes or chirps or howls or chatters, punctuating her lecture with audible examples that each of these very different creatures is experiencing reality in their own way.
Talking over her shoulder slightly so Verne can hear her, Toni continues to explain.
“We estimate that over six thousand languages have developed on the earth. Many of these are lost forever, but in all cases the language we speak at the most basic level is caught up in how we think.  Cognition and language are intertwined.  The Aymara language is highly unique in that the speaker when relating knowledge must indicate, as an integrated part of speech, if they personally witnessed the event.   Because they speak this way, they also think this way.  The Aymara, more than any other culture believe what they see is real even if it does not fit into an abstract logical structure. 
“Consider the English language, English speakers think of abstract concepts in terms of metaphors which lend substance to the abstraction and therefore allows the concept to fit neatly into the pre-existing structures of the English language, logic and world view.
“Take time for example. Time is contemplated by the English speaker with a metaphor of physical movement through space.  The speaker might say, ‘the river of time’ or the ‘arrow of time’ or talk about a historical timeline.   In each of these examples, time itself is rendered neatly into a binary bias with the past represented with permanence and the future as a variable.
“The metaphors of time as space with an unchanging past and a changeable future have become ingrained into the Western culture so that we can no longer conceive of a reality where the past is variable, alive and changing.  The reality that we experience in our brains results from sensory stimulation that adheres to the mental models of logic and language, and for the Western mind that logic and language, handed down through generations, includes a bias towards binary thinking. Our perception of reality is derived from this thinking.  We cannot step outside of ourselves and see the world any differently.
“The Aymara proceed from a different starting place.  Their language, their bias is towards a tri-nary world view.  Their logic and their mental structures accept a third option.  They think in terms of true, false and maybe true or maybe false.  Their language incorporates this uncertainty of reality by adding elements of speech to indicate primary sensory knowledge versus learned or second hand knowledge. The Aymara live in a world where the past is uncertain, and things that were true, can change and become untrue.
“I met a mathematician once. He was building advanced actuarial models, and he used his math to break through our evolutionary bias. He was able to understand that there is more in this world than we know, more than we see. He followed his new understanding along this path, this trail we are walking on now…
Dr. Toni’s monologue trails off briefly, as if she has started to reveal information that she did not intend to include in this discussion and is trying to find a way back. Presently, she begins speaking again.  “My relationship with the mathematician is a whole other chapter that we can discuss another time. What is important, what you need to understand first is that here in the Amazon, time is changing, here you are progressing backwards into a variable past.  We have seen it for ourselves, first with Raul, then Alan and then….”
She trails off again and lets an uncomfortable quiet fill the space between them. “Anyway,” she continues picking up with renewed enthusiasm, “to enter into the Monastery, you will need to incorporate tri-nary logic into your world view and this will be difficult because to do this you will need to overcome your evolutionary and linguistic bias and see the world as an Aymara sees the world.”
“Let’s stop for a moment,” Larry interrupts.
Verne thinks Larry is referring to Toni’s monologue which is becoming as dense as the forest around them.   But he is equally glad to see that Larry intends to stop hiking and rest.  They enter into a small clearing near a small tributary that feeds into the larger river and if they stand near to the running water they can feel direct sunlight for the first time since they entered into the grey and green of the rainforest.
Verne needs the rest.  He is exhausted mentally, physically and emotionally.  Whenever he considers his situation he has to fight a strong impulse to not believe his own eyes, to turn around and step back up the trail and into the mountain.  Only the image of Alan Blum on the Beastwire monitor, killed by the Jaguar and then instantly alive again keeps him moving on the trail, deeper into the Amazon.
He remembers the silent promise that he made to himself to believe what his eyes and ears are telling him, and so far, by resisting the urge to turn around and run back to civilization, he is staying true to that promise.
Verne sits heavily upon a rock that is well lit by direct sunlight and bends backwards to allow the sun to dry his face.  With his face in the sun and his eyes closed, he listens to the sounds of the forest around him.  The buzzing of the insects is a constant that he is growing accustomed to hearing.  The monkey chatter provides a staccato rhythm and the chirping of the birds provides a lilting melody.  But there is something new in the music of the forest.  Something deep, like a baseline.
Dr. Toni says, “I hope I am making sense to you, Verne.  You need to understand the true nature of time in order to accept the rest of it.”
Verne holds up his hand to stop her from speaking.  He does not fully understand what she is saying and is not too keen to learn the rest of it.  But, this is not why he signals her to stop.  Verne is hearing something new and he wants to understand this noise.  It is a low rumble. It is constant, but, not like the buzz of the biting insects which grow louder as they attempt to fly into his inner ear. It is truly constant; a dim roaring noise, a rumbling.
Verne opens his eyes and is surprised to see that he is alone with Dr. Toni.  Careful not to damage his mouth, he asks a one word question,
“Larry?”
“He went up ahead to scout the area,” she answers.
Verne stands up abruptly.  Something is going on.  There is another secret that Larry is holding back.
“Wait!” Toni calls after him as he pushes himself along the narrow trail despite is poor physical condition.  He leaps over the stream and hurries along the trail and into a wider clearing.
“Wait!” Toni calls again and then adds with urgency, “There is a cliff!”
Verne emerges from the forest suddenly and is greeted by a panoramic view stretching out before him.  The lush rolling canopy of the Amazon is below him and the white mist steaming from the hot jungle drifts up the jagged peaks that protrude majestically, their sharp craggy tops hidden from view by clouds.  The cliff edge appeared beneath his feet suddenly and if Toni had not called out and stalled his forward momentum he might have charged out of the forest and right over the edge.
Verne takes two and then a third step backwards solidifying his foothold on the soft earth.  Toni walks up behind him.  Now he understands the mystery of the rumbling sound.  The river is pouring over the cliff in a dramatic waterfall and he is listening to the roar of falling water splashing onto the rocks below.  Verne can taste the cold fresh mist from the falls on his sore lips.
Scanning along the edge, Verne sees a large clearing where the bank of the river intersects with the main drop over the falls.  There, on the rocks near the river Verne sees Larry has set up the Beastwire device, except instead of watching the screen, Larry is speaking into the radio handset.
Larry looks up and meets Verne’s eyes and then quickly looks away. Larry guiltily sets the handset back onto the catch and then moving stiffly, unnaturally, Larry turns on the Beastwire monitor and then works the dials to tune in the image as if he is interested in learning the status of the tagged Jaguar.
Verne knows that this strange behavior means something. It is another truth about his situation is being revealed, but his mind is exhausted from the effort to understand anything that Dr. Toni has been explaining, and he is in no mood to try to puzzle it out logically.  Verne glares at his cousin with visceral anger.  Like an overly tired child, Verne is ready to have a tantrum for a reason that he cannot explain.
Stepping carefully along the cliff edge, Verne joins Larry at the clearing by the edge of the waterfall.  Toni follows a few steps behind.
Sensing their presence, Larry nods to them without looking up.  His attention is artificially transfixed on the Beastwire device and monitor.  Larry continues to make small adjustments, checking and then double checking the instrumentation.  Verne settles onto a nearby rock.  Here at the waterfall’s edge, there seems to be a natural vacuum and the constant assault of the insects briefly subsides.
Verne cups his hands into the cold water and splashes his face and neck, soothing the multitude of swollen bites.  The coldness wakes him up.  He splashes his face again and rubs the cool water into his eyes removing any evidence of his emotional reaction to his own death.  The sensation of cold water on his sore eyes reminds him of his promise to believe what he sees.
Toni settles onto a rock upstream and deliberately begins to wash her hands, face, and arms.
Verne points to the handset hanging on the side of the Beastwire device and then looking at Larry sternly, he vocalizes a question as best he can without stretching his mouth, “What?”
Larry stops adjusting the controls and sighs.  Without turning to look at his cousin, he answers the question, “It’s a radio transmitter.”
Verne touches him on his shoulder so Larry will turn to look him in the face.  Verne is too tired to puzzle it out and too sore to try to vocalize his questions.  When Larry looks at him, Verne gives him an imploring look and shows him the palms of his hands.
“It’s a transmitter,” Larry repeats, and then explains, “When I was a kid I thought I might be able to communicate with people in the future by listening to a blank spot on the radio.  I listened for a long time and eventually I did hear a voice. It is the voice that told me about the Monastery, and it is the same voice that told me to bring you the message.”
Verne remembers this strange story.  It is the same story that Larry explained when Verne learned that the book, the ‘Monastery in the Mist’ had been intended for Verne all along.
“I was wrong about one thing though,” Larry pauses to gauge Verne’s reaction.
Verne shakes his head from side to side to indicate that he still does not understand.
Larry continues, “The message; the book that I heard through the white noise on the radio; it was not a voice from the future.  It was a voice - a transmission from the past.”
Verne looks at Larry and notices for the first time that Larry is holding a copy of Monastery in the Mist.  Larry had been reading from the book into the transmitter when Verne spotted him. Understanding sweeps across Verne’s overly tired mind in waves.  Larry is sending a message across time to himself. He is feeding himself with information about the ancient monastery and encouraging himself to send Verne into the Amazon in search of the lost city. It was Larry.  It was always Larry.
“But why?” Verne wonders, “What could possibly motivate him to play this part and convince his younger self to manipulate people and events so that he would find himself deep in the Amazon on a dangerous quest?”
“Why?” Verne asks stretching his lips too wide and feeling a jolt of pain and a slight taste of fresh blood as a result.
Larry does not answer this question.  Instead, he turns his attention back to the Beastwire device.
“Are you guys okay?” Dr. Toni has removed her outer layers and is once again wearing only a thin tee-shirt.  She washed the dirt and sweat from the rough hike from her face and arms and legs in the water which was primarily snow run-off coming down from the Andes.  The cold water and the warm sun are making her skin glow with a warm pink hue.
When Larry looks at her, Verne’s question is answered.  Everything, the book, the expedition, his sacrifice, his scarred face, everything that they had been through and would have to go through; it is all for Toni.
Verne casts his gaze into the magnificent vista which is the Amazon.  He realizes now that he is caught up in the most bizarre romance of all time, and there is no easy escape.  With his eyes he traces the steep peaks that jut up from the green river valley.  Into one of these peaks he will climb in hopes of finding the Monastery if it exists at all.
It seems an impossible task, and for such an implausible purpose.  Verne risked his career, and he scarified his life in the present day so that Larry could have a date.  A date with a woman too old for him, and a date that is taking place far in his past. Verne hears the soft communication between Larry and Dr. Toni, but he ignores them.  This latest realization has somehow revitalized his ability to think, and he starts to do the math. 
“How far into the past have we gone?” Verne asks himself.
Uncle Leo published the Monastery in the Mist at least ten years before his death.  Therefore, Larry must have started listening to himself transmitting from the past at some point before then.  Verne realizes with a shock that during their hike they were not progressing slowly into the past at a rate similar to which he would normally progress into the future, one day per day.  Instead, they were somehow progressing at a much faster rate, accelerating their progress backwards into time.
“How much farther will we have to go?” he wonders.
“Verne!” Larry calls from behind him, distracting him from his mental estimations of the passage of time.  Verne ignores him.
“Verne! We have to get going,” Larry says with enough excitement to cause Verne to turn around and look at him. Larry is pointing at the monitor on the Beastwire device and then clarifies his point, saying, “The Jaguar is tracking us."
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“Francisco Pizarro dreamed of conquering a new world. He wanted to follow the example set by his cousin, Hernan Cortez. When opportunity presented itself, he did not pause; he did not question or hesitate. He ransomed the king of the Incan empire, and when the Incan people filled an entire room with gold and treasure, Pizarro killed their king anyway.
It is to Francisco Pizarro that this work is dedicated. He is our model and our mentor. He showed us the way. Pizarro taught us the most important lesson of the Conquistadores and that is simply, when your competitor is helpless in your hands; show him no mercy.”
Dedication page from Corporate Conquistadores
 
 
“Hello, Dr. Anotonia Sweetzer, my name is Kelvin Tao, the mathematician. I sent you a letter.”
“Yes, hello Kelvin, very nice to meet you in person,” Dr. Toni shakes his hand with her strong yet feminine handshake. She notices that his palm is moist betraying his nervous tension.
“A mathematician in the Andes, this is something we do not see every day,” she says trying to put him at ease.
“Yes, thank you,” Kelvin says with a nervous smile, and then pausing to work through the Chinese to English translation in his head, he adds, “I am very pleased to meet another scientist, here in the Andes.”
Dr. Toni offers to show him around and Kelvin politely accepts. She gives him a short tour of the site where she is digging. She then shows him the amazing stonework and the intricate network of roads and agricultural terraces built and then abandoned by a once great people.
As she refills his teacup with hot water, Toni decides it is time for this visit to get to the point. After all she has her own research to attend to.
“So, how can I help you?” she asks.
Kelvin looks a bit puzzled by this, so she tries again, “Why did you come to see me? Why are you here, in the Andes?”
“Oh, yes, thank you, yes.” Kelvin responds, and then gathering the proper words, he says, “The mathematical formula has an error.”
“Okay,” Toni says encouraging him to continue.
“Yes, you see in Beijing, we test the formula and the error is very small, but then we go to New York City and the rate is larger.”
Not understanding this cryptic explanation, Toni asks, “What formula?”
“Yes, thank you,” Kelvin responds nervously and then answers, “My new mathematical formula for predicting life expectancy within a given population.”
“I see,” Toni says, “you are working with actuarial tables,” and then she adds, “I use actuarial tables in my work too. I am an Anthropologist and we measure the life expectancy of the indigenous people here.”
“Yes,” Kelvin says, excited that Toni seems to understand him. He continues, “But the error, we must find the cause of the error.”
Toni is puzzled by this, “I don’t see how I can help you. I am not a mathematician. You are going to have to solve the problem yourself.”
“No,” Kelvin says with a sigh. He shakes his head and gathers his words again, “The error is not in the formula; the error is in the population.”
Toni is skeptical, but Kelvin persists. He says, “In Beijing, error is very small; almost no error. But when I fly to New York City, error is growing larger.”
“But it is a mathematical formula,” Toni insists.
“Wait,” Kelvin asks politely, “When I come to California and ran the study again, the error rate is even greater, and then Mexico and then Lima, and now here.” Kelvin looks at her hoping for understanding, “The error is coming from here and spreading out.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Toni objects, and then asks, “What are you measuring, population and life expectancy?”
“Yes, thank you,” Kelvin says, pleased because he thinks she understands at last.
“In Beijing, the formula predicts life expectancy for a population with no error. Here, there is a large error; the variable is the population.”
Toni waits for him to explain further.
“The data is not wrong, the formula is not wrong,” He continues, “Therefore the population must be wrong.”
“How is that possible?” Toni asks with apprehension.
“Hmmm,” Kelvin does not answer, holding back now, he is not searching for words he is reluctant to say them.
Finally he asks by way of not answering, “You are an Anthropologist?”
“That is correct,” Toni answers.
“Hmmm,” Kelvin stalls again, staring into his cold tea.
“What is it?” Toni encourages.
“I think,” Kelvin starts and then looks up to meet her eyes, “I think we have found more population. It is a secret population within the population that is somehow hiding.”
 
 
*****
 
“It is hiding right there,” Larry says pointing into the dense green and black of the tree line that stretches unbroken along the river’s edge.
From their position above the falls they have limited options and none of them seem good. It is unnerving to watch Larry who twists his head looking at the Beastwire monitor that displays a green and grey image of himself looking into the monitor; and then he whips his eyes back to the tree line expecting to pinpoint the camouflaged stalker.
“It is hiding right there,” Larry repeats pointing at a dark area thick with foliage.
“It’s watching us,” he adds nervously.
“This is what they do. They like to observe their prey before they attack. They are calculating,” Toni says as if she were conducting a guided tour at the zoo.
“We need to cross,” Larry says giving voice to what everyone is thinking.
The dark river looks calm on the surface, but it is moving fast, and the rocks under the surface look slick and slippery. Looking at the crossing they each realize that one misstep and they will be carried over the falls in a matter of moments.
“I will go first,” Toni offers.
“Wait,” Larry stops her and then produces the line that they use to string up their hammocks from inside his bag. “Tie this around your waist, just in case,” he says.
Toni threads the line through her belt loops and when she is ready, Larry and Verne carefully begin paying out the slack while she works her way across the river. Toni begins by leaping from rock to rock and manages to get to a large boulder that splits the fast water at about halfway across. To progress from this point to the other side, she will have to get wet.
Slowly, she lowers her feet into the freezing water and steadies herself by clinging to the branches of a small tree that has drifted downriver and is now lodged under the boulder.
Setting her foothold firmly and then leaning into the current, she is able to stand and stabilize herself with the water swirling about her thighs and hips. The thought of piranhas and caiman and water snakes encourages her to hurry along. She plants one small step after another, carefully securing each unseen footstep on the rocks beneath the dark water, ensuring her footing is solid and stable before attempting to move. She progresses slowly, but she progresses. Presently the water is at her knees and she is able to push through with ease. She is across.
Verne and Larry both look over their shoulders into the underbrush. While they watch Toni cross they can feel the eyes of the predator on their bare necks. Larry connects himself to the hammock line which now stretches across the river and shoulders the pack that carries the Beastwire device. As Toni and Verne hold the line tight, Larry makes his way across, following the same path established by Toni during her crossing.
Larry’s descent from the central boulder into the fast running water is tense because Larry is carrying weight on his shoulders making it difficult to effectively lean into the push of water as Toni had demonstrated. But, Larry progresses, step by step, until the water is at mid-thigh and it becomes apparent to Verne that Larry will make it across, and then all eyes will be on him.
The thought of wading through the fast dark water makes Verne anxious and the nervous tension causes the muscles in his overly tired left leg to begin to spasm. Watching his leg twitching uncontrollably contributes to his anxiety.
Larry and Toni call to him, encouraging him to from the other side, “It’s not that hard,” Larry calls.
“You can make it,” Toni calls.
Verne ties the hammock line around his wrist and makes his way across the first few small steps and out into the river. To move forward stepping from rock to rock requires coordinated steps and his left leg is not cooperating. As Verne attempts a long step to a far rock his left leg collapses and he falls heavily into the shallows.
Luckily Verne has not yet progressed into the deeper river, so he is able to resist the pull of the current by clinging to the rocks and pulling himself into a sitting position. He realizes that a fall like that in the deeper water will carry him over the edge of the falls.
As Verne splashes and scrambles to get back up on the shallow rocks, he glances towards the far shore and sees Larry and Toni calling to him. He sees their mouths opening but the words are lost in the noise from the waterfall and his own splashing and thrashing about. Verne stabilizes himself by clinging to one of the larger dry rocks that Toni and Larry had so casually leaped across.
Now that Verne is no longer splashing about, he can hear the calls from Toni and Larry, “Behind you!” Toni cries frantically.
Verne looks over his shoulder and is surprised to see the Jaguar at the water’s edge, a mere five yards of shallow water dividing them. The splashing and thrashing from Verne’s fall has attracted him from his hiding place.
“Perhaps the prey is wounded,” the Jaguar is thinking.
The Jaguar sees that his prey is escaping and he comes out from the tree line to see if an opportunity to strike will present itself.
Fear and fascination grip Verne at the same time. Verne has never before been this close to a large cat. The sight of it is compelling. The head alone seems huge. The cat’s focus and facial expression is captivating. Verne can read on the big cat’s face an intelligence that he does not expect. When he looks at the Jaguar he does not see a dumb beast, nor does he see a cold calculating killing machine, but instead he sees a creature that thinks; a creature that feels, and a creature that dreams.
Verne looks into the face of the Jaguar and the recent lesson of Dr. Toni rings in his ears, “Do we see the world the same as a bat or a fish?” she had asked him rhetorically.
Now, looking into the face of the Jaguar, Verne begins to understand what she meant. This intelligent creature standing across the fast moving river perceives the world following the mental constructs that are inherited from his evolutionary path. His keen sense of smell and eyes that glow in the dark; whiskers that detect the slightest change in the wind; these senses for the Jaguar contribute to his mental model of reality and carry a unique evolutionary bias. His language is the language of scent and growl and roar intertwined with a perspective of reality that may or may not include abstract thought. Does the Jaguar know that he has tracked his prey into the past? Does the Jaguar recognize a distinct past or future in his world view, or do all events, his entire life coincide in one long sustained moment?
Verne looks into the intelligent eyes of the Jaguar and realizes that the cold water rushing around his body will not prevent the Jaguar from leaping and attacking. Verne is easily within the range of the great beast. The cold grip of fear on his throat makes it difficult to breathe. The proximity of the Jaguar stimulates a fear and panic response, an evolutionary response.
Verne’s soft body has never before felt a strong jolt of adrenaline, nor has he experienced the clarity of purpose that rings into his mind telling him to escape from this predator. Verne, listening to his inner warning, springs up from the water, surprising the Jaguar momentarily. Verne quickly gains a foothold on a dry rock and leaps to the next and then the next; the nervous spasms in his left leg are gone. Verne feels strong and agile.
Without turning to look if he is being pursued, Verne jumps onto the large central boulder that rises up from the deep water in the middle of the river. As he climbs up and onto the rock, his lungs, responding to a strong autonomic reflex inhale deeply. The fresh air invigorates him. The adrenaline and epinephrine pumping into his blood stream as a result of the ‘fight or flight’ response provides Verne with a new clarity on his surroundings; the air seems fresher, the light brighter, and the colors of the trees and water around him are more vivid.
His mental acuity is heightened by his hormonal response to danger, and he can plainly see his best escape path is to quickly move forward from here and cross the river, following the same path through the strong current that was established by Toni and Larry.
His heightened senses urge him to hurry; he hears splashing from behind him and he knows that the Jaguar is in the water now, moving closer. Verne steps quickly down from the boulder and into the fast moving water. Verne searches for a foothold and as he steps, the downward angle causes pain to lance up from his right toe, reflexively he shifts to his left side, but his balance is compromised by the fast moving current and once again Verne dunks into the cold rushing water.
Feeling the line pull taut around his wrist, he struggles to maintain his position against the current, the noise and rush of river, loud in his ears, is starkly contrasted by the calm and quiet when his head dives beneath the surface. Thrashing about, Verne’s hand connects with the branches from the dead tree that is jutting up, caught under the boulder. Verne grabs the branch and uses this leverage to pull his head up and out of the river.
Gasping and coughing he works to stabilize his place in the water. As he gets his feet under him, pushing himself to a standing position, leaning into the current, like a moment of stress forgotten and then remembered, he looks up to the boulder next to him and sees the Jaguar. The Jaguar has followed him into the river and is perched on the boulder next to him.
The Jaguar is so close now that Verne sees the detail of the spots on his face. He sees the small spots that highlight the markings around his eyes and lips. He sees that the whiskers are a mix of tawny and black, and the eyes are yellow, but also flecked with green and gold.
Verne’s scalp bristles with the anticipation of the bite. It is a bite that does not come. Looking up and into the face of the great cat, Verne realizes that his struggle is over. He will never make it across to the other side of the river. If the Jaguar does not bite him, then eventually his grip on the dead tree branches will give out and the river will carry him over the edge and down into the falls.
With the acceptance of this outcome, with escape no longer an option, the adrenaline of the flight or fight response subsides allowing more complex thought to return. Verne looks at the powerful jaws and large head and realizes that the Jaguar is not hunting him for food. The Jaguar is here for another reason.
Dr. Toni had taught him on their hike that it is impossible to know how another creature perceives the world, but in this moment, in this time of realization, in this feeling of extreme proximity to a creature whose evolutionary bias is not towards abstract thought, but instead towards harmony with its environment, Verne realizes that more than himself, more than his tribal ancestors, and more than even the Aymara natives, who seem to understand the true nature of reality above all else; more than all of these, the Jaguar’s mental model is the most elegant, the simplest and the most complete.
For this strange moment, resisting his fate with the loosening grip of his hand on the branches of the dead tree, looking up and into the intelligent eyes of the spotted stalker, Verne sees from the Jaguar’s point of view. Verne, in this moment of complete empathy, understands the Jaguar’s reality and his motives. Verne sees the Jaguar’s world; stark, beautiful, clean, and right.
With new understanding, Verne lets go his grip on the tree with his right hand knowing full well that depending now only on his left hand to hang on against the current will hasten the unavoidable and the inevitable capitulation to the force of water that pushes against him.
Verne raises his right hand out of the water; ignoring the fact that the Jaguar can simply turn his head slightly to bite Verne’s hand off at the wrist, Verne reaches to the Jaguar’s neck until he touches the Beastwire collar. With numb fingers he pulls at the catch, and as the collar comes free in his hand, for one split moment, Verne’s hand brushes against the fur of the Jaguar and he feels its warmth and its strength. He feels its dignity and its wisdom.
Verne’s left hand slips from the branches of the dead tree and his body immediately begins to be carried into the rush of the river. The Jaguar, now free from the collar, growing smaller as Verne is carried further and further away by the fast moving currents. He watches the massive Jaguar growing smaller, the strange empathetic connection between them stretching out but remaining unbroken as the water carries him away.
Verne watches the Jaguar until the black water turns white and his world tips upside down.
 
 
*****
 
Never expecting to survive the fall, Verne is surprised to feel air in his lungs; rough hands are pulling him from the water and up onto the mud. It is a moment of great astonishment for Verne. Astonished to be alive, but then also astonished to see these strange men who saved him from drowning. Exhausted, his logical mind suggests that somehow he has fallen into a scene from a Hollywood movie that is being filmed on location in the Amazon. But as his head clears, he realizes that this cannot be true. His logical mind searches for another more plausible solution, until he remembers his promise to himself; he will believe what he sees.
Now that he accepts what he is seeing to be true, the question that he has asked only hours before now floats up to the top of his mind.
“How far into the past have I gone?”
Verne looks more closely at his saviors. Rough men dressed in leather and steel, bearded men carrying thin swords and tall lances. Verne recognizes them from the slideshow at Vin Castillo’s seminar.
Verne is in the Amazon; he is with the Conquistadores.



 


- 18 -
 
 
“As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be. World without end”
Excerpt from the Dominican Rosary Prayer
 
 
Brother Tomas hides behind the thin walls of the canvas tent and stares into the blank pages of his journal. The shadows of soldiers looming large and then fading from view across the walls of his tent intimidate him as much as the strange animals, enormous reptiles and aggressive insects that creep and buzz about in this dense wet world. With a shaking hand he dips his quill into the small pot of ink and then holds it above the page; holding his hand steady so the ink will not drip.
Tomas looks at the blankness of the page and waits for a great power to inspire his hand. He quietly prays, hoping that he will be able to write something, anything, perhaps a simple chronicle of his travels. This was his purpose; he was selected by the friar because he demonstrated facility with language. In addition to his native Spanish, Tomas can speak some words of English and Italian and also some Latin and even a few words of French.
Tomas remembers the friar’s words when they spoke about his mission to the new world, “Your ear has an affinity for language, and your hand renders a fine clean script upon the page.”
It is with this compliment that the quiet monastic life of Brother Tomas ended and his new life as a scribe and chaplain to the soldiers in the new world began.
To purge random memories and impulses from his mind, Tomas thoughtfully, quietly, piously chants the Dominican rosary prayer,
“As it was in the beginning…”
The thick sheaf of loose papers that is intended to be his journal, along with the quill and the pot of ink were there with him at the beginning. These were among the very few possessions that accompanied him aboard the tall three mast galleon that carried him to Cuba and then Panama, and then finally to Lima.
“As it was..,” he repeats softly.
The passage from Spain was a dark time for Tomas. Unfamiliar, uncomfortable and unable to escape from the crowd of more than five hundred men who shared the living quarters below decks, for Tomas, there was no place to write, and any inclination to chronicle the voyage was displaced by an overwhelming nausea brought on by the unsteady motion of the ship on the swells.
Other men who were new to sailing also were made sick from the motion of the sea, but while they recovered after some days, the nausea that tormented Tomas never subsided. He spent his passage below decks, a prisoner to his illness. Unable to write, unable to think, Brother Tomas spent these uncomfortable weeks in prayer.
“As it was in the beginning,” he murmured.
When Tomas arrived upon the beach of the new world, he looked like a foul garden pest that hides under a rock during the day. His skin had turned translucent white and glistened with the sheen of dampness from sweat. Unable to stand, Tomas was unloaded onto the beach with the cargo and lay there until the Dominican brothers came down from the church to claim him.
“It is now and …”
The church is constructed upon the flat top of a tall stone structure that was part of a great Incan city, a temple or a castle for the king. The original purpose is no longer clear, as it is now simply a pedestal for the Catholic Church.
Hiding within the walls of the church, Tomas recovers slowly. Without the motion of the sea, he is soon able to eat again and slowly his strength returns with new strength, Tomas is expected to resume his duties as missionary. Tomas is expected to learn the strange words of the native tribes so that he can bring them into the holy Catholic faith. He is also expected to resume his duties as scribe.
Looking out from the church across the city of Lima, Tomas is witness to the assimilation of the new world. When Tomas sees, for the first time, a native from the new world coming into the church, one of the newly converted, ready to be baptized, he is amazed at the contrast between his own person and this so called savage.
Where Tomas is weak, white, gaunt and uneasy, the savage is strong, dark of skin, stout and confident. The savage is dressed flamboyantly using many colors including exotic animal skins and feathers, while Tomas and the other Dominicans wear only rough drab robes. Tomas looks at the savage and understands why these people refer to themselves as ‘The Children of the Sun’.
That evening after a dinner of thin soup, Brother Tomas returns to the blank pages of his journal, the quill and the small pot of ink. He hopes he will be able to write about his first impressions of the Incan native that he encountered that day. But, again he cannot find any words. As Tomas stares onto the blank page, he wonders how it is possible that a strong race, a noble race, capable of building great cities like the city of Lima; he wonders how it is possible that this entire population was subjugated by a single fanatic, Pizarro, and his band of adventurers.
Tomas pushes these questions from his thoughts. It is not his place to question. He is an instrument of the church and he is here to convert the heathens. He is here to chronicle the events. Tomas subdues his questioning thoughts with prayer, and his quill never blemishes the page.
“It is now, and ever shall be…” he mutters to himself.
Brother Tomas is witness to the destruction of a people, their culture, their writing, their art, and their religion. He marries the pretty young Incan girls to the debauched Spanish soldiers, bestowing a holy blessing upon an unholy union. Tomas delivers the last rights and the funerary rituals for the elderly, the children or the unlucky who succumb to the pox. He watches as the cankers and red pustules that the Spanish wear upon their faces and bodies leap onto the indigenous population without mercy and without restraint. It is spreading from town to town, school to school, house to house, family to family, child to child, like a wildfire of pestilence. Tomas blesses these victims using words they do not understand and then returns to his small space in the church, reciting the rosary prayers countless times, staring blankly onto the blank pages and muttering with each bead following bead.
Tomas gives the blessings for the unwilling Incan brides and to the families of the Incan dead, and he does not consider the meaning of the words, their implications, or their irony.
He simply sings them, “World without end. Amen.”
In the small church where the Dominican brothers live, work and pray there can be no secrets. Conversations are easily overhead, and it is in this way that Tomas learns he is being sent along with a group of soldiers over the eastern mountains. Brother Tomas overhears the friar discussing the expedition with a soldier.
“Are you sure he is strong enough for this journey?” the soldier asks, giving voice to the same concerns that are paramount in Brother Tomas’ mind.
“He has been recovering for many weeks,” the friar responds, “his ear has such an affinity for language, and his hand renders a strong firm script.”
While this answer satisfies the solider, it only makes Tomas more anxious, because he has not yet been able to glean a single word of meaning from the odd utterances of the natives and he has not yet written a single word in his journal. The thought of moving out of Lima and then beyond the tall mountains seems to Tomas like an expedition into the inner circles of Dante’s inferno.
Sitting quietly now behind the walls of his canvas tent, Brother Tomas considers writing the date at the top of the page Just the date and nothing more. It is just something to make a start, but then he imagines the page filled with dates and no words and this gives him pause. Each day he will add another number to the page. His journal would become a growing list of numbers with no additional chronicle attached.
“What meaning will they hold?” he asks himself.
Brother Tomas could fill the page with dates going back to the first day, the day he boarded the three mast galleon in Seville. Or, he could fill the pages with dates, one following the next, stretching into the future, anticipating his last entry. A date which Tomas is convinced will soon be upon him. Tomas fears death more than he fears the soldiers that accompany him. He fears death because hidden beneath his blessings and his prayers, Brother Tomas harbors doubt.
He doubts his purpose and his mission. Filtering through his conscious effort to silence his thoughts with chanting and prayers, there is always doubt. He looks at the blankness of the page, and worries that no matter what he says about the devastation of a people at peace with themselves and their place in the world, whatever he says about the subjugation of this land, the people the culture and religion; his words will betray him.
He considers writing about the green forest that they discovered beyond the mountains, a wet world with more density of life that anything before seen or imagined. He considers this, but again he fears his words will betray him, and his dread for finding the Monastery will seep into his writing and his true nature will become known.
“Brother Tomas,” a solider calls to him from outside the tent.
Tomas, momentarily relieved from his duty as scribe, sets down the quill, “Yes?” he answers.
“We found another one,” the soldier says.
The soldier did not need to further clarify. Brother Tomas understands him completely, and he quickly moves to put away his writing things.
Pulling back the flap of the tent, Tomas steps out and into the dense humid air to meet the soldier who looks agitated with anticipation.
“Another Italian?” Tomas asks.
“No, brother,” the soldier answers, “I think this one is English.”
 
 
*****
 
After carrying him a short distance from the river, Verne’s rescuers set him upon the ground, and then using words he does not understand together with gestures which he clearly understands, they encourage him to stand and walk. Verne, however, is in no mood to exert himself. He survived the Jaguar, the waterfall and then almost drowning in the river. He is exhausted and his body hurts all over. He suspects that when he gets around to it, he will find that he has broken bones, and so he lies heavily upon the ground, wounded and confused. The exhortations from the Spanish soldiers soon turn into taunting. Verne cannot understand their language, but he understands what they mean when they make grunting noises like hogs and then laugh.
Verne looks at them more closely and considers that he has progressed back in time more than three hundred years. It seems so unlikely, so improbable, that even while he looks at them laughing and calling him a pig; he does not believe it. He looks at their metal helms and collars. He looks at their swords and their clothes, their leather boots. All of them are dirty and their teeth look yellow and diseased.
Verne remembers the promise that he will believe his eyes and ears, but this seems too much. His logical mind is racing, searching for another explanation; a reason, anything but the possibility that he is exploring the Amazon with the Conquistadores. They are there, all around him, but he still does not believe in them; until the kick.
Tired of insulting him, and tired of waiting, one of the soldiers kicks Verne in the ribs with enough force to push the air from his lungs. Verne reels from the blow, gasping and struggling to breathe, and when he coughs, he is dismayed to see bright blood spray from his mouth onto the ground. Now the Conquistadores are real.
Verne struggles to rise, to avoid another blow, but without air in his lungs and now with massive pain pulsing outward from his ribs, Verne fails to stand and ends up on his hands and knees. The laughs and the jeers from the soldiers quiet, and Verne hears a sound that he has not heard before, but he knows instantly what it is; the distinctive zip of steel drawn from leather.
Verne turns his head to face his tormentor. The blade is held only inches from his face. Beyond the blade, Verne looks up and into the cold black eyes of the Spaniard. His lean features and thick black beard give him a noble expression, but there is no nobility in this man. Verne looks into his face and sees the scars from pox on his skin and ignorance in his eyes. Here is a man motivated only by base desires, immediate gain and personal pleasures. Verne looks into the face of a killer, and believes that he is real.
Gasping for air, Verne pushes himself into a standing position and with a force of will, a survival instinct overpowering the pain in his chest; Verne manages to stand. The soldier indicates with his sword the direction he wants Verne to move and Verne begins to walk. Step by step he presses forward. The soldier never sheathes his blade. Instead, he uses the sharp tip to prod at Verne; to keep him walking along the rough trail.
As Verne moves along on this forced march, he realizes that the pain in his right toe no longer bothers him, and the pain in his face from Raul’s bite has become trivial. Verne does not weep for his hurt body as he had when he learned about his death in the future by the assassin, Marlon. Here in the past, Verne remains stoic. As he marches he notices that his legs are able to keep pace and his hurt chest pushes the air in and out of his lungs with strength despite the pain. When he tastes blood in his mouth, he spits it out on the ground. Verne does not grieve for his hurt body; instead, he now grows stronger.
 
 
*****
 
“My name is Brother Tomas; I am a Dominican priest and missionary.”
Tomas had previously worked out the construction of this complex English sentence and is pleased when the strange captive brightens and responds,
“English?” Verne says, “You speak English.”
Tomas wants to explain that he can only remember a few words of English, but cannot remember how to express this complex sentence, so instead, he says simply,“Yes.”
“Thank God!” Verne answers excitedly, and then asserting himself he says, “What is going on here? One of your soldiers kicked me. I would like to speak to the senior officer.”
Tomas looks confused, Verne is speaking too quickly and his modern accent is strange. Tomas cannot follow the rapid fire questions and sentences. After a moment, Tomas ties again,
Tomas asks, “Where is Monastery? Where is gold?”
Verne realizes that Brother Tomas, missionary and priest, is not fluent in English. Verne also understands that the soldiers are in search of the Monastery. They are not on an archeological expedition, or to find a mystical understanding, but to plunder. They are searching for the Monastery so they can take the gold that is rumored to be hidden there by the Incan priests and kings.
Verne rubs his temples with his fingertips and sighs deeply. On the intake of air he detects the thin but distinctive odor of cooking meat. Evening shadows are growing long and Verne is utterly exhausted. He decides that his best course is to focus his attention on his most immediate needs first.
Verne motioned to his mouth and says, “Food, Water.”
Brother Tomas produces a jug and hands it to Verne. Verne drinks deeply and the cool water clears the taste of blood from his mouth, which improves his sense of smell. The burning smell of cooking meat arouses his hunger.
Verne asks again, “Food?”
Brother Tomas reaches into the same bag that held the jug and produces a bit of hard bread and offers it to Verne.
“Meat?” Verne asks pointing in the direction of the smell of cooking.
“No,” Tomas answers and then repeats himself while pushing the hard bread towards Verne, “No meat.”
The soldiers erected the canvas tent used by Brother Tomas in a clearing that runs along a tributary of the river where Verne was rescued. It was a large enough clearing to accommodate the tent and some supplies from the soldiers. The main body of the expedition is encamped further up the river. Verne looks out of the open flap of the tent in the direction of the smell of cooking meat.
Brother Tomas returns to his previous interrogatory, “Monastery? Gold?”
Verne shakes his head and speaks slowly, “I do not know where it is.”
“Yes, gold,” Tomas insists.
“No. I do not know where to go,” Verne answers, repeating himself.
Tomas reaches into his bag and produces a sheet of folded paper and hands it across to Verne. Despite the dim evening light filtering through the canopy of trees and the canvas tent, Verne recognizes this paper immediately. It is the page of GPS coordinates that Brother Joseph had given to him. It is the same paper that Larry handed to Vin and Raul when Vin insisted that he would continue to search for the Monastery. It is exactly the same; Verne even recognizes his name addressed on the back.
Verne realizes that if Brother Tomas has this artifact, then the soldiers also have rescued or captured Vin and Raul. At the risk of raising an alarm, Verne cries out, hoping that Vin or Raul are nearby and will hear him.
“Vin! Raul!” Verne shouts as best he can without causing too much distress to his wounded mouth.
Tomas ignores his outburst and instead points to the GPS page that is in Verne’s hand.
“Where?” Tomas asks doggedly.
Verne imagines a similar dialogue between Brother Tomas and Vin, where Vin produces the GPS coordinates and offers this as his only clue to the location of the monastery.
“Where is Vin?” Verne counters insistently.
Tomas offers a sympathetic look and beckons for Verne to follow him outside. They pass through the canvas flap and into the thick evening air. The smell of burnt wood and meat is stronger now and the priest leads them along the trail and up river to another clearing where some soldiers are gathered. Brother Tomas steps aside and offers Verne an unobstructed view of the source of the smell of cooking meat. The shock of the scene drops Verne to his knees and he gasps for air as if he has been kicked again by the soldier with the pox scars on his face.
The Conquistadores had constructed a crude cross using the green wood from the nearby trees, and onto this cross a man is crucified. Verne sees the thick iron nails pinning each wrist and ankle. The victim together with the cross is completely burned. All that remains of the body is the charred crispy skin sticking to a fire blackened cross. The smell of burnt flesh and wood makes Verne sick and he wretches up bile from deep within his stomach.
While the amused soldiers watch, Brother Tomas helps Verne to his feet. Now, Tomas makes himself understood.
“Monastery, gold,” Tomas says and then points at the blackened corpse hanging in an evil imitation of his religions symbol for redemption.
Verne understands his meaning now. He understands that if he does not deliver the Monastery to the gold hungry Conquistadores that he will soon find himself nailed to a similar burning cross. Verne understands all of this and more besides. As the sun sets behind the Andes and the last of the direct sunlight fades on this grisly scene, Verne identifies the charred victim.
The fire burned the body and burned away his facial features including nose and ears and lips. But sparkling in the last rays of the sun, contrasting perfectly against the blackened skin, like a string of perfect pearls, the white teeth smile back at him. Vin Castillo is with his Conquistadores at last.
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“The Mathematical formula led me to a strange country and a strange conclusion. There is a secret population, a shadow people, hiding among us. I can measure them only by measuring their impact on the larger population that surrounds them. Like an astronomer who precisely measures the movement of a distant star and deduces the presence of a dark planet in orbit, I can see the effect of the hidden people upon the actuarial tables. When all other factors are removed, environmental, genetic, then only the math remains. If the formula is not wrong and the measurement is not wrong, then the population count must be wrong. I can see them in the math.”
Letter from Kelvin Tao to a colleague at the Max Plank institute.
 
 
Blinking from the last of the day’s sunlight, Barry Ross steps out of the dimly lit Blue Hotel’s common room and onto the main street of San Juan del Oro. Shielding his eyes from the setting sun, Barry strains to see the source of the commotion that looks and sounds like an impromptu parade coming down the hill from the Catholic Church. He is happy to think that something, some news, any news, has finally emerged from the blank green stoic face of the Amazon forest. In the days since he arrived with his friend and customer, Mike Vermillion, he resisted any suggestion that they should mount a rescue expedition and venture after the lost customers. Barry is uncomfortable living in the Blue Hotel. The limited hot water and meager amenities represent the absolute limit, the frontier of his sensibilities. The idea that he might sleep outside among the bugs and the animals is too much to consider.
Barry fills his days by working with Mike on contingency plans which will mitigate the anticipated damage that Verne Fielding might have brought to the travel business.
“What if the customers are hurt?” Barry would suggest, and the conversation with Mike would follow from this premise.
When they exhausted the possibilities of what might happen if the customers were injured then Barry would pose a new scenario,
“What if both of the customers are killed?”
They read and discussed the details of the traveler’s insurance policy that Mike Vermillion Holiday Travel purchased to cover all of their clients and they considered the impact of the negative publicity on both the corporate customers and the holiday travelers.
Barry and Mike never discussed what they would do if they received confirmation that Verne has been lost or killed in the Amazon. Barry did not want to be the one to suggest this topic to Mike, and Mike is uncomfortable discussing the possible death of his son-in-law with Barry. Therefore, this scenario, the death of Verne Fielding, which is weighing heavily on both of their minds, is never discussed. For the death of Verne Fielding, there is no contingency plan.
As the small crowd of Aymara locals proceed down the hill, Barry watches them intently, waiting for the individual or individuals at the center of the cluster to emerge. As he watches, Mike Vermillion steps out into the street to stand beside Barry Ross, straightening the button at the top collar of his shirt.
“Are they back?” Mike asks.
“We will know in a minute,” Barry answers.
The crowd opens as they approach the Blue Hotel. Mike and Barry recognize Larry Leopold, Verne’s nephew, who they had seen before; he is with a woman that they do not recognize. The couple steps past them, moving into the Blue Hotel.
“Is Verne with you?” Mike calls to them, “Do you know what happened to Verne Fielding?”
Dr. Toni pauses momentarily, but then she opens the door of the Blue Hotel and steps inside. Larry Leopold looks over his shoulder. He does not recognize these men, but understands that they are somehow related to Verne and the travel business.
“Or Alan Blum or Vin Castillo?” Barry adds, “Were you with them on the expedition to the Monastery?”
“They are gone,” Larry answers, pausing to make sure they understand what he is saying. As he looks into their faces, he considers their lack of response to mean that they do not understand him fully, so he tries again.
Larry says, “They are not coming back.”
 
 
*****
 
The sun dips behind the Andes mountain range and the sharp black shadows of the mountains stretch out to cover the rainforest, effectively switching the rainforest from a world lit by sunlight and filled with color to a world lit by moonlight and filled with gloom and grey and black.
Verne’s underdeveloped night vision puts him at a disadvantage as he tries to follow Brother Tomas along the thin trail back to the sleeping tents. Verne slips and falls heavily upon the ground and Brother Tomas waits patiently while Verne pushes himself back to his feet, and then they begin to proceed again. Presently, they re-enter the clearing with the sleeping tents and Brother Tomas brings Verne to a rough canvas tent that is near his own.
“Goodnight,” Tomas says exercising his English language skills.
Tomas points to the entrance of the tent indicating that Verne should enter and sleep here for the night. In this moment, Verne realizes that he is to be unguarded for the night and he immediately thinks about trying to escape. Then, just as quickly, he understands that the jungle and the night all around them is what is actually holding him prisoner. He does not have the strength or the skill required to escape and survive by himself in the Amazon, and so his momentary hope for escape from the cruelty of the pockmarked face of the Conquistadores came and went; a fleeting thought that is instantly crushed by the realization of his circumstances. He feels hollow, alone, and desperate.
“Goodnight,” Verne says ducking low as he pushes himself into the blackness of the tent.
Once he enters into the tight sleeping space, he becomes immediately aware that he is sharing this tent with the Aymara who the Spanish had coerced to join this expedition. The interior of the tent is un-illuminated and the cold gloom from the moon does not penetrate through the canvas. Inside it is surprisingly dark. Verne waves his hands in front of his eyes and is surprised that he cannot see anything in the total darkness. Despite the lack of light, Verne senses the presence of the others all around him.
He needs to find a place to sleep among the natives, but he has no way to communicate with them, and he cannot see them. Crouching down, Verne progresses into the tent by feeling his way, searching with his hands for an open place where he might sleep. Feeling for an opening among the soft bodies arrayed haphazardly about the floor of the tent. He hears them breathing softly, he smells them, and he feels their warmth. Verne pushes forward cautiously into the group using his hand to probe forward.
He reaches out tentatively with his hand and touches the ground searching for openings. He progresses slowly. Reaching out now with his other hand he touches a foot and feels it instantly withdraw from his touch.
“Pardon me,” Verne whispers into the darkness knowing full well that the owner of the foot cannot understand his language.
He tries again, slowly, carefully exploring the darkness in front of him, groping for a place to sleep. He encounters an arm, a leg, and then someone’s head. Touching gingerly so as not to disturb them, he progresses into the interior of the tent and into the closely interlinked bodies of the sleeping Aymara natives. Soon he identifies a pattern to where they are sleeping and then he finds the open ground that he seeks to claim for himself.
Pushing forward now, into the open space he extends his body towards the back of the tent while groping into the darkness in front of him. In this final effort to stretch out into the open space, he touches something new. Something that for the first time he is not able to identify, and he quickly retracts his hand. Verne hears quick shuffling and rearranging of bodies, and when he carefully moves forward again he finds the space in front of him is now clear. He lies down; he is exhausted.
Sleep, however, does not come. His sense of touch, highly aware now from extended use, instantly identified foot, hand, arm, leg, and head at every contact; now this last encounter leaves him puzzled. Verne lies awake and considers the strangeness of what he touched.
“What is in here beside me?” he wonders.
Remembering the sensation, he recalls that it was warm and small, like a baby’s foot, but it was not a foot. The shape was not quite right. As Verne tries to mentally reconstruct the child based on only the momentary touch of its foot, he becomes disturbed by the image that forms in his mind’s eye. The long curved foot must attach to a strangely long leg. The body of the creature would be distended as well, and the hands also grossly long to be proportional. But then, there is something else. Something in the momentary tactile encounter that gnaws at his imagination and pushes away sleep; he felt a fine hair covering the long foot. Not like an animal, it was not covered in fur, but instead a fine layer of hair covering the strangely formed foot of the baby.
This is the image that stays with Verne through the night. In the darkness of the tent, Verne rubs his thumb and forefinger together, re-envisioning the momentary touch; remembering the strangeness of the foot. The image haunts his restless mind and when dreams come as last, he dreams of a child sleeping next to him whose skin is covered with fine black hair. Verne sees him clearly now because in the dream the morning sun is streaming in through the thin canvas walls of the tent. The child begins to awaken. It opens its yellow eyes and looks at Verne, and then the child smiles, and in so doing it reveals an even row of sharp teeth, sharp like fangs.
 
 
*****
 
“Do you think they are here? Watching us right now?” Toni asks and then sips lightly at her Pisco Sour.
The shadows from the bedside lamp fill the corners and crevices of the room with half light and shadows. Kelvin glares into the dark places of the room, as if he is considering the wisdom of his answer.
“Yes,” he says at last, and then drinks deeply from his mug which is also filled with Pisco Sour.
“Yes?” Toni asks, “Yes, they are watching from outside and looking into our window? or Yes, they are in here with us, in this very room?”
Kelvin does not answer so Toni continues, “Really?” Toni presses, “They are here with us in this small room?”
She looks about with skeptical eyes at the dark places in the hotel room, the corners under the windows and the shadows under the bed. Toni looks into the black vacuum of the bathroom beyond the doorway. The blackness framed by the doorway to the bathroom looks like a portal into a dark world.
“Is there something there?” She considers this possibility silently to herself, the suspicion that Kelvin might be right gives her pause. She sips at her drink and gathers her thoughts.
“It is not possible that a hidden population could exist, or co-exist with us, hiding in our rooms, watching us all the time. We would see them, they would make a mistake.”
“We do see them,” Kelvin answers and then clarifies, “They do make mistakes, but we do not really see them. They do not fit into our preconceived world view, and so when we catch them watching us, when we see them out of the corner of our eye, we dismiss the encounter. We blame it on our over-active imagination, we have pre-programmed ourselves to believe the world is the way we think it should be, the way we have been taught that it should be.
“Just because we ignore something does not mean that it is not real.”
Toni considers Kelvin’s logic, and she also considers his improved facility with the English language. In the last four months since Kelvin joined her in the Andes, they spent most of everyday together, and all of every night. A relationship which began at Toni’s archeological site where Kelvin hiked the two mile trail to visit her every day, but lately, they are spending more time together in the Blue Hotel in San Juan del Oro. She admires Kelvin’s intellect. He made a marked improvement in his English fluency which is something lasting that he will take away from their impromptu affair. She realizes that she has much less to show for the last four months. When the affair ends, she will return to her work which is waiting for her exactly where she left off with nothing to show for the intervening months except a slight improvement in her understanding of complex actuarial mathematics.
It is late and Toni is tired. She wants to leave, but there is no way she can hike the steep winding trail back to her archeological site in the middle of the night. Like many previous nights, Toni promises herself she will depart in the morning and not return. Her affair with the young Chinese mathematician has become a huge distraction from her work.
When it started, she was pleased to be admired, to be desired. The intelligent young scientist was too shy to make a pass at her, so instead he followed her about her worksite, asking questions or simply brooding silently about his formula that did work properly in Lima. Kelvin lingered, waiting for her to take charge, and when she finally did, his interest in her waned. It was as if she herself was a mathematical problem that he had now solved. His focus returned to solving the Lima enigma; as he now called it.
Toni tries to reason with his logic.
“If there is a secret people, hiding in the shadows, a whole population that is unseen and yet large enough to impact your actuarial tables from here to New York, then how is it possible that we have never encountered them? Someone would have seen them, someone would have some evidence.”
Kelvin seems equally uncomfortable with their affair. He sits at on the edge of the bed and stares into his mug of Pisco Sour and does not bother to answer her. He is convinced he is right. His math is not wrong. The formula is not wrong. Therefore, the population must be wrong.
Undeterred by his lack of response, Toni presses her argument,
“I am not doubting that evolution is possible. It is possible that a highly sophisticated, intelligent, and amazingly well camouflaged creature could have evolved in the Amazon. We know that the Amazon is the home to most of the world’s plants and animals. Over the past ten years, more than twelve hundred new species have been discovered. Crazy things like blind ants and flowers with a poisonous fragrance. The truth is we don’t know what is out there.
“We have identified more than sixty-eight native tribes living in the Amazon which have never been contacted by humans. These are the tribes we can see from the air. It is quite possible that there are many more who are living below the canopy. There could be undiscovered tribes that do not create clearings, which can be seen from airplanes, and then cataloged by the bureau of Indian affairs in Bolivia.”
“Yes,” Kelvin responds finally, “This is my point.”
“Okay,” Toni agrees, “Maybe there is an unknown species or lost tribe, but what is too incredible to believe is that they have somehow managed to infiltrate our society. A culture cannot go from a wild state living in the jungle to hiding among another civilization, a modern civilization. It is too big of a cultural leap. It is too much for any culture to comprehend.
“When airplanes fly over un-contacted tribes in the Amazon they shoot arrows at the airplane. They have no concept of what they are seeing. They have no cultural context to understand our technology. I am an Anthropologist, and I am telling you that cultures and peoples cannot simply transition from living in the jungle to hiding inside of a modern civilization. Someone would need to teach them, to show them what it means to live in a modern city, in a modern culture. They could not do it without help.”
“Perhaps they are getting help,” Kelvin suggests.
With this statement, Toni’s skepticism of Kelvin’s theory begins to erode. Toni looks deeply into the black vacuum of darkness beyond the open bathroom door and for the first time considers that it might be possible that there is indeed something looking back at her.
She quietly repeats Kelvin’s words saying, “perhaps they are getting help.”
And with this statement it is as if she has a clarity gland integrated into her endocrine system, and with these words she has somehow activated that gland and it is pumping a realization hormone into her bloodstream which activates and ignites all of her senses. The truth of her words echoes and buzzes in her ears. The bright realization that Kelvin might be right glares at her together with the light from the bedside table. Her skin feels hot with realization.
“They have been getting help,” Toni says at last, and then adds, “and their helpers are all around us.”
In a hushed tone Toni gives voice to the answer that is now so obvious to her. She can see so clearly what has been happening in this place for generations.
“It’s the Aymara,” she says, “the Aymara people have been helping them infiltrate into our society for years.”
Kelvin is uninterested in Toni’s insight regarding the role of the Aymara in helping the hidden population transition from jungle to modern civilization. Instead he lies back heavily upon the bed, making no effort to leave enough room for Toni to join him.
Closing his eyes he speaks as if he is making a proclamation,
“Tomorrow I am going into the Amazon. I will find them. I will find them by finding the lost Monastery, and then they will no longer be able to hide.”
 
 
*****
 
 
Barry Ross sits in his dim room at the Blue Hotel in San Juan del Oro and feels annoyed. He is bored, irritated and uncomfortable.
“When is this going to end?” he asks out loud to himself.
Barry is slightly drunk from too many Pisco Sours, but not too drunk to sleep. So he sits on his uncomfortable bed in his dim room upstairs in the Blue Hotel and because he can think of nothing better to do, he stares into the dark places of his hotel room.
The room is illuminated only by the gloomy moonlight which casts odd shadows on the wall and on the ceiling. With nothing else to do, Barry amuses himself by imaging his anticipated life back in Sacramento without Verne Fielding. He thinks about spending more time at the office of Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel, and perhaps moving in to share an office with Mike. Not in the small office in the back, where Verne worked; Barry would move into Mike’s office up front. They would share this space.
Eventually, his friendship and business relationship with Mike would naturally evolve into a partnership, and then, not soon, but eventually, Mike will begin to invite his new partner over to his house for dinner or on special occasions they will all go out together, Barry and Mike and Mike’s family.
Barry thinks about these moments in the future as if they have already happened; as if he is skimming through memories, a chronology of events, cause and effect, each leading to an unavoidable conclusion. In his mind’s eye he thinks about the moment when finally, inescapably, he is coupled with Veronica.
“Veronica,” he says her name quietly. Trying it out. He listens to the sound of it, and contemplates the motion of his lips and tongue.
“Veronica Vermillion,” he says again, enjoying the motion of his mouth. Imagining that he is saying her name to her; breathing it into her ear.
Veronica will relent. He imagines her resisting at first, pulling away from him when he puts his big hands on her body and his wet lips on her neck. He knows she is not attracted to him. But he also knows that she will do the necessary accounting. She will examine the balance sheet that is her life. She will review the chart of accounts that clearly shows the meager standard of living she will be able to afford for herself and her girls on her own. She lives only with the allowance granted by her parents. She will do the cost accounting and she will relent.
“Veronica,” he mouths words extravagantly, luxuriating in the sound the word makes in his ear and the feeling the word makes in his mouth.
He rocks back and forth on the bed, enjoying his anticipated future which is made more plausible with every day that Verne does not emerge from the jungle. He rocks back and forth and enjoys the feeling of warmth and light-headedness from the Pisco Sours. He stares deeply into the half-lit places and allows his annoyance and irritation to drift away replaced by anticipation and longing.
Something moves.
Near him; so close that he can hardly believe it is possible, Barry sees something move only slightly in the dark corner of the room. The realization that something, perhaps someone is hiding in his darkness stops him cold. He is no longer rocking and fantasizing; he is now only staring, straining to discern a black shape hiding in blackness.
“Who is there!?” Barry says using the authoritative voice of an auditor exclaiming a cold fact that he has proven through a careful examination of the finances.
“I can see you standing there!” Barry states firmly.
He is lying. Barry cannot make out anything in the still darkness. As the fear of seeing some unknown motion subsides, Barry realizes that he is mistaken. There is nothing there. He drank more than he realized and now he is seeing shadows on the wall that look like ghosts. Barry calls out to nothing, only to convince himself that indeed he is correct, and in fact, nothing is near him.
“I can see you,” Barry says one last time, now finally relaxing again and admitting to himself that he is alone in his room.
Then it steps forward.
The moonlight glows off of its yellow eyes as Barry begins to scream in shock and surprise. It opens wide its mouth and silences Barry with a single swift bite.  The last thing that Barry Ross sees is the grey glow of the moonlight gleaming off of its white teeth, and the last thing that Barry Ross thinks is that its teeth look sharp; sharp like fangs.
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“Approaching cautiously now, slowly wending our way up the ancient roadway, I am suddenly gripped by an inexplicable apprehension of what I might find. All of our hard travel and sacrifice will be for nothing if we turn back now; but unreasoning fear grips me and the impulse to turn and flee back down into the mist is strong. I am frozen in this position, paralyzed by the battle between my urge to turn and run and my stone strong determination to reach my goal. The others stop behind me. They do not question my action. I can hear them drawing deeply on the thin air. We stay like this, until events break the impasse. High up upon the wall of one of their nearby structures, a group of figures appears. They have seen us approaching. Their faces are directed towards us.”
Monastery in the Mist
 
 
It starts slowly at first; a condensation of the fog into a mist that clings to the canopy and then forms into a drizzle and then a drip. Soon the sounds of the droplets splashing onto the leaves overhead becomes a constant and the sound of buzzing from insects, calling from birds and cries of the howler monkeys are all quieted as all seek refuge from the growing storm.
The great beast is awake and it will drink a long drink until its thirst is satisfied and the rivers running down into its digestion are full and strong. The hot and humid air from the forest rises up following the dramatic contours of the Andes until the hot air is greeted by the cooler air and fog drifting past the peaks. In that thin atmosphere, at that high altitude the water vapor cools and condenses into tiny droplets which gain enough weight to begin the long plummet back down into the Matto Grosso.
The droplets first encounter the top of the canopy where clever leaves have evolved to collect the fresh rainfall. Here on these leaves, the droplets mingle together until they overflow and then drip heavily onto the lower canopy. Again the water collects on these broader leaves of the lower canopy flowing together, gathering together, until they continue their descent landing heavily with a splash upon the forest floor. The splash of rain accumulates upon the forest floor until trails become rivulets and rivulets become streams. Streams turn into tributaries, all leading in the same direction, creating a rushing downward flow. The insects and small reptiles, the green tree frogs and the hairy tarantulas become caught in the sudden swift swirling rush and are carried along. The great beast drinks deeply, and anything that is lingering in its mouth gets swallowed.
Despite the torrents of rain that continue to pour down through the trees, the Spaniards are undeterred from their ambition. The camp is up early and Verne is prodded awake by the toe of Brother Tomas’s boot.
“Good morning,” Brother Tomas says.
He sees that Verne is now awake. Tomas is pleased to have an opportunity to utilize his very limited English language skills. Verne fumbles to rub the sleep from his eyes. He slept uncomfortably on his right arm and his hand is numb. It feels like a disembodied hand is touching his face, and then his hand begins to tingle sharply as blood flow resumes and sensation returns. Ignoring Brother Tomas and his inept efforts to communicate, Verne sits up and considers the natives who are sharing his tent. They are up and busily preparing to strike camp and move out with the Spaniards.
He looks carefully, from one to the next. There is no child and no sign of any deformity among this group. The memory of that strange touch lingers on his fingertips. In the light of day, this mystery can be solved. Verne understands implicitly that there is something else. The natives here have their own agenda. They are hiding the strange child that he encountered in the dark. But for what purpose he cannot imagine. Goaded along by Brother Tomas, Verne manages to get onto his feet and pushes his way out of the canvas tent and into the downpour.
The sound of the rain on the forest creates a staccato rhythm all around him and the air smells richly of ozone drifting down from the frequent lightning flashes. When the lightning flashes, it burns a bright image of the scene around him. Later, Verne will recall the moments that are suddenly illuminated by lightning like a series of photographs burned onto his retina and then stored into his memory. Each image is a snapshot, or a moment in time. The lightning flashes and Verne sees the camp infused with energy and excitement from the storm, and all about him the Spanish and the natives are packing up and preparing to move.
The lightning flashes and Verne sees a small cluster of Aymara women standing beneath the shelter of a tall mangrove tree. His attention is immediately drawn to strong featured young woman who is carrying what could be a small child or a baby in a sling across her chest. Nothing of the baby is visible, but the shape is right, the size is right. Her dark eyes glance in Verne’s direction and she rotates her body so as to hide her bundle from his view.
“Here is the mystery, why bring a baby, an infant into the Amazon?” Verne considers to himself.
The lightning flashes and Verne admires the thick black braid of the young woman who has turned her back to him. It stretches down to her waist and glistens in the sudden light.
“Where is Monastery?” Tomas asks, intruding into Verne’s thoughts and then adds, “Where is gold?”
Verne remembers the lesson of the burned cross and the crucifixion of Vin Castillo. He remembers the white teeth smiling back at him from a blackened face. He has no choice but to lead the Spaniards to the Monastery, and unfortunately for Verne, he has absolutely no idea which way to go. The GPS coordinates are meaningless to him. Even if he had a GPS device, there are no satellites in orbit in the 1500s, and therefore reviewing the GPS coordinates handed to him from Brother Joseph and now in the possession of Brother Tomas is futile. Verne guesses that Vin faced a similar dilemma. Facing death and torture, Vin most certainly would have led them for a short time. Taking them in a random direction until their patience ran out.
“How much time do I have before they realize I am taking them nowhere?” Verne wonders.
Death on the burning cross is not a fate that he anticipates. Verne considers the strange counter-clock wise force that allowed him to survive the assassination by Marlon and questions if it will continue to work if he is burned on a green cross. Will he continue to live progressing further and further into the past, or perhaps he will be doomed to live on the cross, suffering an eternity of burning torture.
“Where is gold?” Tomas persists.
The lightning flashes and Verne sees the Conquistadores have finished packing and are arrayed behind Tomas waiting and watching. The cruel pockmarked face Spaniard is watching him; the water clinging to the scars on his face in tiny droplets.
Verne realizes he must not show a moment of hesitation. Turning so as to put the mountains to his right side and the deep forest to his left, Verne begins to lead the way. He walks in the same direction as the flow of the streams and rivulets that are forming along the path. As the water pours down on him, he lets it buoy him along and the camp falls into step behind him. Verne establishes a quick and confident pace following the muddy path of the flow of water.
The lightning flashes and Verne sees the way in front of him filled with a tangle of vines and trees and plants all growing, all pushing up from the earth, or clinging to rocks, or sprouting up from the water. There is no clear path. All around him the dense foliage closes in upon them and the swelling water pushes them away from the bank of the fast running stream. Verne pushes forward, following the flow of water; leading them deeper into the green unknown.
 
 
*****
 
“This is not a good idea,” Toni says as she steps quickly along the ancient Incan road, maintaining the fast pace set by Kelvin.
Kelvin ignores her complaint.
Toni is glad to see him going. He will be out of her life and she can return to her work finally. Her archeological site and her anthropological investigations have been greatly neglected over the course of her dalliance with Kelvin. She is also anxious to explore her new perspective on the Aymara and the insight that they might be involved in a secret and symbiotic relationship with another culture, a lost tribe that is coming up from the Amazon. The idea is tantalizing and she is eager to re-examine her notes and her artifacts with new eyes. Looking for any clue that there is an outside influence, she is eager to prove or disprove her new hypothesis; first in the archeological record and then in the anthropological analysis of the modern day Aymara.
The theory is intriguing. Many of the mysteries of the Aymara culture might be explained by a long standing and mutually beneficial exchange with another advanced culture. Her mind turns over the possibilities as she hikes; but she cannot focus. She remains distracted by Kelvin and his foolhardy decision to enter into the Amazon alone. He is so determined to discover his hidden population and prove that his formula is correct that he is willing to take an unreasonable risk. As much as she is pleased to be done with him, she is also genuinely concerned for his safety.
“Even experienced guides do not go into the jungle alone,” Toni says, and then pauses. Kelvin does not respond so she continues, “What if you are hurt, what if you are lost?” She asks these questions and is immediately annoyed with herself for sounding like a nagging girlfriend.
“I have a radio to call for help if I am hurt, and I have a GPS device to ensure I do not get lost,” Kelvin says, “I will write down the GPS coordinates in my log and also call them in over the radio so it will be easy to retrace my path.”
Toni does not say anything after that. Kelvin is going to do what he wants and she is happy to get back to her dig. They hike quietly up into the sharp landscape. Toni can always sense when she nears the top. Not because of the landmarks, but because she can sense the subtle warmth in the air wafting up from the other side of the Andes. A warm breeze that is filled with smells of wetness and oxygen and leafmeal and life; it is as if she is approaching the world’s compost bin, digesting and fermenting everything that steps inside.
Kelvin pauses at the crossroads. From here he will begin down. He is heading down into the rainforest, while Toni will turn to follow the short side road that leads to the Ancient Aymara dwelling. From here they can see the nearby ancient structures and walls still standing like a castle in the mountains. Toni marvels at the skill and ability of the ancient architects and builders. The site, which is only partially uncovered through her efforts, sustained the high altitude agrarian community of the ancient Aymara.
Looking at the structures now, Toni begins to understand the answer to one of the mysteries of this site which is… why here? Why did the ancient Aymara decide to build an elaborate city in such a hard to reach and inhospitable place? Here at the top of the mountain range, the Aymara had to grow crops on specially built terraces. Water and even soil was not easily obtained at this altitude, but there is evidence that they cultivated corn and peanuts and hot peppers and many more plants. It was here that they discovered the earliest evidence of potatoes being grown and harvested, and the animal husbandry and breeding of the Alpaca was advanced to a state that remains unmatched to this day. But the question is always… why here?
Looking at the site now, the answers fit with her new hypothesis. The Aymara built a city in the clouds to serve as the gate keepers from one world to the next, for a yet unidentified, but advanced culture. The knowledge that the Aymara gained in architecture, agriculture, animal husbandry and much more is the reason they lived here. This is their purpose.
If she is right and if Kelvin is right, then there is another unknown civilization that developed inside the Amazon rainforest and is in contact with the Aymara. The Aymara culture and their cities are also the training grounds and the embarkation point for an unseen tribe to infiltrate societies west of the Andes.
“This city was built before the rise of the Incans,” she says giving voice to her thoughts. “If this secret population and symbiotic relationship is the secret of the Andes, then it has been happening for generations dating back before the Spanish conquest.
“Is it possible that the modern day Aymara are still interacting with a lost tribe; a people that evolved in a camouflaged culture? It does seem plausible. All accounts of first contact with Amazonian tribes describe the uncanny ability for the tribe to fade into the forest and remain unseen. In truth, it is always the tribe that decides to contact us.”
Kelvin seems interested so Toni expounds on this thought, “What you are doing is very dangerous. If this hidden tribe wants to remain unseen, it is likely that if you do discover them that they will not let you live to tell the tale.”
Toni can see there is no changing his mind, and she does not enjoy playing the role of the nagging girlfriend. She embraces him perfunctorily, and then trying to sound like a concerned colleague she says, “Radio me with your GPS coordinates everyday and I will track your progress on my map.”
“Okay, thank you,” Kelvin responds.
Toni watches him step away and begin the descent down into the Amazon. She is not sure if he is expressing real appreciation for her concern or if he has simply slipped back into his old verbal habit of finishing each sentence with a ‘Thank you’. Either way, he is gone as he steps down the trail the white mist from the mountain envelopes him.
Dr. Toni does not hear from Kelvin on her radio that night, or the next. She waits for him to emerge from the forest and tries to raise him by calling on the radio at odd times, but after two weeks pass she files a missing persons report with the Bolivian authorities and then sends a letter to his contact at the Max Plank institute.
Kelvin Tau is never seen again.
 
 
*****
 
 
The water pours down on them continuously making progress through the thick forest difficult. Throughout the day the storm breaks for a few minutes and during these brief pauses the noisy world of the Amazon is silent. When this happens, Verne and the entire company stops moving. The Spaniards and Aymara, everyone stands still and listens to the quiet which is so unusual in the Amazon. In these moments, the frenetic pace of life in the rainforest becomes instantly calm. Verne hears the gurgle of the swollen stream and the heavy drip of water that has collected along the upper canopy now splashing down onto the forest floor. But then the moment passes. Sometimes underscored by the sound of thunder, the storm begins anew. Slowly at first and then rising to meet its previous intensity, and with the moment of calm behind them, Verne begins to move forward once again. The small party of Spaniards and Aymara once again begin to slog along the muddy path following Verne who is following the flow of water.
When the sun begins to scrape against the tops of the mountains, the Spaniards identify a small clearing and begin to make camp for the night. The natives assemble their shelter from the canvas tents by binding together palm fronds. By nightfall they had all escaped from the rain and are huddled around fires.
Verne watches for the girl with the baby sling. He has seen her periodically throughout the day, hiking together with the Aymara women and now she is under a canvas shelter across from tent that Brother Tomas erected. It seems so odd, so incongruous to see a baby in this environment. He wonders if the Spaniards even notice. Verne realizes that he also would not have noticed if not for the tactile encounter in the dark tent. But Verne has noticed, and he is aware of the baby. He is concerned for their welfare, and intrigued by the mystery.
From out of the rain Brother Tomas appears and stands quietly near the fire. The Aymara natives gathered around do not look at him and they do not want to attract his attention. They fear the Spaniards, but for Brother Tomas they hold a particular antipathy because they are only beginning to understand that he is here to convert them to the Spaniard’s religion. Tomas is unable to communicate effectively, but when he does speak to them in Spanish, even with the few words they recognize they cannot begin to understand this man or what his plans are for them. They watch him speak softly using Holy Scripture to sanctify the cruel acts of the Spanish soldiers. Because they cannot understand his purpose, they fear Brother Tomas, and because he offers absolution without hesitation to their oppressor, they hate him. Verne cannot avoid Brother Tomas like the Aymara. Verne knows why Tomas has come to this campfire, and when Brother Tomas beckons him to follow, he has no choice but to obey.
When they are inside the canvas tent that also serves as a temporary church, Verne sees that Tomas has affixed a simple wooden crucifix to the central post. To Verne it is a grim reminder of the fate of Vin Castillo. Below the crucifix, Tomas has hung a small portrait of the Virgin Mother. A single candle casts odd shadows about the small enclosure, which create dark corners that make the tent seem bigger once they are inside.
Verne guesses what Tomas will say before he says it. Their progress today was not impressive, and they were not approaching any landmarks that might lead to a mountain Monastery. It must be obvious that Verne is not leading them anywhere. Verne hoped that he would have more time before they began to doubt him; now it is clear that his time is shorter than he had anticipated. While he waits for Brother Tomas to formulate the complex questions in English, Verne’s mind races ahead, searching for a plausible answer; something that will delay the inevitable.
Tomas begins by retrieving the page with the GPS coordinates. He indicates the groupings of numbers arrayed on the page and asks, “Where is the Monastery?”
Brother Tomas expects Verne to indicate one of the GPS locations as the location of the Monastery. Verne understands, of course, that these numbers are now meaningless, but Brother Tomas seems to believe that they indeed have some relationship to the hidden Monastery. Verne suspects that when Vin was questioned, or perhaps when he was tortured, he had used this page as a way of gaining some credibility with Tomas. Verne feels confident that the last group of numbers on the page indicates the location of the Monastery. This is what he has always assumed. The previous number groupings represent way-points which mark the trail into the Amazon, and then the misty road leading up to the Jaguar portal.
With confidence Verne touches the last group of numbers on the page and says, “Here.”
Brother Tomas grins and Verne has a queasy feeling that he has made a mistake. Verne guesses that Tomas has played a similar game with Vin Castillo, and Verne’s answer must also match the answer Vin had provided. But now, anticipating Tomas’ next question, Verne realizes his mistake. Tomas will now ask which GPS coordinate represents where they started this morning. There is, of course, a much smaller probability that Verne’s answer for their starting position will coincide with the number that Vin had randomly selected.
Verne senses that his interaction with Brother Tomas is repeating the same pattern established by Vin and is leading to the same awful and ultimate result. Verne waits uncomfortably for the next question. Waiting for Tomas to piece together the English words into a sentence which will ask him to point to the numbers which represent the camp where they departed from this morning. When he asks Verne knows he must answer with confidence, and when his answer does not match the answer that Vin selected in response to the same question, then Tomas will know that Verne is lying.
Verne waits and shifts uncomfortably in his chair. He looks away from Brother Tomas and his smug expression, and Verne looks instead into the dark corner of the tent, into the space that exists beyond the halo of the flickering candle. Verne looks into the blackness of the corner with a growing hopelessness for his situation. He looks into the darkness and this view triggers a memory. Verne has strained to see into darkness multiple times before and always with a feeling that something was there staring back at him; waiting for the right time to strike.
“Where Good Morning?” Tomas asks drawing Verne’s attention back to the page with the expected question.
Verne looks at the series of GPS coordinates and he knows if he hesitates, that this will also betray him. So he randomly selects a number in the middle of the page and touches it with confidence.
“Here,” Verne says.
“Good Morning, here?” Brother Tomas asks with surprise and then he begins shaking his head signifying Verne is not correct, or at least Verne has not selected the same random number as Vin.
Tomas lowers his shaking head to read the numbers more carefully in the dim light of the candle; as if he is trying to decipher a secret code.
As his head and shoulders slowly lower, Verne glimpses over the top of Tomas’ head and sees a subtle shift in the dark corner. There is a black movement not consistent with the flickering of shadows from the candle. Verne focuses now, looking more intently and a form begins to emerge. It is a dark form hiding in the darkness. Just as Verne discerns its shape it begins to move, coming forward. It is coming into the light behind Tomas.
The secret stalker, the watcher from the dark places finally is revealed, and with a swift and silent motion, a strong hand clamps across Tomas’ mouth, stifling his cries, while the other grips him purposefully around his thin neck. Verne, frozen in surprise and shock, watches the expression on the face of Brother Tomas shift from smug to surprise to afraid, and then he is gone. His legacy will be the blank chronicle and the pot of ink that the Spaniards will find among his things.
The swift strong hands push the body of the Dominican to the floor of the tent, and a familiar figure occupies the space across from Verne. Verne recognizes the serpent tattoo coiled around his neck before he recognizes his face, “Raul?” Verne exclaims with surprise.
“Shhh,” Raul cautions motioning to his lips with this fingertips and then he whispers, “We’ve gotta get out of here, tonight.”
“Agree,” Verne says gratefully.
Relief and the realization that he is being rescued pulses through Verne’s body as he starts to breathe again. For the first time, Verne is glad for the bite on his face because he is now conditioned to over-come his scream reflex. As a result, Verne did not cry out when Raul appeared from the darkness. It is oddly circular; the same wound that helped Raul to save Verne has also been caused by Raul. Verne prefers not to think about it. Since he has slipped over the waterfall he has stopped considering his counter clockwise progression through time. Instead, he is living in each moment.
“How did you find me?” Verne asks, “How did you get past the Spaniards?”
“When they captured Vin, they never noticed me. I took off my modern shirt, and with my ethnic tattoos I was able to blend in with the Aymara locals. I have been here all along. You did not notice me either,” Raul explains.
“People only see what fits into their preconceived world view,” Verne says.
“What?” Raul asks.
“It’s something Dr. Toni was talking about. I guess she is right. I expected to see Aymara and so I saw Aymara, even though you were right in front of me all along.” Verne answers and then adds, “Thank you. Thank you for saving me.”
“You can pay me a bonus when we get out of here,” Raul says.
Pulling at the robes of Brother Tomas, Raul says, “I suggest you dress as Brother Tomas, and together we should be able to walk out of the camp undetected.”
Verne and Raul quickly prepare for their escape. They place the body of Brother Tomas in his hammock so he will appear to be sleeping. Their plan is to head downriver until the fast running river is shallow. They then will cross and head up and into the mountains, eventually making their way back into Peru. But first they have to make their way out of the camp; for this the rain and the darkness will be their allies.
As Verne and Raul stand on the vestibule of Brother Tomas’ tent, ready to begin their escape, the heavy rain suddenly stops. Like the momentary pauses in the downpour that occurred throughout the day; when the rain stops an unexpected calm settles across the Amazon. For those few moments following the rain, the night is still and they can clearly hear the gentle splash of water droplets dripping down from the upper canopy.
Verne and Raul pause. They are unwilling to move forward into the silent night. They wait, listening intently for the sounds of the jungle to begin, or for the storm to resume and create the familiar backdrop of sound which would help to cover their footfalls as they progress out of the camp. But instead of hearing what they expect, breaking the quiet calm, they hear another sound. From the canvas tent directly across from them, they hear the muffled but distinctive sound of a baby’s cry and then the suppressed cry of a young woman in pain.
“My God,” Verne says, “They have gone after the woman with the baby.”
“What baby?” Raul asks surprised.
“There is an Aymara woman with a baby. She has been hiding it,” Verne explains in a hushed tone and then says, “They must have found her,” and then surprising himself he says, “We’ve got to help her,” and he takes a step out of the tent.
“Wait! They have swords, how will we stop them?”
“I don’t know,” Verne answers, “But I can’t let this happen, you don’t have to come with me, but I have to help her.”
In that fateful moment of indecision, Raul and Verne hear another muffled cry of pain from the young Aymara woman and no further discussion is needed. Their decision is made.
Verne and Raul splash across the few yards to the Aymara woman’s tent, and with determination and ready to fight the evil Spanish soldiers inside, Verne pushes his way through the tent opening and stumbles into the dimly lit interior.
Nothing on his strange journey has prepared him for what he sees in that tent, and Verne cries out with a scream that tears at the old wound on his mouth and echoes through the camp.
There are no Spanish soldiers here, only the Aymara woman with the thick black braid. She has pulled the braid across her mouth and is biting it hard to suppress her cries of pain. She is in labor. The tent is thick with the smell of blood and placenta and sweat.
She is in labor but she is not giving birth. Only his counter-clock progression through time makes it possible for Verne to witness what he sees in that tent.
As the commotion of the voices from the camp approach in response to Verne’s cry, Verne feels a pulling on his robe. It is Raul, leading him away, and as he walks his mind begins to process what he has seen. The Aymara woman is alright. She is pregnant now and the baby is inside of her.
It was not the reverse birth that made Verne scream, it was the baby. Fine black hair covered its body. It looked only slightly human, but the rest was something else. It had long limbs like a quadruped and its ears were on the top of its head and pointed. The baby looked partially human, but the rest of the child is shaped like a Jaguar.



Part 3: Hanan Pacha
 
 
Verne opens his eye only slightly; he is clinging to sleep, resisting wakefulness. A dream of comfort lingers in his fuzzy memory, it is a a dream he wants to enjoy. A stray beam of clean morning light from the rising sun penetrates through the black forest around him and illuminates a single spot of green foliage that seems to stare back at him like a green eye.
Verne watches the spot of green and anticipates another day surrounded by green, lost and wandering in the Amazon. It is another day of hunger, another day of insects. Verne lays still and watches the spot of morning sunlight illuminating a bit of green from the dark jungle and slowly prepares his mind for the moments ahead. His slow and painful return to awareness will be accompanied by pain from old wounds, stiff muscles and swollen feet. He picks worms from open wounds, pulling ticks, and leaches from hard to reach places. Soon the sun will rise, hot and vengeful, and the wet mist will lift from the jungle floor and envelope him in a sticky moisture. He feels like he is inside the mouth of an enormous animal. Something larger and older than the lost world dinosaurs that are rumored to exist here, but this animal is much more real. He feels its breath, cooler on the intake, and hot when it breathes out. He feels its saliva raining down on him in heavy drops that keep his skin constantly moist and ready for digestion. He feels its teeth. Not large like you might expect, but small. Tiny teeth affixed to snakes and rats and leeches and mosquitoes and ticks and chiggers and countless beetles and bugs and worms that bite and savor him; one tiny morsel at a time. Nip by nip, bump by bump until no smooth skin remains. Swollen weeping pustules appear marking the bites and competing for any remaining skin that remains undisturbed upon his neck or face or arms.
Against this endless nibbling he has no defense. The poison injected from countless stings or dripped from small fangs mingles together in his blood creating a chemical stew which leaves him nauseous and disoriented. He senses that the end of his ordeal draws near.
With the forefinger of his right hand he attempts to trace a contiguous path from behind his ear down to his neck and along his collar bone. Long ago, he stopped counting the bumps; instead, his interest is in finding an uninterrupted path of smooth skin, as if his body is an ancient map that might lead him home. The tip of his finger navigates between the pustules and the swollen bites, the running sores and the half healed scabs. Along this small expedition, the slight pressure of his finger causes moisture to ooze forth, lubricating the path of his finger across his neck.
Verne tries to coax his restless mind back to sleep. He tries to coax the memory of the dream into his conscious mind, but the dream is already fleeting from his thoughts, so he stares lazily at the green spot of leaf that stares back at him. He stares at the green spot until it blinks.
Verne realizes in an instant that he is not looking at a bit of foliage illuminated by a stray bit of sunrise, but instead he is staring into the eye of a jungle predator; a black beast who fades completely into the pre-dawn blackness that surrounds it, except for one green eye. A green eye illuminated by the first lean light of day.
Now Verne is awake.
Fear and panic push bile up and into the back of his mouth until he gags. He anticipates claws tearing his flesh; he anticipates fangs sinking into his face and he anticipates the sound of his skull cracking under the strength of its jaws. Verne reenacts the death of Alan Blum in his imagination. It will be a painful death, but there is no escape. Verne listens to his heart beating; he listens to his blood surging in his ears. He sees the fog from his breath hot in the cool morning air, panting in and out of his mouth and nose and he smells the funk of fur. The Jaguar is near.
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Verne blinks and he is awake and back in his comfortable bed, back in Sacramento. The bright morning sun illuminates the bedroom confirming that the Jaguar is no longer near. The dream fades back into a memory.
Veronica is sleeping quietly beside him. He looks at her now and he sees her womanly curves. With his eyes he traces the slope from hip to waist to bosom. Stretching out above the covers her tangle of blond hair spills out around her soft pillow; she looks content, warm and comfortable. Verne looks at his wife and remembers a time when he felt he needed to prove himself, to try to be more than he is. He remembers the angst, the self imposed expectations, the pride and the ambition. Everything he worked for, everything he did and everything he hoped to do, all of his thoughts and energy were channeled into this singular myopic pursuit. He remembers the great expectations from his college days and then his fruitless business efforts. He remembers his embarrassment for accepting a job with Mike Vermillion, the shame he felt working for his wife’s father because he could not make it on his own.
Verne looks at her now and marvels at these layers of relationship; the years of stress and trying and pulling and hoping and failing. They seem to pile up between them as a long listing of reasons and excuses writ large on parchment paper; his resume of anticipated success written out in a long hand describing a future that will never happen. As he looks over these imagined documents he sees them glowing hot in the bright morning sunlight, and in his mind’s eye, he sees them spark into flame and begin to blaze, the papers edges curling inward as they burn, crackling in the heat of the cleansing fire until nothing is left of his ambition except a black flower of ash.
There is nothing left of ambition in Verne. Nothing except a wistful longing and a regret that he had not wasted his time on these worthless pursuits. Always living his life in an imagined future state that will never come, Verne inhales deeply through his nose and enjoys the smell of the fresh morning air, and when he exhales, he opens his mouth and blows his breath into that imagined black flower of burned paper and scatters the ashes. Now it is simply Verne and Veronica in that bed and in that bright clear moment. It is morning, Monday morning and Verne is ready to go to work.
Verne gets out of bed softly and pads past the sunken tub, he pauses to look at his reflection in the mirror. He does not recognize himself. He is thin, and he has grown a beard which covers the circular bite scar on his cheek. Verne steps into his private washroom, his inner sanctum. Inside the washroom Verne sees the bottles of pills arrayed on his counter. Reading through the pharmacopeia of drugs and pills and vitamins that sit above the basin he see pills that promise to keep his hair from falling out and vitamins that advertise a youthful vigor; there are pills to keep him alert through the day and others that are supposed to help him lose weight. In toto the collection conveys a common theme which is a vain attempt to buy more time, to slow the aging process, to counter the inevitable progression that is measured by calendars and clocks.
Verne smiles ironically at his reflection in the mirror and then fills the basin with clear water. He washes by splashing water up and onto his face; the water is cold and refreshing. The wetness from his beard forms into a drip of water that steadily falls back into the half full basin causing ripples to form across the still water.
Verne watches the progression of wetness on his face, drawn downward by gravity until droplets form on his chin and then a short plummet into the still water of the basin. Verne watches the ripples expanding outward across the water in ever widening concentric circles, and then he begins to change his perception of time.
The first moment is filled with nervous excitement as his perception of time slows and his acceptance of a slower reality begins to feel natural. He watches as a drip of water from his beard slips into space and slowly descends into the pool of water held by the basin. He watches as the drop impacts the surface of the water sending up small waves in all directions and then concentric ripples form.
Verne increasingly slows his perception of time and the concentric ripples move outward at an even slower rate, and still it feels natural. Slowing his perception of time feels as natural as breathing, or as walking; as if he is exploring a new environment, an environment of time. Verne is calm and at ease in this environment of slowed time. It is soothing and comfortable.
Verne watches the ripples moving slowly outward. They move slower and slower, until finally they are still. In that moment at time’s apex, Verne feels a biological shift. His body naturally switches from inhaling oxygen to inhaling carbon dioxide. His internal body clock is running backwards, his metabolism and his heartbeat are different, but the change is subtle. Time is now running in reverse. Verne watches the concentric rings contracting in the basin, growing closer together until they coalesce into a droplet that leaps up and into the air and onto Verne’s chin. The sensation of travelling into the past is pure calm and without moving, his physical body slips into a new order of life, and Verne feels his breath is now warm on the intake and cool when he exhales.
His ability to perceive into the past is limited; Verne watches the ripples closing into each other and then burst upwards into droplets which cling to his beard, and then ultimately he relaxes his mind and allows ages of perceptional evolution to guide him once again. The water begins a downward descent from his beard and the ripples expand outward across the span of the basin and his breath is warm when he exhales. He is ready to get dressed. It is time to go to work.
On the way to his closet Verne detects a slight motion out of the corner of his eye.
“Is that my reflection in Veronica’s washroom mirror?” he wonders.
Veronica’s washroom is dark. The bright light from the common area quickly dissipates as it tries to enter into that windowless space.
“Are they here? Are they bold enough to be here now?” he asks himself.
Verne avoids turning his eye to investigate. He prefers not to know the answer.
The racks of his closet bulge with suits and shirts and shoes, many of which have never been worn. Verne finds a grey suit that he purchased years earlier to set a weight loss goal.
“When I fit into this suit, then I will have reached my ideal weight,” he had declared to Veronica when he purchased it.
It had never been worn. Pulling on the pants now, he realizes that the waistband is still much too large. Verne borrows a belt from Veronica’s closet to cinch the waistband tight enough to hold up his pants. He relies on the jacket to cover the material that is gathered across the small of his back.
Finished dressing, Verne closes his closet door with disgust and decides never to open it again. During his travels with the Aymara into the Amazon and up the mist trail he learned a new appreciation for the resources of the earth. The food, the clothing, and the fuelthese things are not here to be squandered. Verne considers how he spent his life in the act of pure consumption for the sake of consumption. There is nothing in nature that behaves this way. It is against the natural order to take more than you need or to take all that there is.
Verne thinks about the pockmarked face of the Spaniard. A man whose uncontrolled appetite was sanctioned by his church and as a result he was free to indulge in his lust for wealth and his cruelty in this pursuit was uninhibited by any sense of morality. To call him an animal would be to denigrate the nobility of the animals.
Purposefully changing the image in his mind, Verne thinks about the animals he saw. He remembers the extreme close encounter with the Jaguar; he can still feel the strength of the beast from his brief touch of its neck and shoulder as he unhooked the Beastwire collar and device. There is no cruelty in this animal. No desire to consume more than it needs. The Jaguar sees the world in one long sustained moment. The Jaguar lives without ambition.
Backing the Taurus down the drive, Verne begins his familiar commute to Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel. As he eases the car into traffic, the scene all around him is of gross consumption. Bright banners advertising food or gas crowd every corner.
Verne stops at the red traffic light across from the drive-thru coffee shop and remembers the girl with too many piercings who would sell him a cup of coffee every morning. As he looks at the coffee shop, he sees a dark figure standing in the shade of one of the awnings. Tall, thin and black he fades into the shadows. But just as Verne sees him; he begins to slow down time using the techniques that Cosi taught him.; the same technique that he practiced in the bathroom.
The world around him slows to a crawl. The cars are moving slowly now like the concentric ripples in his wash basin. By slowing his perception of time he is able to follow the dark figure as he attempts to slip into the past and avoid Verne’s eyes. But Verne stays with him.
As Verne’s perception of time slows, his perception of the dark figure grows more distinct; until he can see details like the dark clothes he wears and the thick black beard, like fur, that extends all the way to his deeply set yellow eyes. The figure realizes that Verne has seen him and he smiles. In a blink he is gone. Disappearing into the distant past where Verne cannot follow.
Verne exhales and his breath is warm. Time, for Verne, resumes its normal pace. Verne has limited training in managing his perception of time and he has the disadvantage of fighting against an evolutionary bias towards linear time. As a result, Verne can only slow time and traverse back a few moments. The dark figures have none of these impediments. Their evolutionary bias is to perceive time in the same way we perceive space. To them, moving into the past is equivalent to us taking a step backwards along the sidewalk.
“Do we see the world the same as a bat or a fish?  Does our perception of reality match that of an insect, an amoeba or a virus?” Dr. Toni had asked him.
He knows now that the answer is, “No.”
He also knows that he does not perceive the world the same as these dark figures that hide in the shadows. They are creatures whose evolutionary bias does not include a linear perception of time.
“What is their trade off?” Verne wonders, “How do they perceive movement through space? Can they only move in one direction through space?”
Verne lets it go. He knows he cannot understand their world view and he knows he cannot follow them when they move into the past. He also knows that spotting them will only antagonize them and that might make them initiate faster. It is this thought that makes Verne anxious as he steps on the gas to proceed through the traffic light which has now turned green.
“They are here, in Sacramento,” he thinks.
There is no way for Verne to know how far into his society they have penetrated. But he knows that they are here and they are preparing. The thought of them this far from Lima makes him anxious, but the image of that dark figure smiling at him is what makes him afraid. The dark figure smiled and showed Verne his teeth; white against a black face like Vin Castillo smiling at him from his burnt crucified corpse.
But unlike Vin, when the dark creature smiled, the white teeth he showed were sharp; sharp like fangs.
 
 
*****
 
 
Verne steps into the front door of Mike Vermillion’s Holiday Travel for the first time since he had departed for Peru. There is no fashionable cup of coffee in his hand today and he is no longer trying to portray the image of the young executive on the move. Instead, he steps into the office as a thin and unassuming man.
The travel ladies, already busy with their morning calls do not pause to take notice of him, and so Verne quietly steps past their workspace and proceeds down the narrow hallway to his small office in the back. Verne opens his office door and is dismayed to see the desk, chair and computer are gone. The room is empty except for some old storage boxes.
“Verne?”
The sound of his name called from behind him makes him jump and spin about.
“Sorry to startle you,” Mike says gripping Verne firmly by the shoulder to steady him.
“Am I… are you letting me go?” Verne asks sheepishly.
“No, no, nothing like that,” Mike answers grinning. Then he says, “We decided to move you out of that closet.”
Mike does not release Verne’s shoulder, but instead loosens his warm grip and then, moving behind him begins to guide him back down the narrow hallway, back towards Mike’s office.
Mike calls to the travel ladies and they begin to appear lining up along the corridor and welcoming Verne back to the office.
“Verne, you look so thin,” one says.
“Your beard looks very distinguished,” another says, and this comment makes Verne smile.
“Okay, okay ladies,” Mike says and then adds, “Give him some room.”
Mike guides Verne past the travel ladies until he approaches Maureen who is standing at the end of the corridor.
“Welcome back Verne,” she says doing her best to stare longingly into his eyes and re-establish their secret office flirtations.
“Thank you,” Verne says quietly, not to Maureen, but to all of the ladies.
Verne avoids meeting Maureen’s gaze. Verne remembers his secret romanticized fantasies, and now realizes that these are really another manifestation of his gross consumption. Verne and Maureen were creating an anticipated but false future that would never happen and therefore only existed to cloud his more accurate perception of time. To engage in a lurid romantic fantasy with a co-worker depletes the finite well of ideas and possibilities. He was consuming a potential future that neither he nor Maureen believed would ever become reality, and the fantasy made his ego grow fat. This is a behavior in which his old self participated. Gorging himself with fantasies of romance and fantasies of business success; it is a part of himself that he left back in the Andes.
Mike pulls open his door and guides Verne into the spacious front office. The tall windows overlook the street and ample natural morning sunlight illuminates the room and glitters off of the small crystal airplanes and cruise ships which decorate the bookshelves.
“Here you are Verne,” Mike says, gesturing toward Verne’s desk which has been setup on the side of the office opposite from Mike’s desk. Verne sees that the furniture is rearranged so that the office space will now be shared between them.
“And no more 'Holiday' only for you Verne,” Mike is saying, “If you are going to run this business when I retire then it’s high time for you to start working with our corporate clients.”
Verne is dumbstruck. He looks at his desk which seems to shine in the bright Sacramento sunlight that is streaming through the windows.
In answer to his unspoken question, Mike Vermillion explains, “I realized something while I waited for you to emerge from the jungle. At first I was with Barry Ross and we talked and talked about contingency plans and what would happen if Vin or Alan were lost. But then Barry disappeared and I was alone. Left to listen to my own thoughts for the first time in a long time, I began to remember some things that I had somehow forgotten. Things like the true priorities in my life, like family.”
Mike trails off, uncharacteristically uncomfortable with what he is saying. But then with a force of will, he finishes his statement saying, “If we are going to make it into the future, then we are going to make it together.”
Verne inhales deeply and let this moment slow. The cars and people passing by the tall windows progress at an increasingly slower pace, and the clock on the wall increases the intervals between ticks and tocks.
Verne slows his perception of this moment, not so he can relish in an ambition fulfilled, a worthless fantasy of business success coming true; but instead, he slows time so he can savor this moment; this new beginning with his father-in-law and this new start for his life.
Verne no longer cares who he impresses with his ideas or what personal success he achieves in the days that remain. What matters most to Verne are his moments in time, and this moment he will remember. Verne slows his perception of time until it stops; until he feels the subtle reversing of his metabolism as he progresses slightly backwards into time, his breath, warm on the intake and then cool when he exhales.
The wetness that unconsciously gathered onto his beard while Mike was explaining reforms into a droplet and then creeps back up his cheek and resettles into his eye.
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“My patient, Mr. V.F., is suffering from persistent delusional episodes precipitated by a traumatic event. Mr. V.F. was lost and alone in the Amazon rainforest for some weeks and his subconscious defense mechanisms created the delusion of a companion who helped him survive his ordeal. To Mr. V.F. the delusion was very real and to validate his claims, he presented to me a strange plant that blooms with tiny white flowers. While obvious to me that he discovered this plant by himself while wandering lost in the rainforest, Mr. V.F. asserts that this plant was given to him by his rescuer. I accepted the plant because floriculture is a particular pastime of mine. I took it upon myself to identify the phylum, family and genus of this unusual specimen, and I was surprised to find that it is heretofore unknown to science. I preserved the specimen in a glass display where it remains to this day as the prize of my collection. Mr. V.F. could provide no insight as to where the plant was found growing in the wild, and instead persists in his delusion that the plant was given to him by a pregnant native woman who lived around 1530 A.D.”
Excerpt from “Deconstructing Delusions; An Examination of Paranoid Schizophrenia”
 by Dr. Percival Rosen published in the Psychiatric Journal of Medicine
 
 
“Does it bother you when I write?” Dr. Rosen looks at Verne over the top of his glasses.
Verne realizes that he is glaring intently at Dr. Rosen’s pen. Verne is thinking about the waste of ink and page, and he is considering Dr. Rosen’s consumption of ideas, his use of words to form concepts.
“No,” Verne says looking away, and then adds, “No, I am okay.”
Dr. Rosen sets the pad and pen on his desk and says, “Let’s continue shall we?”
Verne fidgets uncomfortably in his chair. After a quiet moment, Dr. Rosen prompts him saying, “You woke up, lost and alone in the rainforest and you sensed that an animal was near; a predator.”
Verne absentmindedly touches his forefinger to the small soft skin behind his ear and then traces a path down his neck to his collarbone.
“You were saying you were somehow miraculously rescued,” Dr. Rosen continues, “by a pregnant native woman.”
Dr. Rosen then asks, “Was this the first time you saw her?”
“No,” Verne answers quietly, “she was there with the Spaniards in the camp.”
“I see,” Dr. Rosen says removing his glasses from his face and proceeding to polish the lenses with his tie, “You mean the Conquistadores.”
“Yes,” Verne says sheepishly.
“You must work with me Mr. Fielding, I know that your experiences were very real to you; deadly real. But you must be open to the idea that you were lost and alone in a dangerous jungle, and that after days of deprivation and acute fear, your subconscious mind triggered a defense mechanism which created companions for you. Companions based on the stories that you heard, and the books that you read. You must be open to this idea; it must at least seem as possible to your logical mind; equally as plausible as a trip five hundred years into the past.”
Dr. Rosen replaces his glasses to his face by carefully looping the frames around each of his ears.
As Dr. Rosen is speaking, Verne’s attention is drawn to the shadows that are cast upon the back walls of Dr. Rosen’s office; Verne focuses his eyes and seems to detect the faint outline of a figure standing still and blending into the shadows; black hiding among blackness.
“Are they here?” Verne considers, “In this office with us, watching us right now?”
Verne focuses on the shadow but cannot be sure. The encounter at the coffee shop earlier made Verne jumpy, and he is seeing dark figures in every shadow. But if he is right, if one of them is here in this room, standing that close, then they are growing bolder. Time is running out.
“Verne?” Dr. Rosen asks to recapture his attention.
“Yes?” Verne answers quickly looking away from the dark corner and back at Dr. Rosen, and then to placate Dr. Rosen he adds, “Yes, I can accept that my subconscious created these people and these shadows; I can accept that the people I met in the Amazon are merely the imaginings of an unsteady mind.”
“Good,” Dr. Rosen says and then adds, “Very Good. This is progress. Now please, in your own words, describe your encounter with the predator.”
“It was a Jaguar,” Verne interjects.
“Fine, yes,” Dr. Rosen says, “How did you escape from the Jaguar?”
 
 
*****
 
 
The black beast is close. Close enough that Verne can smell the funk of its fur and feel the warmth of its hot breath. It occurs to Verne that this Jaguar has waited;. That it is just like the Jaguar that killed Alan Blum. It waited for a Javelina that was stuck in a snare to stop struggling; to accept its fate. It occurs to Verne that if he could move, even a little, then he could stave off the inevitable. But there is no energy left to move. The will to live is a flickering ember and Verne is ready to feel that final bite. In truth he is glad it is a Jaguar, because he admires them. He admires their strength and their world view which Verne is confident is immune to concerns of past or present or future; but instead, the Jaguar lives in one long sustained moment, and when Verne joins with this great beast, consumed by it, then he too will become part of that moment.
Verne closes his eyes and capitulates, and then he waits for a bite that does not come.
Instead, Verne hears a voice ringing in his ears, speaking words that he does not understand, except for the words,
“Kay Pacha,” the voice that is speaking is feminine.
“Kay Pacha,” she pleads, she implores, she demands and in the end, she prevails.
When Verne opens his eyes, before him stands the pregnant Aymara woman with the long black braid. Her face, her breasts and her belly are very full; swollen with new life.
Verne opens his mouth to speak, to try to communicate with his savior, but in so doing he feels the strain on his old wound; his cheek and mouth, glued together by dried blood, have become a favorite place for the insects and flies that roam the humid Amazon seeking warm hospitable places to lay their eggs.
As Verne tries to open his mouth, as he tries to vocalize for the first time in days, he is greeted instead by the sensation of the wiggling of the worms that have sprouted from those eggs and now are resident upon his cheek. He feels them moving, dripping off of his mouth and onto his neck.
Verne howls in despair and lets the darkness of unconsciousness take him.
Days pass and Verne drifts in and out of awareness. His native Aymara girl always is at his side, washing the wound on his face and applying a soothing sap to his skin. She drips the sap from an unusual plant with white blossoms that Verne has never seen before.
Verne measures the passage of time by the reduction in the pregnancy of his nurse. When she rescued him she looked enormous, but as time passes, still running in a counter-clockwise progression, her pregnancy becomes less and less; as the fetus grows smaller.
One day the hot rays of the sun penetrate into the stone enclosure and he becomes awake and alert and lucid. He is aware that he has been semi-conscious for an extended period, maybe days, maybe weeks. He looks around and sees he rests in a small stone alcove, like a cave that has been improved with stone work. His Aymara nurse is not here. Verne rolls onto his stomach and pushes onto his hands and knees. His arms quiver with the effort; he is weak as a newborn.
Using his hands and knees, Verne crawls to the entrance of the shelter and looks out at a green world; then he looks up and into the stone face of a god.
Towering above the entrance of the hidden enclosure; a stone Gollum stands. A silent sentinel carved from huge blocks of granite brought down from the Andes. Verne looks up at the fierce anamorphic features carved into the face and realizes he is looking at a depiction of a half man and half Jaguar. The statue is the marker, and one that Verne remembers from his reading in Monastery in the Mist. Verne realizes he is at the base of the misty road, and despite his despicable condition, and only barely recovered from a delirium that has lasted weeks; he feels his heart swell with anticipation. He looks up at the fierce face, half man and half Jaguar, and he disregards the clear warning that it represents; Verne realizes that soon he will climb the mist trail to the Jaguar portal. Verne knows at this moment, that he will enter the Monastery.
 
 
*****
 
 
Dr. Rosen removes his glasses and resumes cleaning the lenses using his silk tie.
“Do you notice how your story of survival is now following the story you read, the book, The Monastery in the Mist, the one that was written by your uncle?”
Verne considers the stone sentry that guards the entrance to the mist trail. He remembers the size and the craftsmanship. He remembers the green vines that had just started to curl around the statues base. Verne considers the weight of those stones, the work required to bring them to that place and then to raise them and carve them. It is a testament to the unknown craftsman who built the Gollum as well as to the creature that inspired the carving.
Verne looks at the un-bespectacled face of Dr. Rosen and tries to form a reasonable response to his logical question. But in his mind’s eye, the image of the stone face is too vivid, too real. Eventually, Verne ignores Dr. Rosen’s question because he cannot answer it. Instead, he continues with his story.
 
 
*****
 
 
“Is this the face of a fully grown half man and half Jaguar?” Verne wonders.
Verne looks out and away from the Gollum to see if he can recognize another landmark and get his bearings. In every direction, like a banquet of green, the forest is laid out before the statue. Behind the statue, the steeply ascending Andes quickly disappear into a dense white mist.
Verne recalls the lines from Monastery in the Mist that describe the statue, and is sure that the statue inspired the writing. He is also sure that it is not possible for the writing to have created this monument out of his imagination.
The author of Monastery in the Mist describes the statue as a warning; the fierce animal and human features of the warrior are a clear warning to travelers not to proceed up the mist trail. But Verne does not see the Gollum as a warning. In fact, he marvels at its existence. Despite his strange adventures, Verne doubted the existence of the Monastery. But now, there can be no doubt. This landmark, the statue guarding the trail, is clearly described in the book.
Verne realizes that Cosi brought him here, and here, in the shadow of the giant, Cosi nursed him back to life. Soon he will regain his strength, and when he is ready, together they will step up and onto the mist trail.
As if in answer to his thoughts, Cosi appears stepping between the legs of the statue and carrying a basket of provisions. She has not been foraging in the forest for food, but instead brings potatoes and peppers and peanuts that are large and ripe and the result of a well managed farm. Verne smiles to see her despite the twinge of pain on his mouth; and she smiles back at him.
During their days together in the stone alcove by the statue, Verne continues to measure the counter-clockwise progression of time by the visible changes of Cosi’s shrinking pregnancy. At first, Cosi mashes Verne’s food into a paste so that he can swallow it without straining his wounded mouth. Verne finds these feedings to feel quite intimate and he develops a rapport with Cosi without ever speaking to her. At the same time, Verne feels confident that the kindness she is showing to him is originally inspired by his courageous act of bursting into her tent in response to her cries. She understands that Verne thought she was being assaulted by the Spanish soldiers and he was risking everything to help her. This memory, this moment, his unselfish bravery warms him with a pride in himself that he had not expected, and had never experienced before. As days passed and Verne is able to eat solid food again, Verne feels that her kindness for him has evolved beyond a sense of obligation. Verne senses a real fondness and a bond forming between them, and this thought also warms him.
Now that Verne is lucid and ambulatory, he explores the small stone space they inhabit in the shadow of the statue and under the mist road. It is a secret place, not mentioned in the book; or maybe he did not read that chapter carefully.
Thinking about reading, he remembers the long interminable flight into Lima, Peru. He remembers reading his favorite passages from Corporate Conquistadores over and over; passages that proved worthless and he wished he could now forget them. Staring out of the airplane window into the featureless night sky, eventually he became bored and began to skim through the pages of Monastery in the Mist, but he never read it carefully. Verne harbors a bias against the Monastery. Disbelief fostered by his Uncle Leo’s involvement in the book and in the new age church where his followers gather. If his uncle believed in the Monastery, then it must be a hoax. But now Verne sees the first landmark, and he knows it is real.
One morning Cosi wakes Verne from a deep restful sleep before sunrise, and leads him out of their stone hide-away to stand beneath the stone jaguar warrior statue. As the first light of day begins to stretch out across the forest, Cosi and Verne begin the ascent upon the mist trail. They climb as the sun rises, and behind them they can hear the familiar sounds of the forest waking up; the birds calling and the chatter from monkeys. They watch as the white mist steams up from the canopy twisting up into the sky and chasing them up the trail. They climb with the warm sun on their backs until the trail turns into an Incan roadway and the air becomes thin.
Verne struggles to keep pace with Cosi, and at times she stops and lets him regain his strength. They continue this way until, with one last look upon the vast expanse of green that is called Amazon; they step into the white cloud that shrouds the peak. They will continue to climb now through a white world; able to see only their feet on the stones and the dim figures of each other.
Watching Cosi closely now so he does not lose her in the mist, Verne notices that she hikes along the road with an unusual three step pace, almost as if she is dancing up the mountain. He watches her gracefully stepping up the steep road.
Step, step, step; and then step, step, step.
Verne considers his own inelegant and lumbering stride. He attempts to imitate Cosi’s cadence, but he stumbles and catches himself before he falls. With a sheer cliff on his right side dropping down into a swirling white emptiness, he decides he should follow his normal hiking pattern and not experiment with anything new.
Together they progress up into the Andes, pushing up into the thin air; up and ever higher into the white mist. Verne begins to feel the effects of the altitude. He recognizes the symptoms from his first day in the Blue Hotel back in San Juan del Oro. First, he notices the headache, and then the slow growing feeling of nausea.
Verne’s mouth has healed sufficiently that he can speak again, and he tries to explain his plight to his Aymara companion.
“Cosi,” Verne says to get her to slow down, and then says, “I need to rest, my head is hurting and my stomach aches.” Verne provides sufficient hand signals so that she will understand him even if she does not comprehend his words.
To Verne’s surprise, she rejects his request for rest and instead insists that he push on up the road. Verne tries to complain and resist, but she pulls at his shoulder and afraid to be left behind, Verne continues to trudge behind her, swallowing hard on the excess saliva that forms in his mouth as a result of the growing nausea. They progress slowly now. Cosi encouraging and prodding alternatively; spurned on by what Verne surmises must be a biological imperative to reach the summit in time for the climactic completion of her reverse pregnancy; to reach the moment of un-insemination.
Verne tries not to consider the implication of this impending moment. The image of the strange black furred child smiles at Verne from his imagination, and when he smiles the white teeth he shows are sharp; sharp like fangs.
The mist around them slowly begins to clear; each difficult step upward brings more clarity as the mist around them thins. Verne looks up from the road and is startled to see the black face from his imagination staring back at him through the mist. Not one face, but suddenly many faces; each unblinkingly staring at him from the mountain. With a rush of relief, Verne realizes that the faces are carvings. As the rush of adrenaline begins to ebb and as he feels the pounding of blood in his ears give way to the throbbing of his high altitude headache; Verne takes a moment to contemplate the faces carved into the rock. At first, only a few are visible, but then as he continues up the road, he sees hundreds of faces each intricately carved; each looking amazingly lifelike. The same face carved over and over again. Verne wonders if it is the work of many artists carving generation after generation or if it is the same sculptor utilizing an ability to slip backwards and forward through time and therefore his work is able to proliferate beyond the capacity of any temporally bounded sculptor.
With a few final steps the mist clears entirely and Verne emerges into the bright sunlight. He sees Cosi waiting for him; she is sitting upon the road arranging the last of their food into a small picnic. Beyond her the Jaguar portal looms.
As Verne settles into a seated position next to her, Cosi begins to recite, speaking in Aymara, she begins reciting a ritual from memory. The words are meaningless to Verne until she says, “Uku Pacha.”
To make sure Verne understands these words, she smoothes the dust on one of the flat rocks that makes up the road; and then using her forefinger as a stylus, she draws a squiggly line.
“Uku Pacha,” she repeats pointing to the line.
Verne understands her meaning. The simple drawing somehow reminds Verne of the serpent that is tattooed around Raul’s neck.
“Snake,” Verne says.
Cosi does her best to repeat the English word. Then she continues with her Aymara monologue. She pauses again, and then she clearly says, “Kay Pacha.”
Now she draws a simple cat’s face upon the dust, but Verne does not need the image. This word, he knows and he says, “Jaguar.”
“Jaguara,” Cosi repeats with no trouble.
The word Jaguar is after all derived from the language of an Amazonian tribe and Cosi has undoubtedly heard this word before.
She begins again, speaking in Ayamara. A short mantra, a prayer, and then she says, “Hanan Pacha.”
For this word she draws a simple image of a flying bird in the dust, and then indicates with her hands that this animal is very large.
Verne says, “A large bird, like a condor,” and then he repeats so she can understand him, “Condor.”
“Con-dor,” Cosi tries and then smiles.
She seems satisfied with the ceremony and she offers Verne to eat from their remaining food. Verne eats in small bites in the hope that the food will help to quell the symptoms of altitude sickness that continue to grow worse. He is glad for the chance to rest.
Cosi waves her hands together to gather his attention. When he is watching her, she becomes very calm, as if she is entering into a trance; then subtly, almost as if she is fading back into the white mist, her body becomes slightly blurred and then translucent. She continues to fade until Verne can barely see her sitting in front of him, and then she reverses the process and her physical body slowly returns until she has solidified.
Verne is amazed at this and Cosi laughs at the expression of astonishment on his face. After he recovers from his surprise, Verne begins to understand what Cosi is showing him. He has seen enough to know that the Aymara people live with a unique relationship to time. Cosi is sharing with him her ability to slip backwards or forwards through time.
She points to the three drawings in the dust and using her hands to point at the trail from which they came she indicates the serpent, and then opening her hands to indicate their current position sitting on the trail, she points to the Jaguar, and finally pointing to the path through the Jaguar portal and leading further up the trail she points to the Condor.
Through her pantomime, Verne understands that she is explaining three different realms. To the western mind these would be interpreted as past, present and future. But clearly they are much more than that. To Cosi, and the Aymara, these are three independent and yet interrelated realms of existence; each ruled by a different animal spirit.
Verne understands that he is about to enter the crossroads of these realms. He looks up at the Jaguar portal and understands that when he passes through he will be standing at the intersection of Uku Pacha, Kay Pacha and Hanan Pacha.
Verne nods to signal his understanding, and Cosi answers him with a broad smile. She stands quickly and Verne struggles to get back up and on his feet. When he is ready, she takes him by the hand gently, and leads him towards the portal.
As they near the portal, Verne admires the elaborate relief carvings that decorate the pillars and the lintel; the carvings show the Jaguar in each phase of his hunt starting with stalking its prey from an unseen position, then the quick and silent pounce, and finally the crushing bite to the skull.
Cosi reads the Aymara words etched into the lintel, and Verne does his best to recall the words that he remembers from his casual reading of Monastery in the Mist.
Verne says, “The Jaguar guards the portal to a darker realm. Do not hunt him; do not distract him from his purpose.”
As they step through the portal, the Monastery comes into view. It is a city on the top of the mountain. Not a ruin, not an abandoned site but a living Aymara city. Verne sees the unique stone dwellings, sitting inexplicably perched upon the edges of the cliffs, and above the multi-tiered terraces healthy crops of all kinds are growing in thick well manicured gardens. Verne sees the tall step pyramid rising above the dwellings and reaching up to the very top of the Andes.
Near where Verne and Cosi are walking, a small enclosure serves as a stable for Alpacas. But the animals that they see behind this wall are unlike anything Verne has ever seen before. Their wool is fine, like silk and colored in vivid orange and gold and even shades of blue and green.
Cosi is moving quickly now and she grows excited to meet her people, and she pulls away from Verne, running a few paces ahead. Verne sees the people of the city now. They are dressed in fine colorful robes made from the wool of the Alpacas that they had just walked passed. Verne sees many more colors decorating their clothing and in the bright sun, Verne sees the glint of bright jewelry adorning every limb. Gold bracelets and anklets and necklaces decorate the population and in some cases their garments are interwoven with strands of gold. The sight of it makes Verne think about the cruel pockmarked face of the Spaniard and what he is willing to do to find this place.
The people recognize Cosi and they move as a single unit to welcome her and embrace her; but when they notice Verne, they pause. Verne sees the apprehension on their faces. Hushed words are spoken and men are dispatched to run back into the city.
Verne is frozen in his tracks. Unwilling to move forward, Verne’s instinct is to turn and run back down the mist road; to return to the horrors of the Amazon and risk being discovered and then tortured by the Spaniards. Verne stands frozen at the point of indecision. His determination to proceed into the Monastery is at war with unfounded fear and an instinct to turn and run. He stands stone still and watches as the small cluster of brightly robed Aymara grow into a group and then a small crowd. As he watches and waits, the colorful robes began to shimmer with motion, to shift as each individual is stepping aside, opening a path through the crowd allowing a single extraordinary individual to pass through.
A man appears stepping through the crowd. He is not dressed in a colorful robe, but instead he is wearing modern clothing, and as he steps out of the crowd moving closer, Verne discerns an Asian face with straight jet black hair.
The man continues to approach, taking small and careful steps as if he is approaching a wounded and cornered animal, and as he steps closer, recognition clicks in Verne’s mind. It is recognition without identification. Verne knows this man, he recognizes him, but seeing him here, so outrageously and unexpectedly out of context, Verne cannot remember his name or how he knows him.
Verne reaches up with his hands and rubs the headache from his temples so he can concentrate, so he can recall his memory of this man; a memory that wells up from the day of Uncle Leo’s memorial service, and then later when he gave Verne the page with the GPS coordinates.
Verne wrings recognition from those meetings and says at last, almost as a question, “Brother Joseph.”
Brother Joseph approaches closing the final few steps that remain between them with a puzzled expression on this face. He extends his right hand with the stiff formality of someone who is introducing himself to someone new; meeting someone he has never met before.
“I am sorry,” he says, and then adds, “You are mistaking me for someone else. My name is Kelvin, Kelvin Tau.”
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“The book he read before entering into the Amazon had a profound and formative influence on the shape and substance of the delusions suffered by Mr. V.F. This is a new age book that describes a fictional and romanticized ascent up a mystical Incan road that leads to a secret Monastery hidden in the Andes. So firmly did the ideas and images from this book adhere to his subconscious mind; that when these images presented themselves back to his traumatized consciousness as a new and compelling, even plausible vision of reality Mr. V.F. believed them completely and without question. Mr. V.F. was able to pass through his delusional Monastery and re-enter the real world, but the memories of his imagined encounter with the ancient and mystical is vivid and detailed. How Mr. V.F. was able to learn to speak complete phrases of the ancient Aymara language remains an unsolved mystery of his psychosis.”
Excerpt from “Deconstructing Delusions; An Examination of Paranoid Schizophrenia”
 by Dr. Percival Rosen published in the Psychiatric Journal of Medicine
 
 
The Rainbow New Age Church is a tall structure that stands next to a two lane country road and is surrounded by farmland that is used as horse and cow pastures. A gas station and a convenience store fill out the intersection which is a four way stop governed by a streetlight that only recently replaced the stop signs. The land south of Sacramento, nearer to highway 99, is filled with new homes built close together on small parcels of land as if the builders had no room to spread out; as if they needed to somehow cram as many people as possible into small tracts of houses each differentiated from the next only by a variant of the shade of brown used for the exterior paint.
Driving through the thick traffic of these neighborhoods the driver eventually passes through an unmarked boundary, a county line, and suddenly the landscape of congested homes standing shoulder to shoulder. They give way to open pastures and farmland and the driver finds himself suddenly on a narrow country road regulated primarily by stop signs and bordered by a drainage ditch instead of a sidewalk. The landscape here is dotted with old barns and small houses that appear as if they were built one at a time each utilizing a different architect. It is out along this country road, among the cow pastures that the Rainbow New Age Church stands; the four story steeple decorated with thick colored glass is a landmark that is visible for miles in every direction.
Verne steps on the brake and slows the Taurus to a stop, taking his place in the line of traffic behind a tall white Chevy pickup truck, beyond which he cannot see the cause of the of the backup leading to the intersection of the Rainbow New Age Church. The colored glass of the steeple winks at him in the distance and Verne is surprised to be stuck in traffic out away from the dense cluster of houses, but there is no way to drive around it, so Verne sits in the hot Sunday morning sun and watches as the temperature gauge on the dashboard of the Taurus slowly begins to climb. Every few minutes the white truck moves forward allowing Verne to roll a few feet closer to the church.
Verne is aware that his perception of linear time has also slowed. Not because of his training in the Monastery, but because of his evolutionary bias to perceive a relationship between the progression of moments in time and the speed of travel forward through space. Verne knows this is a false sensation, but he is acutely aware of it nonetheless. Waiting for the traffic to move, time for Verne, slows to a crawl.
Eventually, he progresses sufficiently to see that the church parking lot is full and overflowing, and this is the cause of the traffic congestion. The scene of the church parking lot filled with cars reminds Verne of Uncle Leo’s funeral with cars overflowing the parking lot, and also news vans blocking the main entrance. Verne realizes with a start that he is the reason for the traffic and the crowd at the church. Today is the first sermon by Brother Joseph since Verne emerged from the Amazon and Leo’s followers together with the media are anxious to hear the story. They want to know if the rumors are true; they want to know if Verne discovered the location of the lost Monastery in the Andes.
The faithful and the curious are all congregated here in the hope that Verne will appear or Brother Joseph will validate the stories that are coming out of Lima. Verne becomes nervous; the scene of the crowd at the church works as a pneumonic reviving the angst he felt leading up to the eulogy for Uncle Leo. Verne feels his palms grow hot and his stomach clench with the memory of his rushed drive trying to mentally piece together a speech. He reminds himself that he is not speaking today and in fact, no one knows he is coming today, and he can easily avoid being recognized because he looks entirely different. Verne is now a slim bearded man and he does not even recognize his own reflection in the mirror.
Verne decides to proceed with his plan. He is here to speak with Brother Joseph. He will approach him after the service is over. Parking the Taurus in an open field next to the gas station, Verne makes his way across the street and begins to mingle with the crowd that is waiting for Brother Joseph. Many of the reporters who interviewed Verne at Leo’s service are standing on the steps. Verne realizes that if he announces himself to them, he could instantly command their attention and claim the same celebrity that previously was lavished upon Uncle Leo.
This thought, this idea that he can be instantly famous, reminds Verne of his old ambitions and his desire for fame. He remembers his jealousy of Uncle Leo and his deep feelings of anger and betrayal when he learned that Leo had published the book that Larry had intended for Verne. Verne recalls these thoughts and feelings as if they belonged to someone else; as if they belonged to a character he had read about in a science fiction novel.
The wide double doors of the church push open and a steady stream of true believers emerge flowing into the assemblage. The crowd opens to let them pass, and Verne watches as many if not most simply join into the crowd which is anxiously awaiting Brother Joseph; waiting for his statement to the press. The crowd swells as the congregation continues to flow out from the church, sometimes moving a few steps down into the crowd and sometimes simply turning around to add their own mass to the overcrowded space at the top of the steps. Verne finds himself slowly shifting his position; pushed by the growing density of bodies away from the doors and towards the back.
Brother Joseph emerges from the dim interior of the church, and Verne can only see the top of his head; Verne recognizes the straight black hair which glows with reflective light as the photographers snap off flash cameras.
“Ladies and Gentleman,” Brother Joseph speaks loudly so he can be heard over the crush of the crowd, “I have no statement for you. I have no new information about the Monastery.”
These words prompt a chorus of questions from the media; each calling out to be recognized.
“Brother Joseph, has the nephew returned to Sacramento?”
“Brother Joseph, did he find the Monastery?”
“Brother Joseph, when will…”
“Brother Joseph….”
Each question combines and blends into the previous and the next to create a mélange of words until Brother Joseph responds saying, “Please!”
Verne sees Brother Joseph’s open palms now raised up and even with his forehead in a sign of surrender.
“Please,” Joseph repeats and then adds, “I have heard nothing from Leo’s nephew; I read the same reports from Peru that you have seen, but I do not know anything new about the nephew or the Monastery.”
With this statement the crowd relaxes and begins to disperse. Verne sees small gaps appearing between the dense bodies where he can move and he begins to work his way forward. Verne maneuvers through the crowd until he sees Brother Joseph’s bright white and rainbow colored robe peaking at him through the crowd. With his hands held up by his head, the broad sleeves of the robe drape down from each arm and Verne for a moment thinks Brother Joseph looks like a giant bird; a great multi-colored condor attempting to fly up, to rise above the reporters.
Brother Joseph lowers his arms and the wings of the condor disappear. Joseph looks like an ordinary priest once again. The media, unsatisfied with his statements resume their questioning.
“Brother Joseph, when was the last time you heard from the nephew?”
“Brother Joseph, does your church have members in Peru?”
“Brother Joseph, is there another expedition planned to the Monastery?”
“Brother Joseph…”
Unprepared to answer these more specific questions, Brother Joseph simply ignores them and turns to move back into the church. The press conference is over. Verne is close to the front now and he calls out, adding his own voice to the chorus trying to get Josephs attention.
“Brother Joseph,” Verne calls, and then says, “Brother Joseph, I need to speak with you.”
But these requests simply blend into the noise.
Unable or unwilling to answer any of the questions from the reporters, Brother Joseph steps into the alcove of his sanctuary. Verne realizes he will miss his chance to speak with him. Verne is unrecognizable and his voice is being lost in the crowd, until he calls out using a different name, “Kelvin, Kelvin Tau!”
At this, Brother Joseph stops and he turns halfway back around, searching into the crowd for the source of that voice; the voice that called him by his true name. Verne pushes forward saying, “Kelvin, I need to speak with you privately.”
Brother Joseph looks at Verne with a puzzled expression, and then recognition slowly registers and his expression softens and he nods saying, “Let’s go inside.”
This development causes a flurry of activity among the reporters with cameras flashing and renewed questions which last until Joseph and Verne close the strong double doors of the church and block them out. Joseph and Verne close the strong double doors of the church blocking out the light and the noise.
Joseph and Verne step across the narthex and open the smaller interior doors to gain access to the sanctuary. They step slowly down the center aisle; it is a solemn moment and neither is willing to initiate the conversation. Verne recognizes the interior of the church from his eulogy for Uncle Leo. Approaching the vestibule now, in an empty, un-illuminated church, Verne notices how many alcoves and shadows are available in this space; as if the design of the church is to accommodate the time traveling observers who prefer to hide in dark places.
As they near the altar, Brother Joseph breaks the silence saying, “You found the Monastery; you climbed through the mist and passed under the Jaguar portal.”
He is not asking a question, he is stating a fact.
“You should have stopped me,” Verne says.
“We tried,” Joseph says, and then adds, “Marlon brought me your heart, just like you’re uncle. I never expected you might survive by passing through time and moving into Uku Pacha. I have no church and no agents who can stop you in the past so you forced me to recruit someone new.”
Verne considers this for a moment and then says, “Raul.”
“Yes, Raul,” Brother Joseph confirms and then says, “He mixed with the Aymara because he is Aymara. The serpent tattoo on his neck only helped him blend in with his people. When he climbed through the mist and passed under the Jaguar portal, the Jaguar Kings never suspected that they were being visited by a modern man. I was able to connect with Raul and show him the dark secrets of the Monastery. When he understood what was at stake, when he understood the truth and the danger, then he agreed to re-trace his steps down the mist trail and back into the past and try to stop you there. But now you are here, so I know that he failed. You have passed into Hanan Pacha, to do this you must have been in the Monastery. You are the only other person who has passed through all three realms.
Kay Pacha is the present, this is where you started; this is where all who think with a western mentality are stuck. But then after your assassination, you somehow escaped into Uku Pacha, the past. You must have become caught in the strong time vortex of the Amazon. The density of life in the Amazon bends the rules of time and allows people to pass into the past. It is because of this force that you survived, swept into the past. Now you are here, Hanan Pacha is the future. You came here from the Monastery, which sits at the crossroads of the three realms. You came here because there is nowhere left for you to go. The fact that you are here, now, means that Raul failed to stop you and that somehow you eluded him and found your way to the Monastery.”
“You don’t remember the story?” Verne asks and then adds, “We discussed this during our time in the Monastery.”
“No,” Brother Joseph says, and then explains, “When I was in the Monastery, I met Raul. I recruited him and sent him back into the past to kill you. I then exited the Monastery following the trail to Hanan Pacha, leading me back to my future. This is the trouble with an evolutionary bias towards linear time; even now we struggle to understand how you could have met me in the past and yet I have no memory of this encounter. The Aymara would not question this. They understand the true nature of time. They understand that the past is changing and the future is rigid. They understand that what happens to us in the future is caused by the events that boil up from our chaotic and ever changing history.”
“I do struggle with it,” Verne admits.
“We can try to understand the true nature of time, but we cannot logically counter millions of years of evolution,” Brother Joseph says and then adds, “we evolved this way. Our earliest ancestors made an evolutionary choice and started to perceive a linear timeline with a fixed past and a changeable future. It was a pivotal decision; allowing a new understanding of self, allowing us to think abstract thoughts. Only after the first proto-humans categorized past events as fixed, and future events as potential, were we able to plan. It is because of this structure that we were able to think and from this we created great civilizations.”
“Great civilizations whose populace is ignorant of their true place in the world, we are helots at best; used by the Jaguar Kings in whatever way they choose.”
When he says this he thinks of Cosi dressed in her ritual gown, the yellow rays of the setting sun glinting off of her gold necklace, earrings and bracelets. Verne remembers the subdued crowd and the smell of oil, the hushed conversations that drifted on the cold air. He remembers the door of the central temple opening with a scratching clawing sound that un-nerved him, like fingernails on a chalkboard. Cosi and the crowd looked into the temple and saw only darkness. It looked like an open mouth. And then, like sparks in the darkness, Verne saw the gleam of yellow eyes. The Jaguar Kings were awake.
Verne pushes this memory from his mind and refocuses his attention on Brother Joseph. He is talking, and Verne forces himself to listen; to mentally process each word.
“… how is it you were able to survive the Amazon? How did Raul never find you on the mist trail?” Brother Joseph asks.
“Raul did not find me because I was hiding in a cave that is not mentioned in the book. There is a secret chamber under the trail near the statue of the Jaguar King,” Verne explains.
“I see,” Joseph says, “He must have waited on the trail for you for weeks. How long did you hide?”
“I was rescued by an Aymara woman; she took me there and healed me. I was in a bad way.”
“She protected you and she brought you up the trail only when it was safe. It was because of her that Raul never found you,” Joseph clarifies.
“He did find me, eventually,” Verne admits, and then explains, “After waiting on the mist trail, he must have decided to follow our trail back into the Amazon, retracing his steps back to the camp of the Conquistadores hoping to find me there or along the way. He continued to follow our path until eventually he made his way back up the waterfall, progressing against the backward flow of time; Raul eventually emerged back in the present. He stumbled out of the forest on the outskirts of San Juan del Oro. He was barely alive.”
“Did he see you?” Brother Joseph asks.
“Oh yes,” Verne answers, “When he saw me he attacked me; his body was very weak but he managed to bite me. He latched onto my face with his jaws. I still bear the scar.”
Verne touches the circular bite scar that he can still feel under his beard.
“We were so close,” Joseph says, “Why did she do it? This Aymara woman, why did she rescue you?”
“I saw her giving birth, or the reverse of a birth; I saw the half man and half jaguar baby that she would be forced to carry.”
Verne pauses, trying to imagine what Cosi must have endured; to carry a child like that from infancy, through labor and through the pregnancy; all the while dreading the impending moment of insemination; a ritualized sacrifice where she alone would enter the temple and become a virgin once again.
Verne looks at the symbols that decorate the Rainbow New Age Church; the altar and the cross. Verne, for the first time, considers the biblical connection between the Aymara and the Christians. Verne recognizes that when time spins in reverse, the story of Christ is the story of every man; life springs from death. Every child’s birth, as the clock spins backwards, is followed in due course by virginity. The true nature of time seems in that one moment to be so clear, so obvious; hidden only by religious dogma. But there, in plain sight, for anyone to see, anyone who cares to look and to think about a world governed by a non-linear timeline and shared with a predator that has evolved to hide in the past.
“I am sorry,” Verne says at last turning back to address Brother Joseph, and then continues, “What did you ask me?”
“I asked you why, why would she do it? The Aymara know their place, they serve the Jaguar Kings.”
Verne is thoughtful and then says, “Maybe, it was an act of kindness, or maybe she felt she should help me because I tried to save her when I thought she was being attacked by the Spaniards. I don’t really know the answer.” Verne then adds, “But, I think it was an act of defiance. I think she hated the Jaguar Kings for what they were doing to her and her people. I think by rescuing me, she was somehow striking back at them.”
Brother Joseph begins to shake his head slowly from side to side in wide arcs. He says, “And now it ends, I guess I always knew we were only holding back the tide. The interest in the Monastery is too strong. Especially when Leo published his book, and now there is nothing left for us to do but wait.”
“You are right,” Verne agrees and then continues saying, “But there is hope that remains; not to stop it, but perhaps to control it. But I need your help.”
“What is it?”Joseph asks.
Verne sees the expression on Joseph’s face sharpen. Long used to being the keeper of great unspoken secret knowledge, Joseph looks angry that Verne might know something about the Monastery and the Jaguar Kings that he does not; but then, just as quickly, Joseph relaxes his expression.
Joseph asks, “What can I do? How can I help?”
In the background, standing near the dark alcoves Verne discerns the outline of a figure standing motionlessly.
Joseph notices the motion of Verne’s eye, searching past him and into the darkness of the church.
“Yes,” Joseph says, “They are here. They are always here and they always are watching me. Have no doubt of it.”
Gripping Verne solidly by the shoulders to re-focus his attention on their conversation,
Joseph says, “What is it you want from me?”
“I need your story,” Verne says, and then adds, “I need you to tell me how you found your way into the Monastery. I need to know what happened when you entered into the temple of the Jaguar Kings.”
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“The mystery identified by your actuarial formula is not the only mathematical puzzle associated with that region. When filing your report, I came across another so called “Lima Enigma.” Among the original papers preserved by the Dominican priests who accompanied Francisco Pizzaro during the conquest of the Incan empire; there was found a single page filled with numeric sequences. It appears to be a cipher with numbers recurring in a pattern with only small differences between each sequence. To this day, no one has been able to resolve the meaning of this code. I have enclosed a copy for your review.”
Excerpt from a letter to Kelvin Tao from a colleague
 at the Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research
 
 
I am not looking for the Monastery when I step down from the Andes and into Amazon. I am looking for people; shadow people that are purposefully integrating into our society in sufficient numbers that their presence is impacting the accuracy of my actuarial forecast when compared to a census of the population. Resources are being consumed including: water, food and energy. They are consumed at a greater rate than the population requires, and I can prove this with mathematical models. I know they are hiding among us and I have tracked their origin back to Lima. I know that the Aymara are helping them somehow. But I did not consider the role of the Monastery. I had not read the book, “Monastery in the Mist.” I enter into the Amazon jungle with a confidence that grows from ignorance. I think I am looking for a primitive tribe that has evolved an advanced ability to hide and camouflage themselves and they are using this ability to integrate themselves into western civilization.
I am alone in the Amazon. As I step down the trail from the Andes I can feel the cool thin air of the mountains growing thicker and warmer. I realize this is a dangerous expedition, however, I also know that a lone explorer is often better received by an unknown and reclusive tribe than a larger group which can appear threatening. Therefore, the logic of my strategy is sound. Once in the jungle, I am overwhelmed by the sights, the smells and the sounds. The pulse of the rainforest is all around me and I am intimidated. I use a GPS device to track my progress and to ensure that I will not become lost.
As I record my first GPS location in my expedition log book I remember staring for a long time at the number I had just written down. I realize there is something about these numbers. There is something I am not seeing or not understanding. I look at the hand written numbered sequences of the GPS coordinates of my camp and my mind is searching. It is like when you stop mid-sentence because the word you want to use is momentarily forgotten, and you can feel your memory searching for it. I am in my hammock and I listen to the buzzing and clicking of the night insects who are attracted to the light from my lantern; seeking entry, looking for any small hole in the netting.
I listen to the night insects and I clear my mind to allow my intuition to work. To formulate into an idea that will eventually present itself to my logical mind. There is something about the numbers, something important, something familiar; something I previously disregarded. Then, like the forgotten word remembered, I realize what is gnawing at my subconscious. The GPS coordinates in my log book, the way in which the numbers are sequenced, match with the number sequences that I had seen in the Dominican cipher sent to me by my colleague. I do not believe it, but at the same time, I am sure that I am right. So sure in fact, that I unzipped my netting, sacrificing my poor exposed skin to the mosquitoes so I can step out of my hammock and retrieve the correspondence from the Max Plank Institute which includes a copy of the Dominican cipher from my back-pack.
Once back inside the safety of my netting; my neck and arms already hot from the multitude of bites, I eagerly switch on my lantern and review the page that is enclosed in the letter. It is a copy of a handwritten page which was found together with the papers of the Dominican priests who travelled to the new world. Their mission was to convert the native Incans to Christianity. The document is not dated, but it is confirmed to be written sometime around 1530 AD.
As soon as I look at the number sequences on the Dominican cipher, I confirm what I already know. The Dominican cipher is not a secret coded message, but instead, inexplicably, it is a series of GPS coordinates written four hundred years before GPS navigation is conceived or even possible. This is the moment that I realize I am involved in time travel. My mathematical mind is inspired by the thought and I become highly agitated with nervous energy. Before the night is over, I once again sacrifice my skin and blood to the biting insects in order to retrieve my topographical map of the region. Working late into the night, I carefully plot my course, following the markers as indicated by the Dominican GPS coordinates. I anticipate that I will be stepping into the time vortex and soon the satellites will no longer be available to guide me. I will use my map going forward.
The next morning, proceeding carefully, I step back into time, never sure of the rate of travel into the past. Over the next few days, I watch the position of the Sun and Moon and stars, but do not have the star maps I need or the delicate measurements necessary to identify my current position on the calendar. I think about the Incan, Aztec and Mayan cultural bias towards math and astronomy, and their focus on building a detailed calendar system. It cannot be a coincidence. A casual traveler into the dense jungle will have no concept of a backwards progression into time. If they enter into the jungle during their own time, then travel backwards hundreds of years while in the dense canopy of the rainforest, eventually emerging back in their own time, then this explorer will never perceive the time vortex. However, an experienced jungle dweller will eventually notice. A civilization that lives in proximity to this phenomenon will work to understand their place in space and in time; and that work will most certainly be in the areas of math and astronomy.
My journey to the statue of the Jaguar King is uneventful. I climb the mist trail and pass beneath the Jaguar portal without encountering any resistance. When I meet the ancient Aymara who live in the beautiful city on the top of the Andes, hidden in both space and time, I think in my arrogance that I have solved the mystery. I think that these gentle, spiritual people are the shadow people that I am seeking and that indeed I have discovered the source of the population that I first detected in my actuarial tables.
I am entranced by the beauty and the tranquility of the people who lived in the Monastery. They seem to me to be living an idyllic life in the Shangri-la of the Andes. When I first appear, they gather about me filled with curiosity. As I pass among them they tentatively and gently reach out to touch my strange clothing or my skin or my hair all of which is quite unlike anything they have ever seen before. They allow me to walk among their structures and explore their streets unguided and unrestricted. Wherever I go I am followed by a large number of curious inhabitants. For my part, I am enthralled by the beauty of the mountain landscape which stretches out in wide vistas. White mist swirls beneath us and stretches away into the horizon making it seem as if the city is somehow floating on a cloud. Next, I notice the architecture and the landscaping of the city itself. Every stone of every building is carved or shaped to achieve both an aesthetic and a utilitarian purpose. I walk along grand avenues and explore small cozy workshops filled with active artisans. I admire their tiered fields rich with thick crops and also the stables and pens that house their magnificent Alpaca.
 
 
*****
 
 
Brother Joseph stops talking for a moment. Verne and Joseph have decided that they will continue their conversation away from the Rainbow New Age Church. It is Sunday afternoon, and they want to find a public place, somewhere out of doors and around other people. They want to go somewhere where the watchers will have trouble following them. To go somewhere they can discuss openly and freely without fear of being overheard. They decide to go to the Sacramento Zoo, and it is here that Joseph is conveying the details of his exploration of the Amazon and of the Monastery; it is here that Joseph is telling his story.
It is a strange moment of serendipity that finds Joseph and Verne standing in front of the Llama and Alpaca exhibit at the zoo at the same time that Joseph is describing the amazing animals that they had both seen in the Monastery. They look out at the Alpacas that stand near the fence. The Alpacas at the Sacramento Zoo stand and search along the fence line hoping for a stray morsel of food dropped by a careless child. These animals are a sad representation of the image that both Joseph and Verne have in their minds. The Alpaca nearest to them is white and brown. The fleece on its back is heavily matted with dirt, leaves and sticks intertwine into the coarse fibers. The animal stares back at them with dull black eyes.
Without comment the men turn away from the Alpaca exhibit and continue walking along the path leading towards other animal exhibits, heading in a random direction. After a few moments of contemplative quiet, Joseph continues his tale.
 
 
*****
 
 
Central to everything in the city is the great sealed temple which I will later understand to be the exclusive domain of the Jaguar Kings. I walk around this temple and understand that this structure is the center of the city and also the center of their society.
At first I seek to find a political leader, a king, a chief or a religious leader, a priest, or a holy man. But I soon realize that these quiet people operate without social leadership. There are no politics inside the Monastery. By the end of my first day I formulate a theory as to how the city evolved and flourished alone in the Andes. The light is fading from my first day in the Monastery and with it the interest in my presence among people is also quickly fading. I am no longer an object of curiosity, instead I am largely ignored. I watch as they put away their tools and file into their communal buildings for an evening meal and rest. It is easy enough for me to follow one of these groups and they accept me without question. I share their food with them, which they pass about in large communal bowls, and then I retire to a warm soft Alpaca fur lined bed, where I rest and consider the enormity of what I have discovered.
My theory is that this hidden civilization on the mountain has flourished, and the population is quickly outgrowing their ability to feed and support all of the people on the mountain. The success of their city is evidenced by the gold that is plentiful and which decorates every limb of every citizen. It is also evidenced by their ingenious multi-tiered farming techniques, produce a bounty of delicious food. And it is finally evidenced by their skill at animal husbandry. But with this success, they realize a growth in their numbers and as their population continues to expand, they are forced to send some of their people into our modern society where they are helped by the modern day Aymara to blend in with us and live out their lives in the shadows.
It is during the morning of my second day in the Monastery that I begin to realize that my theory is incorrect. It is when I realize what is missing from the society within the Monastery that I sense something is wrong. There are no children. No children and no pregnant women. Without children my theory of an overgrowing population can no longer be supported. As I wander about on my second day, I begin to notice other strange discrepancies. For example, I notice, there is no laughter, no entertainment of any kind. The people in the monastery are divided into castes including: sculptors, farmers and Alpaca herders, and this seems to be the extent of the civilization. There are no schools and no theaters, and apart from the central temple, I can detect no religious caste. It is with a growing sense of dread; that I realize that I am witness to a population that is living in service to others. I am seeing only the servants, and the masters of this city remain hidden from my view.
I do not know at this time that when I passed beneath the Jaguar portal that I triggered an alarm within the temple of the Jaguar Kings. The Jaguar Kings are not mind readers. They cannot communicate telepathically with humans, but they do have an ability to know if certain thoughts or ideas are in our minds. I think this is an evolution of the Jaguar’s natural instinctive sense. The Jaguar Kings can sense if the Aymara or the people around them have primary knowledge or ideas. It is for this very reason that the Aymara language is structured to indicate primary or secondary knowledge. When the Aymara convey new information they must first indicate if they witnessed the event themselves or if they heard about the event from someone else. Their language is structured to accommodate the highly evolved instinct of their masters and this is why they first recite their time parables before they pass through the Jaguar portal.
As soon as I am within close proximity to the temple; once I am within the boundaries of the Monastery without the knowledge from the reading of the Aymara time parables in my thoughts; then the Jaguar Kings become aware of me. They know that their hidden sanctuary has been discovered and this is what triggers the first culling.
 
 
*****
 
 
“The first culling?” Verne asks interrupting Joseph’s story.
“Of course, you must have realized it yourself,” Joseph responds.
Verne looks confused so Joseph endeavors to explain, “Do you really think that it was possible for a few hundred Spanish Conquistadores to subjugate the Incan empire? The story of the Conquest of New Spain which glorifies the military genius of Pizarro is fable that we use so that we can conveniently ignore the sudden and unexplained disappearance of the majority of human life in the Americas.”
Brother Joseph pauses to gather his thoughts. All around them the zoo is bustling with life. Everywhere the men walk they see couples with small children and baby carriages. The crying of small children punctuates Joseph’s words.
“I am a trained mathematician and not a historian,” Joseph continues.
“Let’s examine this fable using math. Take for example, the famous battle of Little Big Horn. General Custer and his 647 men enjoyed the same technological advantage as the Conquistadores. They had guns and Calvary and the Indians did not. The Indian forces comprised of the Lakota, Cheyenne and Arapaho had a force of around 1800 warriors which outnumbered the American soldiers three to one. The Indians with their greater numbers were victorious despite the technological advantage of guns and Calvary. General Custer and his men were massacred at Little Big Horn.
“Now consider the battle of Cajamarca where Pizarro defeated the Incan army famously kidnapping their king, and then subsequently ransoming him for a room full of gold. Francisco Pizzaro and his band of 168 men enjoyed the same technological advantage of guns and Calvary that we see at Little Big Horn, but in this battle the Spanish were not outnumbered three to one. The Spanish Conquistadores faced more than 7000 battle hardened Incan warriors. In other words they were outnumbered forty to one.
“I cringe whenever I hear historians attempt to explain Pizarro’s victory. The conquest of Peru and Mexico by the Spaniards is nothing more than a fable to disguise the uncomfortable truth that the Western Hemisphere is ruled by the Jaguar Kings. When I stepped under the Jaguar portal without knowledge of the Aymara parables, this served as the catalyst. The Jaguar Kings were uncomfortable with the growth and encroachment of humanity into their territory. They found it to be unacceptable when a human dared to enter into the Monastery uninvited and uninitiated so they corrected the situation. They sit at the ultimate top of the food chain. They can hunt us at will. They can hunt us across time, and we are defenseless against them.”
Joseph politely waits while they walk past a cluster of parents and young children who are gathered across the rail watching the antics of some unseen animal below. He does not want his conversation to be overheard. When they reach a private space along the walk, Joseph continues.
“When our population grows too large, or when we begin to explore into the Amazon, taking an interest in finding their secret city in the Andes; then they treat us no differently than we would treat any animal that is breeding too fast or in way that is undesirable. They cull the herd. They kill us.”
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“Jaguar – American Tiger
 Range: Southwest U.S.A, Mexico and South America
 Food: Horses, Cattle, Deer, Pigs, Goats, Sheep, Peccary, Turkey and Rodents
 Enemies: Men with Dogs


 The Jaguar is America’s largest cat, weighing up to 300 pounds. Jaguars usually live in dense jungle-like growth, coming out into the open only at night to hunt for food.”
The complete text of a sign affixed to the cage of a live Jaguar
 exhibit at a Zoo in the United States
 
 Blue butterflies rise up into the air, opening their wings to catch the warm updrafts that steam from the leafmeal floor that is the world’s biggest compost pile; the floor of the Amazon rainforest. She watches them flutter from her perch above them; her forepaw and her tail dangling lazily. Underneath her and below the flutter of blue butterflies, the leaves rustle; a rodent is moving through the matting of dried leaves; hidden from sight and searching for food.
The sound of it brings her ears to stand at attention and makes the tip of her tail flick into the air above her. She can smell it. Even from up on her perch; the smell of rodent is carried upon the same hot air that lifts the blue butterflies and enters into her nose telling her what is there, moving beneath the brown and green leaves on the forest floor. It is prey. She uses her long tongue to slick back her whiskers onto her cheeks and pushes the claws from her forepaws into the soft bark of the tree to steady herself. She lifts her hind paws and then winds them under her until they are tight like springs, ready for the leap.
The blue butterflies swirl around her as she pushes herself into the thick air. For this moment, while the hot air rushes up fluffing her black and tawny fur, for this moment balanced precariously between the earth and the tree limb; between the anticipation of a rodent beneath her claw and the firm soft bark of the rubber tree where she was resting; between the red hot taste of rodent blood on her tongue and the warm yellow touch of afternoon sun on clean fur. In this moment balanced between what is to be and what was; in this moment balanced between time and space and surrounded by blue butterflies; she is free.
 
 
*****
 
 
Verne and Brother Joseph stop talking about the impending culling of humanity because their random walk through the zoo has led them to the Jaguar exhibit.
Verne watches the Jaguar wake up. Her yellow eye is open and she looks past the wire and past the row of pudgy onlookers and she looks directly at Verne. His eye meets hers, and he wonders if she senses his empathy. Watching her sleep a moment ago, Verne is able to imagine the dream of a Jaguar who is caged and taken from a world bordered only by the scent of her cousins. A Jaguar who staked out adjacent territories across a patchwork of boundless forest filled with life, and then placed into a confined space with no variation of sound or scent or prey. Verne imagines that when this Jaguar dreams, she dreams that she is free.
The Jaguar stands and stretches. She rises and begins to pace up and down along one well worn path which marks the inside of her wire cage. Verne looks at the children who lean on the rail.
“Oh look, the leopard is moving now!” says one of the children at the rail.
“I like this one, I like the spots,” says another.
“The sign says his enemy is men with dog? I have a dog”
“Can we go to the bear now, the one that does tricks?”
Verne looks at the parents standing behind the strollers or chatting among themselves about small things.
One of the mothers is complaining loudly. She says, “My camera battery is getting low and that tiger won’t stop moving, and I can’t get a decent picture,”
Verne looks at the people milling about the zoo and standing in front of the Jaguar and sees only ignorance. Looking at this small and unrepresentative sample of humanity, Verne sees nothing to redeem them. He does not condemn them, because they are innocent. But nonetheless, Verne sees them now as a herd that is over-breeding and he sees that the undesirable qualities of humanity are becoming dominant; while the best qualities are now languishing in a diminishing minority.
“It helps if you are looking for it,” Brother Joseph says.
“What… what am I looking for?” Verne asks.
“I know what you are thinking,” Brother Joseph says breaking the long silence between them. “You think that the culling is warranted. You look at the masses around us and you see no positive potential for humanity, no value. We look upon natural beauty like that Jaguar and we seek to subjugate it. We also look at the resources offered by our world and we consume them until there is nothing left.”
Verne stands silently by thinking bitter thoughts.
Brother Joseph who has wrestled with similar demons over the years continues talking, trying to explain, “When Copernicus declared that the sun was the center of the universe he was condemned as a heretic by religious zealots. But in truth, man has never stopped believing that the center of the universe is the reality that is perceived within his own mind. Empathy for others is not our strong suit.”
Brother Joseph grips Verne by the elbow and turns him away from the scene of the pacing Jaguar and the gawking vapid children.
“It was a cruel trick of evolution to give us a false perception of time as linear. It is this evolutionary splinter that has set us on a path that leads, cause and effect, following our own stubborn and unstoppable progression into the future, to our own destruction. The Jaguar Kings will not allow us to continue to grow out of control and to encroach upon their sanctuary. There will be a second culling.”
Together they resume their stroll through the zoo, but this time they have a destination. Through silent acclamation the men walk towards the front of the zoo and the exit.
“I was shopping last week, for example, Joseph continues, “I needed a new pair of shoes. Nearby a father was buying a dress for his daughter. I gathered from their conversation that she had been away at school. It was there, in his expression.”
The cool wind stirs the trees and Verne hears the call of exotic birds and monkeys reminding him of his time in the Amazon. He wonders if the sound causes a similar response for Joseph, but does not mention it. It is a quiet bond that they share and there was no need to discuss the specifics of their trials in the rainforest.
“One time I remember I saw a teacher with her students on a field trip in a museum,” Joseph continues, when the clattering of the birds has quieted. “The way that her students looked to her for validation and the way they responded to her; watching to see her reaction, eager to be noticed. It was not because she was soft with them, she was not, but neither did she seem cruel. It was about expectations. She cared about them and they sensed this and they responded to it.”
Verne considers his life before the Monastery. He considers his relationship with Veronica and his own children and he thinks about his behavior towards Maureen at the office, and he thinks about his deception with his father-in-law’s payroll money. Verne risked everything to satisfy his ego and he risked more than was his to risk.
“I am afraid you did not see very much that was worthwhile looking at my relationships with my family,” Verne admits.
“Humph,” Joseph snorts, “I think there must be something worthwhile in you, the Aymara woman saw it or she would not have rescued you.”
Joseph considers that for a moment and then adds, “Larry saw something in you; he looked up to you.”
“What happened to Larry?” Verne asks.
“I can only guess,” Joseph answers, “wandering together in the past, Larry and Dr. Toni most likely emerged during the rubber boom of the 1920’s or 1930’s at a time when South America was wealthy and the economy was booming. My hope is that two educated people with a working knowledge of the probable future would do well and they would live out their lives, prosperous and happy; trading rubber from the natives to the westerners and exploring the Amazon in their free time.”
The breeze was markedly colder now. Verne’s thin body is not used to the cold and he shivers slightly. Their shadows appear long upon the walk stretching out in front of them.
“I think it is time to push on to the exit,” Verne suggests.
“I believe we are almost there, it is just a little bit farther on,” Joseph responds.
“Will you tell me what happened when you entered into the Jaguar temple?” Verne asks.
“I suspect you already know the answer,” Joseph says looking sideways at Verne’s lean features, studying his reaction.
“I will tell you the rest,” Verne confirms and then adds, “but first I need to hear the end of your story.”
Joseph smiles. He smiles as if he had guessed already what Verne will say and was therefore is in no hurry to hear it out loud.
 
 
*****
 
 
Days pass without notice in the Monastery. The people live without planning for the future and without care for the past. The longer I am with them the more I recognize that they are not a true and free culture, but instead, they are a working class serving an unseen master. In many ways, they are childlike in their behavior. I can easily catch their attention and amuse them with simple tricks such as igniting a match. But they lack curiosity or the capacity to learn, and their interest in my antics always quickly fades and they return to their daily routine.
Through careful observation over many days, I am able to glean the meaning of some of their words and endeavor to engage them in conversation. This also amuses them and they talk to me for a few minutes until they became distracted or disinterested, and I am left alone again. Through this laborious process I eventually gain the rudiments of their language.
On the evening of my fifteenth day living in the Monastery I am surprised and delighted to observe a change in their routine. A young Aymara woman is dressed in a beautiful gown made from their finest Alpaca wool and she is decorated with gold on every limb. Golden thread is woven into her gown so that when she walks into the sun, she shimmers. The woman is paraded through the city culminating in a short ceremony before the Jaguar temple.
At dusk as the sun slips behind the horizon, the door to the temple begins to open. Walking alone, as if in a trance, the woman slowly steps away from her people and enters into the dark portal. She does not re-emerge that night or the next. I never see her again.
It is this odd ceremony that confirms my darkest suspicions; but it will take many more days living in the Monastery before I am able to piece it all together. When at last I have all of the clues and begin to understand the true purpose of the Monastery, I realize that it is my presence in the city that has triggered the first culling. I am responsible for the end of the Incan empire and the eradication of the majority of indigenous people in South America. To my horror, I further realize that the Jaguar Kings who live in the temple will eventually understand that there is another threat from our modern civilization. I begin to fear a second culling and it is then that I decide I will try to prevent it.
The Jaguar Kings cannot communicate with us directly, but they can sense ideas and knowledge. They knew, for example, that I had not heard the Aymara time parables when I passed beneath the portal and entered into the Monastery. They are able to sense this lack of knowledge and this triggered an alarm. They can sense my thoughts and intentions, and so I decide to offer them a new idea. I put the idea firmly into my mind. I think about founding a modern religion, one with a new age church that will serve to attract anyone who is interested in the secrets and mysticism of the Andes and the Amazon. Through this church I will identify those who are bold enough to try to find the Monastery and I will assassinate them.
I contemplate on this idea during all of my waking hours, but I need to know if the Jaguar Kings have accepted my offer. To do this I see only one option. At the next Virgin sacrifice, I wait until the door of the temple opens, and jumping ahead of the young Aymara woman, I fling myself headlong into the darkness beyond the portal and listen to the heavy stone door slide closed behind me with a crash. When the door closes, I am sealed in and all light is sealed out.
All is still inside the temple; I am breathing hard and my pulse is pounding in my ears. I anticipate the feeling of their claws at any moment. But I am not there to fight them; I am there for an answer to my offer. I will emerge from the temple and found my new age church, or, if I do not emerge, then I am dead already. I will be the first of my century to be thinned from the herd.
 
 
 
 
*****
 
 
 
 
“And so they accepted your offer,” Verne interjects, and then adds, “You lived, you are here.”
“Not exactly,” Joseph says, and then explains, “They let me live to build my church in the future; here in Hanan Pacha, but they punished me for daring to enter their temple.”
Joseph opens his white shirt to reveal four deep scars traveling from his neckline and extending across his hairless chest down towards his stomach, disappearing back beneath his shirt.
“I can never return to the past again. In the past, one of them flayed me open with a single swipe of his paw. The Aymara found me bleeding out on the temple steps and carried me down the trail into my future.”
“But you already know this,” Joseph says re-buttoning his shirt.
“You are right, but I wanted to hear it anyway,” Verne agrees.
“Show me,” Joseph says.
Verne carefully unbuttons the top three buttons of his shirt to reveal four bright red scars striping his chest vertically matching the marks on Joseph’s body. The scars that Verne displays are more recent. They are still red and swollen. In some places the stitches put in by the surgeon in Lima are still visible. Clear fluid oozes forth from the ragged top of the wound.
“I did,” Verne confirms again.
“With what idea in your head? What is your bargain with the Jaguar Kings?” Joseph asks excitedly.
“We knew that your new age church would fail and we knew because when I met your past self, Kelvin, he was already contemplating this plan. My presence in the Monastery was proof that your Rainbow New Age church had not been able to stop me from finding and entering into the Monastery.”
“It was your Uncle Leo,” Joseph laments, “His book stirred up too much interest in the mysteries of the Andes. My church was over-run with believers. I could not control every expedition. I failed and now there will be a second culling.”
“This is true,” Verne agrees and then adds, “But we will control it, we can direct it. It will be smaller than before and only a select minority will be culled - not everyone, not all of us. This was the bargain I made.”
“How?” Joseph asks.
“They will use their heightened instinct abilities. Their evolved instincts enable them to sense thoughts and ideas. This is the bargain that I offered in my mind when I entered into the temple. I held firm to the idea that they could easily identify those within the human population that might encroach upon them. They would be able to identify these people because they will have ideas of time travel and lost cities fresh in their thoughts.”
“These ideas will mark us, like a tattoo etched upon our minds,” Joseph says quoting the Aymara time parable.
“Exactly right,” Verne confirms.
“So that’s it?” Joseph seems skeptical, “Anyone who reads or has read the Monastery in the Mist will be included in the culling, and the rest of us can go on with our lives.”
“Unfortunately no,” Verne says. “Monastery in the Mist has been around for too long and the ideas are obscured and half forgotten.”
Verne stops talking and looks up from the conversation to look at the exit of the zoo which is now nearby.
Quietly, one by one, first Joseph and then Verne pass through the iron turnstile which only turns in one direction allowing visitors to exit and never return.
Once outside the zoo, Verne breathes deeply from the cool evening air. He is glad to be away from the caged animals and the people, who shuffle aimlessly about the zoo, leering into the cages and learning nothing.
Verne and Joseph step across the road and enter into a public park with green grass and a central pond. As they walk, Verne considers what Joseph said about looking for the worthwhile qualities in people; searching for any redeeming qualities so he might believe that his effort to curtail the culling is not misguided.
Sitting near the pond, Verne notices two men on a bench who are looking out across the still water. One looks much older. Verne guesses that they are father and son. Perhaps there is something here, in these quiet faces. Here is a moment when the father sees his son, no longer a child, but a man fully grown, starting his life. The son is filled with hope and optimism for his future and he is thinking about a wife and a career. The father sits silently beside him and wishes he could convey a lifetime of wisdom - to guide him. He wants to say he is proud of the son he raised. He wants to say he loves him. They sit quietly, looking out across the still water.
“It’s not always easy to find, you have to look for it.” Joseph says after their walk has brought them past the men on the bench, and then he says, “But if you are lucky and you are in the right moment, and if you look for it, then you will realize there is value in us.”
Verne responds saying, “I will write a new book. It will not be a sequel, but it will describe the Monastery in the Mist. It will describe my journey into the Amazon and up into the Andes. I will write about my encounter with the Jaguar and my descent backwards into time.”
“You will be casting a much wider net,” Joseph observes.
“I have no choice,” Verne answers, “The culling must still be significant enough to satisfy the Jaguar Kings; it must include all who have an interest in time travel or lost cities in the Amazon or anyone who just likes to read obscure science fiction.”
Brother Joseph smiles broadly with an understanding that Verne’s bargain with the Jaguar Kings will be successful. The story of his journey to the Monastery will be published, and the ideas expressed in this book will be new, original and unlike anything anyone had ever read before, which will make the readers easy targets for the half-man and half-Jaguar demons that hide in the dark places of our bedrooms and watch us; waiting for their chance to bite.
For these people, those who chose to read the book; there will be an unhappy ending. But for the rest of us, those that only read romantic novels or adventure stories, life will continue on normally. Verne is right, they can control it, direct it, so that only a minority of the population will be killed by the Jaguar Kings.
Verne watches as understanding spreads across Joseph’s face with an approving smile. As the last light of the day fades giving way to gloomy darkness of evening, across the park countless black shadows appear; many places for watchers to hide.
The men turn and begin to walk back to their car. Their conversation seems over, until Brother Joseph makes one last comment.
Joseph smiles at Verne and says, “I think I know a good title for the book that you will write. You should call it, The Culling.
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