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Chapter One
Mysterious Epidemic Strikes Amazon Indians 

Scores of Peruvians Contract Unidentified Disease

by Leah Roberts, Los Angeles Daily News Staff Writer

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m Hart. What can I do for you?” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He shrugged.

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

“Suit yourself.”

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

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

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

“Felix, mas cerveza, por favor.”  

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

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

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

“What do you know about this disease?”

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

“And?”

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

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

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

“Not specifically.”

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

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

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

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

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

She offered Hart a grateful smile. “Thanks.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“How about Gilberto Igelsias?”

“Yep.” 

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

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

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

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

“Don’t plan on it.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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







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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I understand that.”

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

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

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

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

“I have to.” 

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

Her hesitant nod didn’t seem too sincere.

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

“How many times have you taken those rapids?”

“A handful.”

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

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

“Not really.”

“How about primitive camping?”

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

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

“How dangerous can the river be?” 

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

“If you want to chicken out-”

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

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

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

“Yes. When do we leave?”

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

“I still need to buy a few supplies.”

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

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

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

As Dylan left the bar, instinct told him to look around. Leah leaned forward on the barstool, her arms wrapped around her. In her Amazon best, she looked the least likely tourist ever to succeed on the Maranon. If he didn’t have a promise to repay, this trip wouldn’t be worth the potential risk to both their lives. But he did make a promise. And he always kept them.
Chapter Two
Leah wrestled a bag of supplies off the ancient wooden counter of Allesandro’s dry goods store and carried it past shelves stacked with a random selection of soups, canned vegetables and beans. She maneuvered around four army-issue jackets hanging from a metal coat rack on wheels before reaching the door. 

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

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

Heart pounding, she stopped, took a calming breath and looked around. The sun was overhead, noon approached, and she could only guess which way to go. The last thing she wanted was to keep Hart waiting. It had been hard enough to convince him to take her on this trip, she didn’t want to alienate him from the start.
A landmark. She needed a landmark. The tallest building in town was the church, so she searched for its bell tower. With relief, she spotted it over the building tops.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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







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

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

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

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

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

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

He pumped the clutch. “Damn!”

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

“This is an old vehicle. The clutch just went out. We’ll coast down this hill and pull over where we can.”
Hill? If this was a hill, the Grand Canyon was just a ditch. Her stomach cramped. “Losing a clutch on this road might be a bit of a problem,” she said in a masterpiece of understatement that sounded ridiculous even to her. Just keep quiet, she thought. Don’t talk. Her throat burned. Sweat trickled down her back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“U. T. Austin.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

Raised, it didn’t look any more spacious. 

“You sleep in here,” Dylan said.

“Where will you sleep?”

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

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

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

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

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

“Where did you learn German?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sounds better than weight watchers.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Want me to check your bag?” 

“Please.” 

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

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

She pulled back. “Is everything okay?”

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

He bolted upright. “What? Huh?” 

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

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

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

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

“Want to tell me about the nightmare?” 

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

“You’re sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah, fine. Just fine.”

“And you don’t need anything?”

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

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

Chapter Three
At dawn, the aroma of coffee and promise of biscuits aroused Leah just as Dylan knew it would. She ducked from the tent, pulling a red and black checkered flannel shirt down over her jeans, hair awry, a scarlet bed-crease highlighting one cheek. Even disheveled, she looked sexy.

“Come and get it.” Dylan held an empty cup out to her.

To gain lost time while she ate, he packed their belongings back into the Land Rover. When she finished, he drove directly to the river. 

“Too bad we got behind schedule yesterday,” Leah said.

“We’ll just have to make up for it today,” he assured her, accelerating over the wash-board road and taking the turns as quickly as he could without losing control of the vehicle.

The river’s roar reached his ears moments before he rounded a curve and it came into view, a massive surge of blue-green energy thundering with the force of a burst dam. Leah held her breath, her exhalation an explosion of awe with more than a hint of fear. 

Dylan guided the Land Rover alongside the riverbank to a prearranged place, where it would be picked up later by his helper, Juan, and returned to Cuzco. He looked out at the roiling waters that cut between giant mimosas besieged by rope-like lianas. When he glanced over at Leah, her stunned expression recalled what he often took for granted-the jungle’s beauty. For a long time it had been his home, his job, even his escape from the rest of the world, but in his need to survive within its harsh reality, he had lost appreciation for its splendor. Her simple awe infused him with a renewed sense of admiration. He felt as though he was looking at a masterpiece, a Monet, and not the cheap imitation his life had become. 

“Did you know the Amazon is the largest river in the world? Big as the next eight largest rivers combined.” He unfolded from the SUV and she followed him out. Untying the raft secured to the Land Rover’s top, he hoisted it onto his back and carried it to the river’s edge.

Leah came up beside him. “Is that raft large enough to carry both of us and our supplies all the way to Iquitos?” 

“It’ll have to do.”

She lent him a hand with their gear and turned her attention to the boxes of provisions they placed in the haul. “And that’s our entire rations?”

 “Un-huh.”

 “I guess you know best.” 

Her skepticism didn’t surprise him. She wasn’t used to living the stoic life the jungle demanded. He secured the life jackets under the seats and placed the extension hook on board. Her curious expression stopped him. “To fish anything we lose out of the water.”

“How can we afford to lose anything? It looks like we have little enough.” She set her backpack and duffel bag on the raft alongside a box of dried meat, shaved beans and freeze-dried vegetables. “So, does the Amazon get its name from its size?”

“Actually the early Spanish explorers told tales of attacks by women warriors. So it was named Amazon after the legendary Greek women.”    

“I hope I’m the only woman warrior we meet on this trip.” Leah pointed to what looked like a cloud of yellow butterflies exploding from a low hanging tree branch. “What are those?”

“Epiphytes. Air plants. They attach to trees, or rocks. They live on nutrients in the air. You’ll see them everywhere we go in the jungle.”

“Like California’s Bromeliads.”

“This is where most of them come from,” he said while removing sleeping bags and mats from the Land Rover. “Along with Amazon fish and amphibians. Almost every kid in the States with a fresh water aquarium has an Amazon Angelfish or Neon Tetra.” 

“Yeah, I know. I had a tank once.” Leah patted a small outboard motor. “And what’s this for?” 

“We may need a portable motor in case of emergency.”

“Why not use it to speed up our trip?” 

Conservation must be a new concept to her. With her expensive wardrobe, she never needed to be a careful consumer. “This raft can only carry so much fuel. We need to be cautious with our supplies,” he explained patiently.

“I see.”  

On one of his many trips back and forth between the Land Rover and raft, Dylan passed Leah as she bent over to pick up a large sack of supplies. What a fine ass she had in tight jeans. He resisted the image of a toss with her in the tall grass by the river. His priorities made it impossible. If he wanted a woman, he’d choose one tougher, with few frills. 

A week alone with a woman as tempting as Leah seemed more dangerous than any obstacle on the river. With her appeal, he had better watch himself and stick to his strict code concerning clients. 

He held the raft’s side for Leah and after pushing off the bank, jumped in beside her. The craft hesitated before the current caught it and rushed them down river. Minor rapids pushed them forward at a steady pace. 

“What’s the first part of our trip going to be like?” she yelled over the river’s deafening howl. 

“Not too bad. Water from Lake Lauricocha feeds the river here and gravity will keep us moving until we come out of the mountains. Then we’ll pick up a motorboat. We’ll camp along the bank tonight and tomorrow we’ll sleep in a Machiguenga village.”

“Okay, but-“ Rushing water drowned out her husky voice. Only the screech of a howler monkey rose above the roar of the river.

He glanced up to watch a howler troop swinging overhead from tree to tree. After all his time on the river, the antics of monkeys still amused him. With a large gesture, he pointed the simians out to Leah. She leaned over the raft’s side to keep them in view, while he handled the raft around a bend. The raft twitched over a couple of minor rapids, then streamed toward the confluence of the Maranon and Ucayali, the river called Solimoes in Portuguese, or Amazon, where the boom town of Iquitos lay. 

Huge skirted mahogany trees, Sangre de Drago, and tall leafy eucalyptus lined the riverbanks where the river narrowed into a fast-running flow. Tree ferns canopied the shore. Occasionally a carved-out canoe with a couple or family would pass them by. Otherwise, flocks of kingfisher and stork, or the occasional toucan, were their only companions. 

Intermittent cloudbursts sent rain pouring over them. Sprayed with droplets, Leah’s clothes clung to her and he had to consciously avert his eyes to keep from staring. Bounced about by the gushing water, they were thrown repeatedly against the raft’s side-walls. One jolt sent Leah spilling forward, so her leg touched his. Even after she had pulled away, the sweet memory of her thigh against his remained. 

She braced herself with feet wedged under the forward seat and called, “Is it any calmer up ahead?

He pictured the gorge. “Is this too much for you?”

The raft lurched and she toppled, but checked her fall. “Not on your life.”

He didn’t believe her for a moment, but he had to admire her willingness to take a risk for something she believed in. He had long ago stopped believing in anyone or anything. 

Once the churning water subsided a bit, Leah leaned back and eyed the white spume foaming along the water’s edge until a bump sent her sailing backwards with a yelp. He automatically reached out to steady her, but she brushed away his hand and straightened herself.  

Near noon, she motioned him to stop. He maneuvered the raft to a clearing on the bank, jumped into the river and tugged the vessel to shore. “Be careful getting out. There isn’t any terra firma.”

She grabbed her pack and, as she stepped out, the mud, slick as ice, swallowed her foot. She sprawled, limbs askew. 

With his help, she quickly scrambled to sitting. When he was sure she was safe, he released a hearty laugh. “I told you to be careful.”

Her look shut him up.

Wet and muddy, she climbed up the bank and ran slim fingers through soggy hair, then wiped mud from her face with the back of a hand. “What a mess.”

“First rule of the jungle: don’t step on anything until you’ve checked it out. Around here you can’t be sure anything is what it appears to be.”

She reached into her pack, removed a towel and began to towel-dry her hair. “Does that apply to you?”

“I’m the one exception.” He ignored her raised brow and began to rearrange the supplies that had been disrupted during the trip. When he glanced up, she headed in the direction of the tree line. “Where’re you going?” 

“I need a pit stop.”

Worried, he yelled at her back, “Head to the left of the tree-line. There’s a swampy area to the right. And watch your step. Don’t go too far.” 

With her lack of experience, her soft, “Okay,” did little to reassure him. He patted the jungle knife sheathed in its belt case on his side.

After he had finished organizing the raft, he looked around for Leah, but saw no sign of her. What could possibly be keeping her so long? Minutes ticked away, bringing with them images of Leah sinking slowly into a puddle of quicksand or fending off a fierce jaguar. When he had given her all the private time he deemed necessary, he started toward the trees. 

A few short steps and she emerged from the woods in one piece. Relief was quickly followed by irritation. “Where the hell have you been?”

Her eyes opened wide with surprise. “I found a chacruna plant.” She held out a leafy branch. “I heard the chacruna can be used to treat fire ant bites. I’ve seen it in photos, but never in the raw before.” 

Concern immediately mutated into anger at her casual remark. He bit back angry words and purposefully blocked her path. “I can’t believe you wandered off on your own. Don’t you know how dangerous it is out there? This is the jungle, not an L.A. park. You could have gotten lost, or worse.”

“But I’m fine. You really don’t need to worry about me.”

Out of the corner of his eye he noted a sudden movement. Only three or four yards from where Leah stood, a crocodile slowly slithered toward her. “Move slowly toward me,” he hissed under his breath.

She knitted her brows and began to look over her shoulder. “What the-”

He held up a hand. “Just do as I say. Now!” 

She tentatively advanced toward him, still trying to see what was behind her, when he grabbed her arm and pulled her out of the croc’s reach.

“What are you doing?” She glanced in the direction of his stare. “Oh!”

He fully expected her to panic, to scream or run, but instead she scooped up a branch lying at her feet and thrust it at the crocodile. The croc hesitated, vigilant through half-shut eyelids,  and seemed to consider whether to attack or retreat. Finally, it slid back toward the river. 

“Coast clear.” 

“Quick thinking,” Dylan reluctantly admitted as he watched the croc’s retreat. It slowly submerged into the water.

With a hand on his arm, Leah turned him toward her. “I could say the same for you. You just saved my hide. I can’t tell you how grateful I am.”

“I hope enough to heed my words. You’re tougher than I thought, but this is still a foreign world to you.”

“It would be easier to hear you if you didn’t sound so pissed off.”

“To tell the truth, I was more worried than angry,” he said gruffly. “It just comes out sounding the same. I’m responsible for your safety. I haven’t lost a client yet, and I’m not about to start now.” 

Leah’s eyes softened with understanding. “Sorry.” 

“Just don’t wander away again.” 

“I promise.” She made a cross over her heart like a child and he had to smile. Something about her touched a tender, long denied part of him.

“Let’s head back to the boat. I’ll fix us something to eat before we move on.”

After a thrown-together meal of dried fruit and nuts, Dylan stood and stretched. “Time to go.”

Leah touched her damp hair. “I was hoping to dry off a bit more before we left.”

While he felt sorry for her, they had to push on if they planned to meet their connection. And she had to hang tough. “Don’t expect to be dry over the next week. Being damp is part of being on the river. Get used to it.”

“Then what’s it like at night?”

He rebalanced supplies on the raft. A nearby tree frog croaked out a sing-song melody. “Night on the river is no different from day, just colder. Up here, well, you have to adjust to the cold and wet. I hope you brought plenty of warm clothes.” He lifted her bag. “Seems like you have more than enough.”

“I brought plenty, but I hadn’t anticipated getting this soaked. Besides, half the weight of my bag is in medical supplies. I brought surgical masks and gloves and even hazmat suits. I wouldn’t get close to this virus without them.”

“I thought you said the area was cleared and there was no active infection.”

“I did, but I still wouldn’t take any chances. Better safe then sorry.” 

He shoved her bag into a space between camp stove and lantern. “What do you know about this bug?”

“That it’s highly contagious. The experts don’t think it can be transmitted through the air, but it’s definitely passed through body fluids.”

He stopped what he was doing and looked over at her. “I’m surprised with what you know, you’d go anywhere near this plague, government clearing or not.” 

“I need to do this.” She shoved her backpack under a seat. “Did you know that this isn’t the first Hemorrhagic fever to surface in South America?” 

News to him. “Pray tell.”

She bent over and ran a hand through river water, then pulled it abruptly back, as though remembering the croc. “A number of people were infected with a Hemorrhagic virus along the Junin River in Argentina in 1953. In the early 1960s, an epidemic raged through the Andean region of Bolivia.”

Dylan steadied the raft and followed Leah in. “You certainly know your epidemic history.” 

On the river, wind scattered hair about her face. She brushed it aside with a hand. “It’s my job to research before setting out to write an article.” 

The gush of the water soon drowned out her words. She tried to belt out more as they navigated a particularly steep section, then gave up and shifted restlessly in her seat. 

Spying a Macaw, she became so excited, she was able to out shout the river. “Look! A gorgeous blue parrot.”

Her enthusiasm at the sight of the common jungle bird tickled him. Except to please tourists, he rarely noticed the birds anymore. They were everywhere in the jungle. “Actually a Hyacinthine Macaw.”

“Its feathers look iridescent when they catch the sunlight!” She kept the bird in view until it flew downstream into the trees.

Near dusk, he located a clearing on the bank and brought the raft to rest alongside the river. Leah looked dubiously at the bank before stepping gingerly to shore. She obviously didn’t want to repeat her earlier performance. Dylan followed, tent in hand. 

While he speared a South American Catfish for food, Leah busied herself setting up camp. He returned with the catch and soon the camp stove seared the fish with a sizzle. The smell of frying fish filled the air. 

Leah sat on a mat and hugged her legs close for warmth. When shivers set in, she retrieved a jacket from the raft and moved as close to the stove as she could. “So, what do you do for fun in this part of the world?”

“I lead tours.”

“That’s work,” she said with a flap of the hand. “I mean play.”

His stomach churned at the word. Play. He’d forgotten long ago how to play; how to laugh aloud; how to dance. When had life become so serious? “I hang out at Felix’s.”

She wagged her head at him.

He ignored the implied reproach. “What do you do for fun where you come from?”

“Lots. I love independent films, local theater. I hike. Ski…” she pointed at her clothes, “shop. For starters.”

“What made your paper decide to send you here?”

“My paper didn’t decide. I talked my editor into it after doing my research. The sudden occurrence of a Hemorraghic Fever in the Amazon jungle is big news, especially since the type of disease we’re seeing is still a mystery. It looks a lot like a typical Hemorraghic Fever, but it has an unusual respiratory component.” She hugged herself tighter. “The scientists I spoke to believe the disease’s source is somewhere deep in the jungle, possibly animal droppings or insects. By tracing its path, we may learn how it’s transmitted.”

“Why your interest in diseases?”

“Didn’t I tell you I almost went to medical school?”

“And...?”   









“I want the chance to have my name on a headline.” 

Fat splattered on the back of his hand. He blotted it with the dishtowel clipped to his belt. She wasn’t telling the whole story. “Fame wasn’t your only motivation. Was it?”

“You’re instincts are right on. I do have a more personal motive.”

He seasoned the filets’, creating a spicy scent that stirred his appetite just like her last remark had sharpened his curiosity. “What’s that?”

She pinched her brows, forming a line of concentration between them. “My maternal grandfather emigrated from Germany to Peru after the Second World War. My mother tried to locate him years ago and narrowed her search to the Napa river, north of Iquitos. He’s an old man now…” she hesitated, bit her lower lip in thought, “...I don’t know, maybe mid-eighties, if he’s even alive. I’m hoping to take advantage of my time after this assignment’s done to try and locate him. If it’s not too late, it might be my last chance.”

“Why is it so important to find him after all these years?”

The brow line deepened. “I heard from one of the docs on staff at the CDC that the Machiguenga are saying an elderly white doctor with an unusual accent visited their village right around the time of the first outbreak. His guide told them he was from up the Napa, north of Iquitos. I can’t imagine how many foreign doctors live up the Napa, but there can’t be too many.” Looking up at him, she continued, “I have to find out if he’s my grandfather. It’s the first lead I’ve had and I have to follow it.” 

He had stooped to be eye-to-eye with her. “Did your mother tell you anything else about him?”

“No. She took everything she knew to her grave, although I don’t think she knew much more than I told you. She wasn’t reared by him.”

Dylan reached over and flipped the fish. “Kind of an ambitious schedule you’ve set for yourself. To explore the source of the hemorrhage fever and have a reunion with your grandfather all in one week’s time.”  

She laughed. “I can’t do it all this week. Remember, I’m not returning to Cuzco with you.” 

Annoyed by her casual, almost flippant attitude, he moved to a flat rock and popped the top on a beer, all the while wondering where she’d be, slipping into mud holes or even worse, without him to haul her out of trouble. “You never mentioned traveling on alone after this week.” His reaction surprised him. One minute he’d rejoice at the prospect of washing his hands of her. The next he wanted to talk her out of her risky plans. “How do you plan to go about this search?”

“I’ll figure it out after the assignment is completed. I’m fairly resourceful, you know.”  

“So I’ve gathered.” He removed the pan from the portable stove, ladled hot food onto a tin plate, then handed it to her. “Lots of people have no family past their parents.”

“I know, and I really don’t have anything to complain about. I have a great job and all the trappings. A condo, a car, trips to the wine country. By most people’s standards, I live like a queen..”

“So why can’t you leave well-enough alone?”

“I simply can’t. It’s hard to explain, but I have a feeling...like there’s a big hole in my history I need to fill.”

“You might be rowing up the wrong river if you think finding this grandfather of yours will bring you personal satisfaction. Most of the Germans who ended up in South America after the Second World War were Nazi’s fleeing their just desserts. You might not like the things you learn about him. Most likely, he’s long gone by now and you’ll reach a dead-end and go home frustrated by the failure.”

“Maybe, but I can’t leave without giving it a go. I’d never forgive myself.”

He took his plate and sat across from her. “Tomorrow we’ll head out to the Machiguenga village. We should arrive there by mid-afternoon.”

“Good.” Her shaking hand almost knocked his gourmet concoction off her plate. 

“The temperature’s really dipping tonight. You have to be made of steel to handle this river.”

She lifted the fork and another shudder passed through her. “I can take anything this river dishes out,” she said, just before the forkful of fish slid from her prongs.

“This has been the easy, comfortable part of the trip. Once we come down from the mountains, the fun begins. If the heat and humidity don’t destroy you, the mosquitoes will. We’ll face things you’ve never imagined in your wildest fantasies.”

Defiantly, she straightened. “If you can survive this trip, so can I. Versteke?” 

“I hope so.” Her shivers had become so pronounced that he fetched a light plastic-coated sheet from the raft and draped it around her shoulders. “This may help.” 

In a matter of seconds, her shaking stopped. “Thanks. This is heaven.”

“No problema.” He grabbed their plates and placed them in a pan of hot water. “For pay-back, how about making yourself useful?” he asked, then handed her the dishcloth and opened another Cuzqueno. 

* * *

By the time the boat pulled up to a rickety wooden dock, Leah’s leg had gone numb beneath her and she had trouble climbing wobbly rope steps on her tingling foot. At the top all she could see was jungle. “Where’s the village?”

“Follow me.” Dylan scooped up his pack and led the way down a heavily forested path through dense undergrowth. To complicate matters, the trail would disappear at times behind a boulder or tangle of giant roots, only to magically reappear. 

Struggling to keep up with him, beads of perspiration cascaded down Leah’s face. Her mouth dry, a terrific thirst tightened her throat. A branch snagged her left arm, ripping her skin through her shirt. Vines clutched at her hair and clothes, slithering wetly across her face. She clawed them aside. 

After what seemed an endless hike, she spied a clearing with a large, thatched tent-shaped structure. Wiping away the sweat that dribbled into her eyes, she looked past it to a cluster of two story high wooden shacks with tin roofs, but no sidewalls. Splayed open like gutted fish, their skeletons displayed, she noticed how cut trees held up planks that served as a floor for the top story. Beyond the buildings, three coffee-colored loincloth-clad boys played soccer in a make-shift field. Otherwise, the area was deserted.

Behind Dylan, an old woman, wiry once-black hair shot full of silver strands, slowly made her way from the nearest dwelling. After a moment, others followed. A second woman with deep lines etched into her face approached Dylan and spoke to him in a unknown tongue.

Dylan gestured toward Leah and she heard her last name. Assuming this was an introduction, she nodded to the woman who answered with a toothless grin. 

The woman turned back to Dylan with a sad expression. Her voice rose and fell in a torrent of emotion.  

Concerned, Leah touched his arm. “What did she say?”  

“She’s talking about the plague. She wants to know why it happened; what the people did to deserve it; when will it end?” The woman’s plaintive tone tinged Dylan’s rough translation.

A lump caught in Leah’s throat. There were no answers to these agonizing questions. “Can you reassure her we’re here to find out how we can help her.”

“I’ve already explained that the government has sent Señora Roberts to find the source of the virus, and when that is found, the medicine will be sent to the village.”

Leah was aghast. “What did you tell her that for?”

“I had to offer the villagers some ray of hope. It’s close enough to the truth to calm their panic and get their cooperation. This way they’re less likely to see us as intruders.”

The woman said something and Dylan nodded. 

“She says the dead can’t even get a proper burial here. They used to have a ceremony, wash the bodies and place them fully clothed in a grave with their belongings. During the epidemic, they were buried quickly, without fanfare. The people are afraid with the lack of ritual, the dead won’t be allowed to join their ancestors.”

The old woman gestured at the village huts and spoke rapidly.

Dylan’s frown deepened. “In a nearby village, people have burned the homes of the ill. It’s devastating to these people. What can I tell them?” Dylan stared past her into the distance, noticeably upset. 

Surprised by this display of Dylan’s sensitive side, Leah touched his arm. The lump in her throat had mutated into a warm swelling ache in her chest. “I’m sure you said all you could.” 

Their eyes met for a highly charged emotional moment. Then she looked away. 

He cleared his throat. “Now’s the time to gather information, while we have their attention. What would you like me to know?” 

“Would you ask them about the first plague victim, Kokush Grosso.” 

At the name, an old man in a stained white shirt and baggy trousers shook his head vehemently and spoke up. 

Dylan turned to her. “They won’t discuss the death. According to tribal beliefs, to speak about the dead would provoke misfortune.” 

“That certainly complicates things,” she mumbled to herself.

Dylan stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “I’m afraid you’re not in L.A anymore. This is the Machiguenga’s land. You must respect their traditions.”

“I realize that, but there’s so much I need to know. Is there anyone else we can question?”

“Most of the village has been wiped out from the plague. The younger survivors fled. The old people, the ill, and the orphans are the only ones left. The government medical staff has moved on to other villages where the disease is still rampant.” He pointed at a tent in a clearing not far from the village. “They were camped over there, but it’s abandoned now.”

A grizzled man, with hunched back and bowed legs, approached Dylan. A bark band encircled his forehead and ruby lines etched his leathery face. His youthful shock of straight brown hair contrasted with the rest of his appearance.

Dylan shook the old man’s hand and spoke to him in the tribal tongue. He turned back to Leah. “This is Tabati Grosso, Kokush’s grandfather. He is the last of his family. The others all succumbed to the plague.”

Leah nodded to him and said, “Lo siento,” hoping his Spanish was good. Then she turned back to Dylan. “Could you ask if anything unusual happened in the village around the time of the outbreak?”

While Dylan and Tabati spoke, an old woman in a formless floral dress limped toward them and stood by. Leah acknowledged her and the woman bowed her head solemnly in return.

Dylan caught her eye. “Tabati tells me an elderly white shaman, an outsider from afar, visited the village and stayed with Tabati’s family once before the epidemic, and again a full moon after. The white man’s guide told Tabati he is a doctor from north of Iquitos on the river.”

That confirmed what she’d already been told. “Can he tell us anything more about him?”

After another consultation, Dylan said, “They say the way he spoke Spanish was different than the medical investigators from Lima-or even mine.”

“So the doctor was neither Peruvian nor American? Ask him if he caught a name.”

“Nope, but the old fellow did have a distinguishing feature-a red spidery birthmark on the back of his neck. Tabati noticed it because that type of mark is a bad omen among his people.”

Leah nibbled at a knuckle. “The timings really coincidental.”

Dylan again talked to Tabati. “Tabati says the shaman drew blood from his grandson Kokush, and others in the village.”

“Curious. Ask him when the doctor did this, before or after the sickness began.”

“Both before and after,” he told Leah. “Why? What are you thinking?”

“It would be helpful to find out what this doctor knows about the virus.”

Dylan gave her a knowing glance. “Like anything would stop you...”

The old woman in the flowery dress had crept up behind Dylan while he was speaking and now tapped him on the shoulder. After addressing her, he turned to Leah. “Leah, this is Neauk.”

“Holá,” Leah said to the old woman.

“Neauk has invited us to her house for tea.”

Leah had almost forgotten her thirst. With the invitation, it came back like a bad dream. “Gracias.” 

They finished their conversation with the villagers, then followed Neauk to her house, past chickens and ducks nesting on the ground floor, and climbed rickety stairs to the second story. Inside, Leah immediately caught sight of a bundle in a hammock and went over to it. “It’s a boy, Dylan. What’s wrong?”

Dylan asked Neauk. “Neauk’s grandson has been sick four days. She’s the only one left to care for him.”

Leah stared at the small wrapped package of a seventeen-or eighteen-year-old boy in a hammock and was disturbed by his profoundly ill appearance. “Why wasn’t he removed to a medical tent?”

“Neauk kept her grandson’s illness quiet. She didn’t want them to take him away. She says no one returns from the medicine compound.”

Now there was no medical staff around to help him. When the boy groaned, Neauk cringed. Leah’s heart went out to the old woman and she offered her an encouraging smile. “Maybe we can do something to help.”

Neauk went over to a fireplace and returned with two coconut shells filled with fluid from a pan where it had been simmering. She presented them to Leah and Dylan.

A citrus smell tickled Leah’s nostrils. “What is this?”

Dylan took a sip of the hot liquid. “Local tea,” he assured her. 

Leah cautiously tasted the bitter-sweet tea. “What kind? It’s delicious.”

“Lemon grass. It grows wild around here. They also use it in Inka Cola. Did you try it in Cuzco?”

“The Inka Cola in Cuzco is a lot sweeter than this. Matter of fact, too sweet.”

He handed the empty coconut shells to Neauk. “The Peruvians do like their sugar.”

From the corner, Leah could hear the boy’s labored breathing. “Would you ask Neauk if she’d mind my looking more closely at her grandson?”

Dylan discussed the request with Neauk. “Not at all. Neauk doesn’t know what to do for him. She had the tribal medicine man treat the boy, but he still grows sicker.”

“Let’s take a look.” After donning a hazmat suit, boots and gloves, Leah cautiously approached the young man and pushed back the covers. The boy’s skin was the color of river mud and his eyes were as startlingly red as a Toucan’s feathers. Oblivious to what went on around him, he stared at the ceiling, gasping for breath. She tentatively pinched his skin, noting normal elasticity was missing. “When was the last time he took fluids?”

“Yesterday.”

“Can I have some water...agua?” Leah asked.

The old woman brought what looked like water straight from the river.

Worried, Leah asked Neauk’s permission before boiling the water over the wood stove for fifteen minutes. When the water was cool, she took a couple of drops and trickled them into the child’s open mouth. The child began to choke, turned his head to the side and released a shocking stream of maroon liquid with black specks. The acrid odor made Leah take a step back. Now she was certain he had Hemorrhagic Fever. “Would you mind stepping into the other hazmat suit and gloves from my pack and helping me with him?”

Dylan grunted. “I’ve seen others sick like this kid. He has the fever. There’s nothing you can do for him without placing your own life in jeopardy. You may be a medical reporter, but you’re not a doctor.”  

Of all the guides in the world, she had the luck of employing Dylan Hartless— and of being fooled by his show of kindness earlier in the day. “You decide what you’re willing to do, but I have to do all I can to make him more comfortable. I wouldn’t feel right about it otherwise.”

Dylan flinched at the reproach in her voice. “The fever runs its own course. The only thing you can do is infect yourself.”

“That’s why I brought along the hazmat suits.”

“Where the hell did you find them?”

“On the Internet. Now, are you going to give me a hand, or do I have to do this myself?”      

“Okay.” He raised a hand. “I’ll get them while you stay with the kid, but don’t take any unnecessary chances.”

As soon as he left the hut, she felt eyes upon her and turned to see the two soccer players staring up from the soccer field below. They had discovered the intruders and come to gawk at them. With the Epidemiologist and other medical personnel around lately, they would soon tire of watching and go back to their game.

* * *

All evening long, Leah tended to the boy with cool compresses to keep down the fever that raged on despite her ministrations. No other villager came near the hut. An unspoken quarantine must have kept them away. 

Dylan wandered back late from a meeting with the remaining village elders and laid out her mat on an abandoned hammock. “You sleep here tonight. I’ll bunk with the chicks and ducks downstairs.”

Since her legs ached and her head throbbed, the mat looked even more inviting than she imagined her California King would. “Thanks. That way I can keep an eye on him.” She glanced over at the boy. With his eyes closed, she couldn’t be certain if he was sleeping or dead. She placed a feather under his nose to check his breathing, careful not to touch him.

Dylan watched her from a bench across the room. “Watch yourself.”  

“Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing.” She tried to move the child to wipe the sweat off his back and prevent bed sores, but he was too heavy to budge. “Whew. He’s heavier than he looks, or maybe I’m just more tired than I thought.”

Dylan strode to her side. The two-day stubble on his chin did nothing to hide the worry lines around his mouth. After slipping on gloves, he turned the kid over with ease. “I want you to know it’s more than our itinerary that concerns me.”

“Sure,” she said, but she believed otherwise. Why should he care about her well-being? She was merely a paycheck to him. As much as she wished to be unmoved by this, the thought still nagged at her.  

She busied herself cleaning Neauk’s grandson, aware of the blood that had begun seeping from his pores. The sight filled her with dread. Damn. Wasn’t there anything she could do to stop the progression of this disease?

After covering the young man with a hand-woven blanket, she removed her suit and huddled down in the hammock. The exhaustion she had fought against during the past hours struck her with the force of a rock slide. She sank back into the hammock and closed her eyes. 

* * *

A scream shocked Leah awake. She spilled from the hammock and stumbled closer to Neauk. Blood had begun to pour from the kid’s mouth. His nose. His eyes. His ears. It ran in rivulets down his chest and drained onto the floor. A gurgling sound in his throat could be heard between Neauk’s cries. The putrid odor of decay thickened the air. 

Leah kept her distance. There was nothing more she could do. The boy had begun to bleed out. Within minutes he would be dead. Horrified, Leah stifled a cry.

Dylan came up behind them. “What’s happening?”

“Neauk’s grandson’s dying. Back away and don’t touch that blood. It’s highly contagious.”

To Leah’s surprise, Dylan reached out and drew Neauk away from the boy and into his arms. He held her while she cried, soothing her with tender tones. The sight of Neauk being comforted in his arms disturbed Leah. This Dylan did not match her conception of him. She wanted to dispel the image, to continue seeing him as she had. A caring Dylan might prove irresistible.

Neauk slipped out of Dylan’s embrace and reached toward her dying grandson, but Dylan grasped her arm and held her back. 

“Warn her not to get near him or his blood.”

Dylan spoke softly to Neauk, who was obviously beside herself with grief. When the boy’s eyes clouded over and his mouth drifted open in death, the cry like that of a trapped animal escaped the old woman’s lips.  

Dylan and Leah removed Neauk from the hut and remained by her side, consoling her as best they could. They took turns sitting with Neauk until dawn touched the eastern sky and they could coax her into an elderly neighbor’s house for a couple hours rest. After escorting Neauk to the hut, Dylan helped Leah place the infected hazmat suits in a thick plastic bag which they would burn later, then moved the sleeping gear outside, where it would be safer to sleep than in the contaminated hut. Tomorrow they would seal the hut and head toward Iquitos to inform the proper authorities of the death

When Leah crawled back into her bag, she heard Dylan pop a can. She rolled over to observe him, surprised at his lack of sleepiness. He sat on a rock sipping his beer with his back to her, but the stoop of his shoulders informed her of the painful burden he bore. Intrigued, she again wondered what haunted this otherwise impervious man. He took a sip from the can and placed it beside him, then drooped his head into his hands. 

Chapter Four
In the morning, Leah and Dylan nailed the hut permanently closed, and warned others to avoid it, before going on their way.

Leah had trouble shaking the unfounded sense she should have done more. The devastation she left behind seemed almost unbearable. To see children, whole families, an entire village, wiped out by this viral vulture was too much to bear. Feelings tumbled over each other like the soccer players she passed on the way to the boat. First compassion, then anger, followed by fear. It made her more determined than ever to do her part to stop the slaughter.

* * *

By mid-day on the river, the rain ceased. Sun broke through clouds. Dylan had worriedly watched Leah all morning. She seemed distracted, ill at ease. The death of the child had taken its toll. He was relieved when she sat back in the raft, turning her face toward the rays. He placed oars on board. “You look a little more relaxed.” 

“Perhaps.”

“Maybe we can do something to make you feel better.” 

When she glanced down at her mud-stained jeans, he instantly knew what would cheer her. The sun was strong enough to take the chill out of the high altitude air. Even Leah could probably withstand a dip in cold water under the circumstances. “I know of a little lake not far from here. You could bathe in it while the sun’s still high.”

She smiled faintly. “I’d like that.” 

“So would I,” he said.

She sent him a sheepish grin. “Oh?”

“After you, of course.”

A pink blush tinged her cheeks. “I didn’t mean...you know.”

He did but wasn’t going to let her off the hook that easily. “What?”

“I...well, I didn’t think you meant to join me.”

He opened his eyes in mock horror. “I should say not,” he said teasingly.

He directed the craft into a tributary and steered it to a black-water lake. When he pulled it to shore, she jumped out, almost tripping over an oar. 

He chuckled. “Whoa. Don’t get too excited. You’re not going to the royal coronation, you know.”

“At this moment, a bath sounds better.” She grabbed a towel, soap and clean clothes from her duffle bag in the back of the raft. 

He wanted to keep an eye on her after her near miss with the croc. “Don’t go too far. I want to make sure you stay out of trouble.”

Her cheeks stained a deep burgundy. “I didn’t bring a bathing suit. Didn’t think I’d need it.”

“How about underwear. You probably brought a change along. One wet pair won’t spoil your trip.” Nor would the thought of her stripped down to bra and panties ruin his.

“Good idea.” She reached into her pack and pulled out a pair of white cotton briefs before heading toward the lake. 

Dylan busied himself making beef jerky sandwiches and coca tea. He looked up just in time to see Leah peel off her tee and jeans, revealing white lace bra above bikini briefs. For a man who had traveled the world, through forest and desert and tundra, who had been with women, small and tall, pretty and plain, he had rarely experienced anything like how he now felt. His pulse raced. His knees had gone weak. 

He forced himself to look away, to quit intruding on the privacy she deserved, but he had to wait a full minute before he could breathe in anything other than short gasps.

He busied himself with the meal to keep his mind off of her...as much as possible. The crackle of twigs announced Leah had come up behind him. He didn’t look up. The flush on his cheeks, hunger in his eyes, might give him away. “Did you have a nice bath?”

Her teeth chattered. “It was much colder than I expected, but fabulous. I can’t believe how good freezing water feels when you’re desperate to be clean.”

Dylan raised his eyes in time to see her towel-dry her hair. With a toss of her head, it settled in place. “Want some coca tea to thaw you out?”

She took the cup he held out to her. “Is this stuff safe? It’s a stimulant, isn’t it?”

“In this form, it’s just a jolt of caffeine.”

“I thought cocaine came from the coca plant.”

He pulled a small plastic bag of leaves from the food box. “See this?” He held the bag dangling before her. “You’re now officially transporting drugs through the jungle.” 

She rolled her eyes.

“It’s actually a long process from coca leaf to cocaine. The plant has to be refined and intensified. I’m just brewing up the leaves as tea. The mountain people all chew coca leaves or drink the tea to combat altitude sickness and improve energy. Try it.”

She raised the cup to her lips, but the leaves floating on the liquid’s surface slipped into her mouth every time she tried to taste the tea. She finally sipped the brew and wrinkled her nose. “Where’s the lemon grass when you need it? This stuff is bitter.”

He handed her a sandwich. “Eat this while I take my dip.” 

At the lake, Dylan stripped down and dove into the water, which was every bit as cold as Leah had described, but equally refreshing. He splashed around in it like a kid in a tub, glad to take a cold bath after his recent bout with desire.

Quickly drying off, he slipped into clean clothes and rejoined Leah by the raft. Much to his surprise, she had stored all the cooking items in their places. “I didn’t know a big city girl like you could do domestic chores. I’m impressed.”

“You really see me as a total nincompoop, don’t you?” When he didn’t answer, she placed the back of her hand against her forehead and feigned faintness. 

He wagged a finger at her, recalling her verve in dealing with crocodile and sick child. “All right. You made your point. I’ll admit that you’re actually turning out to be more of an asset than I first imagined.” 

“Lucky for you. When you took so long at the lake, I thought I might have to save you from being a shark’s snack.”

“Barracuda,” he corrected her. “No sharks in these waters, just dolphin and barracuda.”

She stared wide-eyed at him. “Really? Barracuda here?”

“You should see the teeth on them.”

She grimaced. “If I had known they were in the lake, I wouldn’t have been, bath or no bath.”

She was so adorable with her stricken look, he had to suppress a grin. “I wouldn’t have let you go in if there was any real danger. They’re deep-water fish and the lake’s too shallow for them. You look like you came out in one piece.” And what a piece.  

“How about the dolphin?” 

“Fresh water dolphin live in the Napa north of Iquitos. You might see them before you return to Cuzco.”

She offered him a sideways glance. “Maybe you could take me there?” 

He wished he could, but he’d be leading a tour through Puerto Maldonado by then. 

She climbed into the vessel. “That’s right, you can’t. I’m sure I’ll find another guide.”

An ache of regret prickled at him, but he tried to act as  nonchalant as she had. “There are plenty of tours from Iquitos.” Try as he did, he couldn’t quite convince himself her dismissive attitude didn’t bother him. He pushed the raft off shore and jumped in.

“I’ll definitely go see the dolphins, if I have the time.”

“They’re pink, you know.”

“Pink dolphins?” She laughed. “What will my friends think if I tell them I’m seeing pink dolphins?” 

He joined her in the joke. After the previous twenty-four hours of hideous death from the unknown virus, they both needed the release of a good laugh. Between them, pink dolphins did a fanciful dance that momentarily dimmed the memory.

With a shove, the raft lurched away from the bank and pressed on to the south.       

* * *

By late afternoon, they pulled the craft up to a makeshift dock along the Maranon. After helping Dylan to make camp, Leah joined him while he cleared away mud from the raft’s side to locate a tear. “May I help?”

He handed her a scraper. “Start here.” 

She playfully batted her eyes at him. “You trust me with a weapon?”

“As long as it’s only for scraping rafts, I think we’ll both be safe.”  

Leah began to hack away unceremoniously at the dried mud with little effect. “This doesn’t dislodge too easily, does it?”

“It adheres really well.” He swiped at the sweat forming on his brow with the back of his hand. “I could sure use a beer. Want one?”

“Water would work.”

“You’re on.” He returned within minutes with the drinks, placed a glass on a rock by her feet, stood back and watched her progress. She sensed his nearness with a mixture of excitement and comfort. What was getting into her. When he wandered back to where he was working, she didn’t know whether to feel relieved or disappointed. 

He chipped away at the mud. “What did you mean when you said you don’t have any living relatives besides your grandfather? What happened to the rest of your family?”

“It’s a long story. Are you sure you want to hear it?”

He nodded. “What else do I have to do at the moment? I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want to know.”

“Okay, you asked for it.” She cleaned her scraper against a rock, then went back to work. “From what I’ve been told, my mother was born in Germany just before the war. My Jewish grandmother was smart enough to place my mom with Christian co-workers days before she was sent to a Nazi concentration camp and never heard from again.” Her scraper caught on a slab of dried mud and she had to force it through. “After the war, the family left Germany with my mom and moved to the United States. All they ever told her about my grandfather was that he was a doctor who had emigrated to South America. But I did pick up one bit of information on my own...”

“What’s that?”

“I must have overheard my adopted grandparents mention that he had impregnated my grandmother and then abandoned her to her fate.”

He watched her face closely. “That obviously bothers you.”

“It certainly took him down a peg or two in my estimation.”

She wiped dust from her hands. “What’s next?”

“This patch over here.” He pointed at a large mud-covered spot near the front of the raft. “Could you work on that while I repair the broken box?” 

She went back to work hacking at the caked mud. During one swipe, the scraper slipped and tore off a bit of her skin. Blood trickled from the wound. She held it out for him to see. “If I don’t watch it, my story will end up being a sob story.” She dabbed gently at the cut with the wet cloth he handed her to remove blood and grime.  

“We better clean that so it doesn’t become infected. Even a small infection can flare out of control in the jungle.” He doused another cloth with disinfectant and cleaned the wound before bandaging it. 

His attention pleased her. “Thanks.”

“Da nada. So, tell me more about the time you and your mother came looking for your grandfather.”

“It was a difficult trip, but we managed to go as far as Iquitos before our money ran out and we had to return to the States. The day before we flew back, my mother heard a rumor from one of the river people about a German doctor living up the river. He fit her father’s description, but we never had a chance to follow the lead.”

She thought about her grandfather. “Sometimes, when I was a kid, before I knew better, I would fantasize about my grandfather. I liked to imagine him like Albert Einstein or Jonas Salk, brewing up magic potions in the service of mankind. The reality is, he’s probably just a senile old man if he’s not already dead.” Back at work, mud plates calved from the raft’s side. 

“Where’s your mother now?” 

She hesitated, didn’t like to think about what happened next. “Right after we returned from Peru, she came down with a pneumonia-like illness. None of the antibiotics the doctors gave her worked. They couldn’t even say for certain what was ailing her. She died three weeks later.” Leah swallowed down tears that burnt at the back of her throat whenever she remembered the last, painful, frightening days of her mother’s life. She resumed her work repairing the holes in the boat, sensing that she also wanted to repair the holes in her heart left behind from that time. 

“Too bad.” He looked sincerely sorry to hear her news, but quickly turned away to rummage through his toolbox when her eyes sought his. He pulled out a chisel to plane the sides of the broken box. “What about your father?”

Abruptly her shoulders, slack with grief, tensed. “He left my mom when I was too little to remember. Never paid her a dime in child support, even though we were struggling. After mother died, I tried to contact him, but he wanted nothing to do with me.” 

She hammered harder than she intended to at the mud. “I called him at his home. His new wife answered and immediately put him on the line. From the moment he picked up the receiver, he sounded awkward, like I was putting him on the spot. When I asked if I could see him, he hemmed and hawed. Finally, he told me he had a new life and he didn’t want it disrupted.” She let out a dry, bitter laugh. “Disrupted. Can you believe he used that word? That I’d disrupt his perfect little world. What had he done to mine?”

“Sounds like you still have resentment toward him.”  

“The only feeling I have is disgust,” she spat out. “He betrayed my mother and he abandoned me. As far as I’m concerned, he’s dead to me.”

“He hurt you.”

“I was young and vulnerable, but I’m older now. I’ve developed a tough skin. No one will ever hurt me like that again.”

* * *

Leah’s words tore into Dylan with the precision of the chisel’s blade. Did she mean she would never allow another man close to her? And why did that matter to him? He ran his fingers along the edge of the fracture. A little more sanding and it would be sleek enough to fill. “Is your father’s rejection the real reason that you’re so determined to find your grandfather?”

She jerked her head up. “I don’t understand the connection.”

“Maybe your grandfather will accept you?”

“That’s ridiculous. I can’t replace my father and I’m not looking for a substitute. I only want to know the truth.” She paused, “Look at this,” and pointed to an obvious tear in the raft’s seam.

He moved to within hugging distance of her, but restrained his sudden and unexpected urge to take her into his arms. He gazed over her shoulder. “There’s our problem. If you don’t mind washing the mud out of the seam and drying it, I’ll patch it.”

She took a towel, wet one side and scrubbed at the crack. “Since I’ve been spilling my guts out to you, there’s something I’d like to ask you.”     

Not one to speak of himself, his internal armor snapped into place. “What’s that?”

“You said in our first meeting that you had done your bit for humanity. I’m just wondering what you meant.”

Damn. He should have known better than to open that can of worms. His jaw tensed. Maybe he could deflect her from her line of questioning, but he knew better. As a reporter, she’d naturally be persistent. If persistence is what it took to make a good journalist, Leah must be an ace. “I was raised on a ranch in Texas, not far from Amarillo. My mother is a Mexican-American immigrant, my father was a ranch hand. We didn’t have much money. 

“When I graduated high school, my only way out of that God-forsaken place was to join the Army. As a ranger, I was stationed in Somalia in the early 90s as part of a force sent to protect the people from feuding tribal warlords.”

“I remember that.”

“It was toward the end of my tour of duty. I left the Army just after my stint in Somalia.”

She laid aside the towel. Most of the mud had been removed. “Why did that leave you so bitter?”

The question he least wanted to answer now hung between them like a flashing neon light. It couldn’t just be ignored. He levered his legs in a defiant stance. “I would rather not discuss this right now, okay? I don’t really know you well enough.”

She gave him a warm smile. “Don’t know me that well. We’ve slept together in the jungle for three nights. Doesn’t that qualify for knowing me well enough?”

What could he say to dissuade her? “We’d have to have slept in the same bed for that one,” he said to shut her up, but it only served to stir his imagination.

She raised both arms in a gesture of acquiescence. “If it’s that private, I guess I’ll never learn it.”

“No,” he said rather dejectedly, “you probably won’t.” 

* * *

In the middle of the night, Leah woke with a pressing need to void. Warm and comfortably curled in her sleeping bag, she resisted rising until she could no longer stand it. She quickly slipped on her shoes and blundered from the tent with a dim flashlight to a spot away from the campsite.  

Afterwards, she made her way carefully back toward the tent, when something suddenly struck her right ankle with so much force she lost her balance and fell to one side. Pain shot up her leg as if a branding iron had been applied. She screamed as much out of surprise as anguish. 

In the fallen flashlight’s dull beam, she caught a glimpse of a snake slithering away. Her stomach knotted at the sight. She swallowed repeatedly to fight the nausea that threatened to overtake her. 

Dylan was instantly at her side, almost stumbling over her. “What’s the matter?”

“Snake...” was all she could gasp before the pain rendered her speechless.

Dylan bent down, grabbed her flashlight, and scanned for the puncture marks on her ankle. “Damn. Snakes are rarely out at night. You must have disturbed its hiding place.”

Fear and shock caused her to shake.

Dylan placed an arm around her. “Shhh,” he said soothingly to calm her. “Try not to be too alarmed. I know something about snakebites and can treat them. Stay calm.”

Calm? He had to be kidding. She had been bitten by a ferocious, possibly lethal creature, and he expected her not to react? That’s like asking the Pope not to pray. Still, his encircling arm reassured her. She trusted him. If he could make clutches out of coat hangers, perhaps he could cure snakebites. 

Dylan released her. “Stay here. I’ll be right back. I need to get some alcohol and a knife.”

Alone, she wrapped her arms around herself to stop her shivers. In the absolute darkness, every sound was magnified. A nearby cricket’s sudden croak startled her. A movement in the grass set her on edge. She forced back tears of terror and pain. A rustle in the brush would have panicked her if Dylan’s rough hand hadn’t clasped her arm. 

He handed her a flask. “Better take a stiff shot of this. You’ll need it.” A knife blade flashed in front of the flashlight.

“Are you going to cut me?” Leah had gotten her voice back at the right moment. 

He momentarily gripped her hand. “Just a quick lancing. I must draw out as much venom as possible. Down a shot of booze.”

The image of the knife sinking into her made her take a large gulp, then a second and a third until a warm, fuzzy feeling settled over her. 

He handed her the flashlight. “Point it there and keep it steady.” 

Just as she had imagined, the blade bit into her ankle and she had to stifle a wail, the pain so intense, the edges of her consciousness faded and darkened. 

The flashlight slipped from her hand, but he scooped it up, bent over her and sucked on the wound. She heard rather than saw him spit venom mixed with blood onto the ground. The ankle throbbed with the steady pang of a tooth being drilled. 

He grasped her hands. “Stay right here where you are until I find a Jergon Sacha plant. They’re all over this area. The natives use the tuber to treat poisonous bites. I’ll be right back.”

Leaves crunched under his feet and he disappeared into the night, leaving her with only the flashlight’s faint glow for security. He was gone for what seemed an eternity and she trembled at the thought he too had been attacked by the snake. When he finally returned, she let out a sigh of relief. 

He bent over and wrapped her ankle in leaves and gauze. “For the rest of the night, I’ll stay in the tent with you.”

The flush of alcohol had made the ache in her ankle more bearable. Before she knew what he intended, he lifted her into his arms. 

She protested and squirmed, but the more she did, the tighter he held her. “I can walk. I can…”

“Trust me to handle this. I don’t want you to put any pressure on that ankle.” He carried her into the tent and lowered her to the bag. Once down, he helped her into her sleeping bag before he ducked down beside her. “Rest. I’ll be right here.”

In Leah’s alcohol haze, Dylan looked like a guardian angel to her. So he was an angel with an attitude, what did that matter? He was her only hope, her salvation. She couldn’t stand to see him sit there in the increasingly cold night air. “Want to join me in my sleeping bag?”

Her request met silence, but a moment later, he crawled in next to her. The friction of his bare leg against hers heated up the sleeping bag. Until that moment, it hadn’t registered that his sleeping attire consisted only of a long flannel shirt over jockeys. 

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Just woozy, but feeling little pain right now, thank you. How about you?”

“You’re the patient, not me.” He unexpectedly wrapped her in his arms. “Now get some rest. It’ll soon be dawn.”

She relaxed against him. The manly smell of earth and fire emanating from his skin soothed her, at the same time it sent a strange sensation skittering along her nerve endings. His strong arms held her in a secure embrace. As she drifted off to sleep, her mind filled with the shimmery image of his naked, muscular body pressed against hers. 

* * *

In the first dim dawn light, Dylan held Leah close to his chest and listened to her breathe softly through slack mouth. Holding her during the night had rekindled his memory of holding a dying Jason. He couldn’t allow Leah to meet the same fate as his friend, couldn’t fail her, too. By her brave reaction the night before, she had proven herself a worthy companion. He had to do what he could to save her.   

He leaned over and gently shook her. “I need to look at that bite.” He touched Leah’s forehead with his lips, then drew her leg gently from the bag. With gauze unwound, the ankle looked swollen, fiery red. It seared, hot to the touch. A scarlet ribbon ran up her calf. 

Desperation seized Dylan. If he didn’t do something soon, the poisoned blood would travel too far. He might not be able to reverse the damage. She had most likely been stricken by a South American pit viper, the Barba Amarilla or, as the local’s called it, Yellow Beard because of its strange markings. An innocent name for a creature that caused more jungle deaths than any other snake. He had to act quickly. 

He rewrapped her ankle, but when he tucked it back into the sleeping bag, she groaned. The sound reverberated in his head like the screech of brakes in a car accident. He had better do something soon. Since he hadn’t been able to find the real medicinal plant in the dark, the leaves he had used the night before were useless, except to calm Leah’s anxiety. He had better find it now.

When he crawled from the tent, hazy light barely touched the treetops. From their supplies, he extracted an empty jam jar, which he had intended to pack out of the jungle. He tucked it into his backpack next to his jungle knife. 

Making his way through the trees, he didn’t spot one Jergon Sacha. Damn, we would pick a place where they don’t grow.  

There was sure to be plants downstream. He ran to the river, hooked the small motor onto the raft’s rear to maximize speed, and pushed off shore. 

At an inlet, he jumped ashore to search for the plant, but didn’t have any luck. 

Back in the raft, he scanned the horizon, hoping to spot an outcropping. He didn’t want to go too far and leave her alone too long, but what choice did he have? At a second stop, he sprinted through trees, slipping over muddy roots in his path.

But still no Jergon Sacha.

He almost sped past a small island, before he spied a row of Jergon Sacha among palms. Nearly overcome with relief, he moored the raft and ran to the spot. Before he reached the plants, he noticed a thick tide of traveling ants emerging from an anthill at their base. He hesitated for only a moment before using a stick to scare away the ants and dig up the tubers.

While he dug, fire ants returned to cover his hands and arms, nibbling at his skin. He ignored a flame that ignited both hands then insinuated itself into his flannel shirt. He tried to cope by gritting his teeth against the burning pain and thinking about Leah. Her need overshadowed any discomfort he might experience. 

When he finally reached the root, he scratched around to free it from the dirt. Wrestling the pack from his back, he grabbed the jar and knife. With the knife blade, he plied the tuber free from the ground and cut pieces of it to place in the jar. When he had accumulated all he thought he needed, he plucked as many young leaves as he could and stuck them into his pocket. Through his clothes, his skin blazed with fiery ant bites, his head reeled from their poison. After knocking as many ants off his skin and clothes as he could, he rushed back toward the raft.

* * *

Half-asleep, Leah shifted in distress and twisted her leg. The searing pain jolted her awake. 

Sunlight lit the tent’s top. Her heart raced unnaturally. It took her a moment to remember where she was, and why. When she touched her ankle, a spasm flew up her leg. She tried to move, but agony paralyzed her. 

“Dylan?” she called and waited for his reply. “Dylan?” she raised her voice, but there was still no response.

In panic, she yelled at the top of her voice, “Dylan, where the hell are you?” 

But no one answered.

Panicked, she crawled to the tent’s open flap and looked about at the empty campsite, her eyes alighting on the missing raft. Where could Dylan have gone so early? She scanned the area furiously searching for a sign of him. 

As the significance of what she saw sunk into her muddled, desperate mind, it suddenly became clear-the bastard had abandoned her to die. Of course. What did she expect? He was no different from her father, or most of the men she had known. When the going got tough, they got going.   

Fury mixed with fear propelled her into action. She tried to stand, but her right leg refused to support her. Even the effort sent shock waves through her. She crumbled to the ground. 

She had to find help, even if she died trying. 

How could anyone be so inhumane as to desert another human being, even a complete stranger, in her present condition? A raging hatred of Hart gave her strength to push on, determined to see that his despicable cowardice didn’t go undetected. 

She dragged herself across the tent’s threshold into the sunlight. Digging fingers into soil, she crawled her way toward the water’s edge. The excruciating torture in her leg mingled with the intense aching in her head disoriented her. The farther she crept toward the water, the farther away it appeared. She soon found herself in a thicket of trees. She tried to claw her way out, but the more she did, the more lost she became. Finally, she was totally surrounded, under the jungle’s canopy. The wound’s stabbing spasms ran up her leg. Nausea overcame her. 

She gasped for breath. 

She could go no farther.
Chapter Five
Dylan wrestled the raft ashore and darted to the tent. The flap gapped open, no one inside. Where was Leah? How could she have moved with that ankle? Could someone, anyone, an animal, have carried her off? He rushed to the clearing, hoping to spot her. The jungle’s thickness posed a daunting foe. He searched about uselessly. With nothing but ceibas and cecropias in view, dread slowly replaced anxiety. 

Back at the tent, he looked for signs of struggle and spotted drag marks in the loam, a track through dead leaves. He followed the track into the trees, barely noticing the slap of fronds against his face or clutch of vines at his arms and legs, and came upon Leah slumped under a palm. Ants crawled over her body. A kind of hopeful horror caught in his throat. Don’t be dead! Please don’t be dead! he chanted like a mantra. Pushing lianas out of the way, he reached down to her.

She lay on her belly, arms thrust above head. He turned her over, raised her head and gently shook her. “Leah! Speak to me, Leah.”

She stirred, mumbling incoherently and his hope soared. After a moment, her eyes fluttered open. Without any warning, she thrust both fists at him like a punch-drunk boxer. “Creep! You left me,” she muttered.

Relieved, he smiled at her unexpected pluck, grabbed her hands and enclosed them in his. “I didn’t leave you. I went looking for some Jergon Sacha. I need to give it to you right away.” He tucked his arms under her and pulled her against his chest. Her face, white as river water’s wake, tightened. She let out a groan. He couldn’t allow her pain to delay his treatment. 

He jogged with her toward the campsite, aware of her light-as-an-armload-of-leaves in his arms. Her head lolled from side to side. Disjointed sentences ushered from her in mumbles. Precious time slipped by. 

He placed her down on his pad. Using his jungle knife, he quickly chopped up the tuber and stirred it into a cup of cold water he had boiled the evening before. He bent before her and raised her head. She moaned.

“I want you to drink this now.”  He parted her heart-shaped lips with the cup’s rim and poured the fluid into her mouth. She turned her head to the side and choked. Afraid she would spit out the solution, he held her mouth closed until she swallowed.

Her eyes opened wide. “Ugh! What’s that?”

What a feisty woman—half-conscious and still complaining. “Medicine. I have to treat the bite. You won’t enjoy this.”

He unwrapped the gauze and placed a banana leaf filled with the finely chopped plant against the bite, tying it to her leg with the gauze. Leah’s face distorted in pain and her body convulsed until she almost flipped off the mat. Still, she hardly uttered a sound. He admired her fortitude more and more. To comfort her, he collected her close and she slowly relaxed in his arms. He reluctantly laid her back on the mat, covered her with a blanket. She needed sleep to recuperate.

On his way out of the tent, he gave her one last glance. She lay on her back with her head to the side. Her innocent posture tugged at his heart in a way he wouldn’t have thought possible. His concern for her provoked long forgotten tenderness, an urge to protect her. Not typically a religious man, he said a silent prayer for her deliverance from the poison.

* * *

A gentle lift of Leah’s head disturbed her sleep. She focused with difficulty on Hart bending over her. 

He wiped stray wisps of hair gently from her forehead. “Time for more medication.” He held a cup to her lips.

The liquid running down her esophagus tasted of resin. In spite of a strong desire to spit it out, she swallowed. The pungent taste made her cringe. Bad medicine administered by a man she had considered bad medicine. She couldn’t help but reconsider now. “D...Delicious.”

His smile lit up the shelter. “Well, well, my patient is regaining her sense of humor. Must be a good sign. Now, just eat a bit more of this tasty tuber.”  

She indicated a desire to sit so he placed his arms behind her to help. Her weak arms aided his effort. “Th...thirsty.”

He reached for the canteen and brought it to her lips. She greedily downed the liquid. 

He abruptly pulled the canteen away. “Whoa. Enough. Overdoing it may make you sick.” He placed the canteen aside and helped her lie back again. “Rest now. I’ll look in on you later.”

She dozed off and on, febrile and miserable. Frightening dreams haunted her sleep. At one point, she woke soaked in sweat. Dylan came by often to treat the bite and replace cold compresses on her brow. By late afternoon, she was aroused by hunger gnawing at her gut. She reached over and clumsily rifled her pack. 

Dylan slid open the tent flap. “What are you doing?” 

She weakly raised her head. “I packed a Snickers bar, just in case. I’m starved.”

His expression turned from concern to relief. “You’re recovering quickly. Be right back.” He dropped the flap and returned with dried fruit. After she washed the food down with water, she laid back unaided. “Is it too late to travel today?”

Dylan unraveled the gauze. “You’re in no condition to go anywhere. Rest today. We’ll see how you are tomorrow.” His fingers smearing sap on the wound sent a bolt of electricity up her leg and she jerked it away.”

When he reached toward her leg, vicious, raised scarlet bumps she hadn’t noticed before stood in clusters on his hand and arm. She traced a string of fiery eruptions on the prominent muscle in his forearm with fingertips. “What are all those marks?”

He glanced down. “Just ant bites. I’ll be fine.”

The scabs looked like ones in a medical manual she had consulted before the trip, crusted over and blackened at the tips. She gingerly touched them, sensing the heat that emanated to her fingertips. She couldn’t believe he would completely ignore his wounds while treating her. “They look horrible. Maybe I should cover them with the chacruna I picked.”

He smiled. “Thanks, but you have a bigger problem to tend to.”

“You’re sure you don’t want me to do something?”

“Just rest.”

His devoted attention touched her, but also made her uneasy. “But we have to move on.” 

“Not until you’re ready.”

Surprised, she said, “I thought you were the one with the time pressure.” 

A trace of concern flickered in his eyes. “Your well-being comes first. We’ll move on when you’re better.”

Tears of gratitude touched the corner of her eyes. While Dylan tried so hard to appear removed, unaffected, she sensed a hidden well of tender emotion beginning to leak through the crack in his armor. Her throat swelled with reciprocal feelings for him. He had saved her life and she would always appreciate him for it. She reached out to him, but he stopped her fingers with his hand. She held his gaze, aware of the warmth that passed through her. He looked away. 

* * *

With determination, Leah munched on Hart’s powdered egg concoction. Okay, so it wasn’t Eggs Benedict, but protein was what she needed right now. “I’m almost ready to hit the road— I mean the river.”

In the midst of placing sleeping bag in pouch, Dylan glanced over. “You’re sure you’re up to traveling today?”

Her leg throbbed incessantly, but she couldn’t allow it to cut into their limited timetable. “Of course.”

He frowned. “Why don’t I believe you? Let me see that bite.”   

When he removed the gauze, she successfully fought the desire to cry out. The less she revealed her true condition, the more likely they were to move on. 

The bite was still flame-colored, but the swelling had receded a bit. He probed the spot and she silently winced. “That does look better, but I think you could use another day.”
Sure, maybe I can use another day, but I can’t use one up. She appreciated Dylan’s kindness, but she had to convince him of her readiness. “I’m raring to go. Really. Just help me to my feet.”

He shook his head in a gesture of disbelief, then pulled her to standing. Her right leg wobbled under her, but she willed it still. She had to ignore the impossible pain.

She leaned on the arm he extended and staggered down to the raft, grateful for Hart’s help. She had never been the maiden-in-distress type, but the trip was more important than her vanity.  

When he helped her into the canoe, her leg twisted. She let out a gasp from the spasm that rode up her calf and his hand tightened on her arm. 

“Are you sure you want to do this? It seems unreasonable under the circumstances.”

She gave him her warmest smile. “I’m fine. Now let’s shove off, Capítan.”

He shrugged before prying the raft from its dock on the beach and hopping in. The raft slipped into the water and shot unsteadily downriver. Tropical sun beat down on Leah’s head, making her woozy. Even reclining, she was exhausted. Intermittent chills shook her. Her stomach churned and begged her to release its contents. She lay back with her head on the seat, fighting the feeling in her gut. She would not give in and fuel another of Dylan’s arguments about waiting another day. 

Within an hour, clouds moved in to cover the sun. For once she looked forward to the daily jungle rain, which fell even during the dry season, although with less ferocity. It would soon cool the air and bring a much-desired breeze to blow away her nausea.  

Dylan watched her out of the corner of his eye. Nothing like a little snakebite would deter her. He’d see. She was stronger than he thought. 

The throb in her ankle had subsided a little by the time Dylan pulled the canoe ashore to give her another dose of the sap solution. He again removed the makeshift cloth bandage from her ankle and treated the wound. Every time he exposed the bite, it looked better. The red thread up her leg had turned hot pink. He acted pleased with his part in her progress, and she was secretly pleased with him, too. Although she had no intention of telling him, she had begun to trust his judgment and ability. She glanced up at him and noted how ruggedly handsome he was with his dark ruffled hair and sun-burnt skin. Given all those good looks and that cocky attitude, she didn’t want to deal with a bigger ego than he already displayed. “So, how’s it look?”

“It’s healing just fine. You’ll soon be running in the New York Marathon.”

She laughed. “And you’ll soon be chief of the Machiguenga.” She touched one of the welts that had formed on his lower arm. “That really looks nasty. Does it hurt?”

He glanced down at it. “Not as much as before.”

“I know I asked already, but I’m going to try again. Can I please cover those welts with my version of a magic potion?”

He shrugged. “You’d do that for me?”

His unassuming, even self-conscious response perplexed her. She wondered if his cocksure attitude was just a front to launder deeper feelings, feelings he wasn’t ready to share with anyone else. It made him even more attractive. “Remove your shirt and let me take a look at them.”

He gave her a sheepish smile. “You know they’re not just on my upper torso.”

She pulled down the corner of her mouth in what she hoped was a world-weary expression. “Drop your pants, too.”

While he tugged his top overhead and slipped from his jeans, she prepared a cup of crushed chacruna leaf and water. When she looked up, he stood before her, naked except for a pair of skimpy jockeys. He looked like a man should, with broad shoulders and chest, narrow hips. And what a chest— pure dark down-covered muscle. She had the urge to run her fingers through the fur, but controlled herself. He was too hot to handle. 

“Turn around.” With fingertips, she spread the concoction over the angry red raised bumps peppering his back and legs. “Other side.” When he turned, the look of raw passion in his eyes unnerved her. Her hand began to shake and she had to control herself so he wouldn’t notice how he effected her.  

Next it was her turn. After he treated her bite, they divided a snack between them and again pushed off downstream. The spinning in her head had subsided a little; her gut had quieted a bit. “Where are we going now?”

Dylan pushed an oar through water. “We’re nearly at a Jivaro settlement.”

A jolt in the raft sent a stabbing pain through her ankle. She clenched her teeth. Took a deep breath. A minute passed before she could speak. “Who are the Jivaro?”

“They’re what the locals call isolados, an isolated tribe. They’re the fiercest tribe in the Amazon. Head hunters, actually.” He smiled as though to convince her they were merely harmless pranksters.

That did little to reassure her. “Why visit them?”           

“They may have information you want. I’ve been the Kakaram’s friend for years. He’s their chief. He’s a good source of knowledge about what’s going on in the jungle.”

She questioned his choice of friends, not being included in that category. “How does he come by his information?”

Dylan pushed past a large rock jutting from the water. “These people are hunters and gatherers. They get around. Talk to other tribes— “

“When they aren’t shrinking their heads?”

He gave her a look of exasperation. “You must be feeling better, you’re timing is as wicked as ever.” An overhanging branch slapped his arm and he pushed it out of her way. “They have a finger on the jungle’s pulse, so to speak. We’ll see if we can learn anything from them. At the same time, you might rest that leg awhile.”

Downriver, Dylan rowed the canoe to shore and they disembarked. After refusing Dylan’s offer of support, Leah limped after him through a thicket of trees and vines. On one particularly thick, twisted vine, a monkey played. The approaching crunch of footsteps alerted it to company and it bolted into the trees.

Dylan pointed at the root. “See that? It’s called a monkey vine.”

“Don’t tell me. That’s because the monkeys use them like jungle gyms.”

“Ever think of guiding tours?”

She stepped around a hill of ants the size of cockroaches. “If I survive this trip, I’ll hang up a shingle.”

Further along the trail, she spied a Rhododendron bush the size of a small tree. Every plant and animal in the Amazon seemed larger than life. Now she was certain she had slipped down the rabbit hole into a Lewis Carroll jungle fantasy.  

Dylan stopped so suddenly she almost ran into him. He flung out an arm meant to stop her. With his free hand, he pointed at a creature that might have stepped out of a sci-fi movie. Over two feet tall, the furry thing stood on hind legs scratching at a tree with six-inch claws. “What’s that? Its nails are longer than the acrylic ones worn in Los Angeles,” she whispered.

“It’s a tamandua, an anteater. Let’s go around it.”

“That sounds smart.” To keep from walking too close to the animal, Dylan cut a path in the brush with his machete, slowing their progress. Leah’s leg throbbed more with every step. When she stumbled over a branch, her ankle toggled and she moaned. 

Dylan extended an arm. “We’re near the village. How about a lift?”

She might enjoy being in his arms too much for her own good. “I’m okay.”

The mud became slicker. Leah slid along, praying they would make it to the village before her ankle totally gave out. Dylan slowed his stride to pace her and help her along. Every so often, she’d falter and he’d quietly grip her arm for support. Gratitude for his unstated thoughtfulness increased with every step. She leaned against him and the warmth of his body comforted her. 

Finally, he slowed. “See that clearing? That’s where we’re going.” 

So close now, she could slide in to home-plate, Leah hurried as much as she could to end the agony. At the clearing, she had to double over to catch her breath. A whizzing sound over her head caused her to jerk upright. A dart flew past her. Another whistled nearby. Before she could react, Dylan grabbed her, threw her to the ground, and flung himself on top of her. Her leg twisted under him and she had to bite down on her hand not to cry out in shock.

Beneath him, she felt more than heard him shout in a strange tongue. A man she couldn’t see said something in return. After an incomprehensible exchange, Dylan lifted off her and offered a hand up.  

As she staggered to standing, she faced the most frightening sight of her life. Anteater and snake paled in comparison to the man before her. Naked except for a brown loincloth, a tasseled headband with brilliant toucan feathers and a quill full of darts, his chest and face were slashed with red paint. His glittering eyes displayed intense hostility. In his hands he held a dart gun the size of a small rocket launcher. Another warrior stood behind him with bow and arrow pointed at them. 

She grabbed Dylan’s arm. “Are these your friends? They sure know how to make their guests feel right at home,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

Dylan’s face was pale, drawn. “This isn’t their typical welcome. They’re frightened just now. Seems like they may have had the same visitor as the Machiguengo. An old white man came by their village and six people came down with the fever. That’s probably a quarter of their population.”

Leah was still too shattered and in too much pain to fully grasp the information. “Fever? You mean, the Hemorrhagic fever?” 

“Could be.” Dylan wiped sweat from his forehead with a bandanna. “The Kakaram’s busy just now. Until he’s free, these gentlemen want to escort us to the nearest hut and make us their guests. Then we’ll have a formal audience with the Kakaram before going on our way.” He smiled a cockeyed, reassuring smile.

“What do they intend to do with us?” 

“Don’t worry. If they had wanted to kill us, we’d already be dead. They just want to scare us. You should see them use those dart guns when they mean business. Their aim is remarkable. And they treat the dart’s tip with curare so even a fringe hit is fatal.”

“Curare?” She had heard the term before.

“Deadly poison taken from those orange frogs we passed on the trail.”

Those adorable little frogs. Hard to imagine they were the source of a poison. Which just confirmed what she already knew: you couldn’t believe appearances.

He took her arm. “As soon as I see their chief, everything will be all right.”

The dart-wielding warrior grunted his impatience, said something to Dylan and, with a rough hand on Dylan’s arm, marched them toward a round shaped building made of poles set in the ground at intervals lashed together with strips of bark. He made it plain he would stand guard outside. 

Once inside, Leah lowered her tremulous legs to a mat, hugged her knees to her chest to keep them from knocking, and watched Dylan repeatedly pace the floor. “You’re making me nervous with your pacing.”

He came over and lowered himself to her side. “Is this better?”

Better, but not good enough. The ideal solution would take them far away from this place. “How long do you think we’ll have to wait?”

“We’ll see the Kakaram when he thinks we’ve sweated it out long enough.”

“Why is he holding us here. What does this mean?”

“I wish I knew. This is so unusual.” Dylan rubbed his jaw. “I’ve never been treated this way before.”

 “What can we do?” She wanted to do something, anything to rectify the situation. Do anything but sit in fear and anxiety.

“Nothing at the moment, except make ourselves at home.” A muscle dancing in Dylan’s forehead told her he was as anxious about this as she was.

She placed her hand over his and, after a moment, his shoulders relaxed. When she tried to pull her hand away, he enclosed it in his. 

Now was not the time for affection. She was more than a little annoyed he had brought her here. She patted his hand and reclaimed hers. 

Dogs barked outside the hut. When she looked past the skins that served as a door, all she could see was the muscle-bound guard with the dart gun. “I hate to do this right now, but I need to use a toilet.” 

“The closest toilet is the darkest corner of this hut.”

“I can’t do that.” She had to keep some semblance of pride. “Please tell the guard I’ll follow whatever rules he sets if I can only go outside.”

Dylan mouthed an “okay” and approached the guard. After a short conversation, he returned to her side. “He says you can use the bushes just outside the hut.”

The guard lifted the flap and gestured with the dart gun. Leah waited for Dylan’s nod, then rose and followed the guard’s dart gun pointed toward a thicket of small palms. The guard continued to watch her even after she had reached the indicated spot, but she stared him down until he looked away.

Just beyond the guard’s reach, Leah thought about making a sudden sprint for the raft. She could be there before he caught up with her in the thick brush. If ever a time seemed ripe for escape, this was it, but almost as soon as she considered the plan, she regretfully abandoned it. Besides her bum ankle, she could never run out on Dylan and leave him to the Jivaro’s mercy. They were a team now and she owed him her allegiance after what he’d done for her.  

When she returned to the hut, the guard entered behind her, said something to Dylan and pointed the dart gun toward the door flap. 

“We’re about to be escorted to the Kakaram. Are you all right to go?” Dylan asked.

“Sure.” What choice did she have? She didn’t know whether to be relieved or petrified and felt a little of each. Maybe there would be a resolution, hopefully one that favored them.  

They followed the guard to the Kakaram’s thatched hut and entered into the dark, dirt-floored interior. Two large mutts greeted them with a growl. Seated behind them, the Kakaram, a solid looking, squarely built older man dressed in jaguar skins, quieted the dogs and acknowledged Dylan with hardly a nod. He spoke to an old woman in a bark dress and she eyed them while backing slowly out of the hut. 

A sweep of the old man’s hand indicated they were to squat on sisal mats. The leg Leah tucked under her made her squirm. Unversed in the tribal norms, she sat as still as she could, and ignored her discomfort.

The Kakaram and Dylan conferred for a few minutes before Dylan glanced over at her. “The Kakaram has been admiring you. He says you’re good looking but too thin.”

Leah attempted a smile. “Tell him where I’m from, a woman can never be too thin.”                                          

Dylan again addressed the Kakaram. “He also confirms that an old white man visited the village just before a handful of his people took ill and died. He thinks, since we’re white, we may be bearers of the same black magic.”

She glanced at the Kakaram with his beads, paint and feathered headband. He would look as fierce as his warriors if the skin didn’t sag on his arms and chest. “These folks don’t look like a sociable lot. Why did they let the white man go if they thought he was up to no good?”

“He told them he was there to help with a degenerative bone disease common in this tribe. He left before the sickness began.”

Leah swallowed the queasy shudders in her throat. Nothing about this situation, even Dylan’s presence, comforted her. “What do they plan to do with us?”

Dylan squeezed her arm. “Stay calm when I tell you this. Okay? We don’t want to upset the Kakaram. I’ll think of a way out of here, but he wants us to remain for a time.”

 “What for?” The image of a large black cauldron boiling over a blazing fire popped into her mind. She swallowed again to keep the rising hysteria out of her words. “You mean as their prisoners, don’t you?”

Dylan’s eyes betrayed no emotion. “Call it what you will. They think we’ve been sent by the white medicine man and we’re working with him. The Kakaram is adamant about this.”

Dylan conversed again with the Kakaram. His voice at first soft, grew louder and more adamant.

Leah tugged at his sleeve. “What are you saying?”

Dylan raised a hand to silence her and again bargained with the chief. 

The old man stood abruptly and shouted an order at a guard with a painted black face. The black-faced guard thrust himself in front of Dylan, his eyes red with fiery rage. At his insistence, with the help of the other guard, they were hustled back toward the prison hut.      

“Why the black-face?” she whispered to Dylan as she stumbled along.

Dylan kept his voice low. “They paint their faces black when they want to be invisible-when hunting or going to war.”

Leah could barely breathe from fear. She stumbled past an open hut not far from the Kakaram’s where she glimpsed a row of shrunken heads lining the floor on the far wall. Her gut wrenched at the sight. 

What Dylan had failed to say earlier, but what she heard between the lines— the Jivaro planned to keep them until deciding how to dispose of them. Even with Dylan’s capabilities, she now doubted he could get them out of this mess.

Overwhelming panic caused her bum leg to fold and she crumbled to the ground before reaching the prison hut. Dylan stopped to help her up, only to be pushed forward by the intimidating guard. A strong hand yanked her to standing and pushed her behind Dylan through the door flap.

Only Dylan’s arms kept her from pitching forward onto the ground. When he eased her down she was still pressed to him. His heart pounding against her ear couldn’t be beating any faster than hers. “I need to know what you said to the Kakaram after he told you he planned to keep us here.”

“I told him you were here to cure the sickness, not spread it. I asked him to let you go so you could bring the cure back.”

Leah studied him. “And what about you?”

Dylan shrugged. “I told him I would stay behind so he could be assured of your return with the potion.”

Leah couldn’t believe her ears. Dylan would be willing to sacrifice his life for her. Maybe she had totally misjudged him. A twinge of guilt pierced her for even considering leaving him. “But what would they do with you if I didn’t return?”

He shook his head and looked away. “It doesn’t matter, they won’t let you go. I did everything I can think of to persuade him.” 

“I don’t really want to go without you,” she said and, for the first time, really meant it. “But how long do they plan to hold us here?”

He hesitated long enough to answer the question before he even opened his mouth. “Let’s just say they think of us as permanent guests.” 

Chapter Six
Leah stared at Dylan in horror. He had just confirmed her worst fear. If the Jivaro had their way, the two of them would soon join the shrunken heads on display in the Jivaro version of an anthropological museum. She reached for Dylan’s hand and pressed it hard. “What can we do?”

He squeezed hers back. “Give me time. I’ll find a loophole.” 

“Good,” she quipped, “because if I really wanted my head shrunk, I’d see a therapist in L.A.” 

“After this trip you might need one.” 

She pointed past him out the door. “Is there any way to get around that guard?”

“There has to be. I’ll come up with a plan.” He scratched his jaw. “I know I got us into this. I’ll figure a way out.”

“Look, I don’t blame you...”

A woman appeared at the entrance to the hut carrying two steaming calabash bowls. 

“That’s an encouraging sign.” Dylan took the bowls from her and handed one to Leah. “They’re offering us stew. We must be honored guests.” With a flat clay disk extracted from the edge of his bowl, Dylan scooped up his stew. “Try the meat. It’s a common native dish. You’ll like it.”

The thought of their fate had Leah’s insides performing somersaults, and the last thing she wanted was a meal. She glanced down at tan chunks of meat floating by in yellow liquid and almost regurgitated, but forced herself to take a bite. Even with its exotic smell, the meat tasted sour to her. She had the urge to push the bowl aside, but was determined to be more adaptable. She tried again, eating as much as she could stomach. “What kind of meat do they use?”

“Howler Monkey. It’s part of the tribal diet, which consists of agourti, tapir and peccary.”
Monkey? The thought of eating a primate ancestor bothered her, but she had to be philosophical about this. She couldn’t exactly demand familiar cuisine in an unfamiliar world. “I guess I should say it tastes just like chicken, but it doesn’t.” She held her bowl out to him. “If you like it so much, why don’t you finish mine.”  

The old woman left and returned with two more bowls. Leah stared at hers, a purple drink that looked a lot like Koolaid. 

Dylan took his bowl, mumbled something to the woman and saluted Leah before taking a swig of the liquid. “Drink up, it’s good. It comes from the Camu Camu tree.” 

Leah took a sip. The beverage tasted like rotten grape juice, tolerable if one was thirsty enough. And she was.  

The guard pushed skins aside to look in on them, and Leah had to wonder if she had just eaten her last meal. Relief flowed through her when he held out a hand for the bowls.

Before the painted man could remove the meal, Dylan extended the half-empty bowl in her direction. “Are you sure you don’t want to eat more? You’ll be sorry later.” 

Later? She hoped she’d be alive later to be sorry. “No thanks. You eat it.” 

He pulled the bowl back. “I don’t want to waste it.”

She watched him scarf up the last of the stew and her nausea returned. Even if offered a Filet Mignon, she would have to decline, but she had to admire Dylan’s bravery. It reassured her.

After bowls were collected, Leah levered herself gingerly into one of the two hammocks suspended between poles. “Okay, Indiana Jones, what’s your plan?”

“I haven’t got one yet.” Dylan wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “You catch some sleep. You’ll need it. I’ll keep watch. I need the time to think.” 

“Since you haven’t come up with anything, I have an idea.”

Dylan brushed her off with a flap of his hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll think of something.”

“But...I’ve already thought of something.”

He seemed distracted. “We have to carefully consider...”

Frustrated, she raised her voice, ‘Listen to me,” and then quickly lowered it not wanting to alarm the guard and call attention to herself. Dylan stared at her open-mouthed. “My earlier excursion into the bush gave me the idea. When the village quiets for the night, what if you ask the guard to allow me another bathroom break. While I’m in the brush, I’ll distract the guard.”

“Is this where I come in?”

“I’m getting to that,” she said. “It’s your job to grab a branch and smack him over the head with it.” 

“How about this?” He took her hand and patted it against a long, hard object in his pocket.

“Is that a pistol? How did you ever smuggle it in?”

He placed a finger over his lips and whispered, “Lucky for us they didn’t frisk me, but I hope I don’t have to use it to shoot anyone.” He squatted on his haunches. “Your plan doesn’t sound bad, but we’ll only have minutes to clear out of here before someone reacts to the commotion. Do you think you can run on that ankle?”

She pressed a palm against the bandage binding her ankle. Her touch caused a shock to radiate up her leg. “What choice do I have?”

“Not much of one. We either split tonight or we may be split in two tomorrow.”

While she liked barbecue, she didn’t want to be the ribs. Goose bumps sprang up on her arms. “That’s enough motivation for me, but how will we know where to go in the dark?”

“I still have the flashlight in my bush jacket. It’s not much, but it will have to do. They don’t provide street lights here.”

She appreciated his weak attempt at humoring her. While she hoped he was better at magical disappearing acts than comedy routines, his calm courage again impressed her. “No paved roads either, I suppose.”

“We’ll have to make do with the lack of infrastructure. Now get off that leg and catch some Zs so you’ll be at your best for the Maranon Marathon.”

Leah hunkered down in the hammock, but was unable to sleep. The pounding of her pulse reverberated in rhythm to the beat of drums outside the hut. The pulsating percussion interwove with flute music and a syncopated chant. Were the Jivaro celebrating their capture? And what would be their fate? Sweat beaded her forehead. To quiet the terror, she focused on her reason for being in the jungle in the first place. A humanitarian mission had brought her to this place, a mission she fully intended to fulfill. If she could only make it out of this place in one piece, she still might be able to trace the source of the virus-and find her grandfather. 

If he was still alive. 

For that matter, if she was still alive.    

* * *

Dylan sat in the semi-darkened hut and counted the passing minutes. While he had tried to act cool for Leah’s sake, the precarious nature of their escape worried him. Their lives hung in the balance. 

When the croak of frog and the chirp of cricket were the only sounds he could hear, he shook Leah awake. 

In the moon-lit hut, she jerked upright, trembling all over. “Okay,” she whispered. “I haven’t been asleep. I’m ready.”

Surprised by her fortitude, he squeezed her hand. She had mettle to spare. “Go with a limp to allay any suspicion.” He patted her shoulder in support, then approached the door flap and spoke with the guard. After getting the okay, he signaled to Leah with a thumbs up. She limped through the flap and into the thick brush. The uneven crunch of twigs under her exaggerated limp unnerved him. Each step she took moved them closer to their destiny.

A moment later, she released a muted scream. The guard left his post and moved in the direction of the brush. With no time to lose, Dylan slipped from the tent and scrambled up behind him, striking the smaller man on the back of his head with the pistol’s butt. The guard half-turned and grunted. A second wallop to the frontal lobe felled him with a thump. 

Reassured by their luck so far, Dylan quickly slid the pistol into his pocket, seized Leah’s hand and pulled her along through the trees. With his free hand, he aimed the flashlight beam at the narrow path they had taken on their way from the river into the jungle. Branches scratched at his skin, tore at his clothes. Behind him, the silence failed to surrender a single sound of alarm or pursuit. 

He jogged along the path as fast as he could with an arm around Leah. The farther they traveled, the more her weight began to work against him. While her pain had to be excruciating, they couldn’t stop for rest.  

Mud made the footing extremely tricky. He slid a couple of times, and at one particularly precarious turn, Leah pitched forward with a cry. When he stooped to pick her up, she flailed her arms in resistance. No time to argue. He scooped her up onto his shoulder and continued his dash toward the river. 

Leah groaned. “I can carry my own weight.” 

“Don’t be so damned stubborn,” he growled. When she twisted away, almost as slippery as the mud, he pressed her close to secure his grip, the distraction of her struggle nearly causing him to trip over a vine.

“Go limp,” he snarled, “or we’re dead.”

Yelps and cries from behind them signaled that the Jivaro were following in hot pursuit. From past experience, he knew they would never quit until they captured or killed their prey.

As Dylan neared the water, a dart flew past him and buried itself in a tree. He tightened his grip on Leah and began to sprint in the direction of the raft. Jivaro warriors closed in on them fast.

He had to make it to the raft or it was all over. With Leah no longer struggling but now a dead weight in his arms, he charged forward. Close to the water’s edge, another dart whizzed by, indicating that the Jivaro were near enough for easy striking distance. He could barely see the raft’s shape bobbing low in the water and made a dash for it. As he approached it, an arrow soared near enough to graze his arm. He pushed Leah into the craft and hurled himself in behind her. 

With a tug at the rope, he tried to wrest the raft from its tether to the mooring tree. The knot held fast no matter how he twisted it. A zipping arrow ruffled his hair. Voices and a nearby splash gave him the incentive to pry feverishly at the noose, knowing if the Jivaro came any closer, it might soon tighten around his neck. The knot sprang open releasing the boat into open river.

Light from the full moon reflected off the silhouetted Jivaro on shore. Dylan pulled Leah down to avoid the darts now flying thickly over the gunwales.

An arm appeared over the side of the raft. He kicked at it, smashing the scaling hand with all his might. At the same time, he hammered the face peering at him from the water with the pistol butt. The warrior submerged.

Darts and arrows whistled by only inches from his head, the darkness alone preventing their aim’s accuracy. On his stomach, he fumbled for the engine fuel can. Only a pitifully small amount remained. He used the container to thrust away another aquatic attacker who tried to climb on board.

Dylan awkwardly maneuvered the engine overboard into the water, hooked it to the raft’s rear and yanked at the cord. At the same time, another hand grasped the side of the raft. He was desperate to dislodge it, but had to first start the motor. He wrenched the chord harder and it fired up on the third try. The raft sped off with the hand still holding firm. Dylan pried the hand free of the raft as it moved out of firing range. With only canoes, the Jivaro would be unable to overtake the motorized vessel.

The reprieve from his attackers offered Dylan a moment to assess the damage. Beside him, Leah lay limp. He’d never forgive himself if anything happened to her on account of his monumental mistake of visiting the Jivaro. Recrimination ran like acid through him.

He lifted her head and saw that her eyes had rolled back in their sockets. Her skin felt clammy, her breathing shallow. She was in shock, but she was alive. The torture of running with that bite had surely sent her spinning into a different dimension. 

He clutched Leah to him. With fingertips, he brushed back hair from her face, looked down at her. She looked so helpless, so vulnerable, he knew he had to protect her. His heart ached for her, but there was nothing more he could do now except leave the Jivaro far behind them. 

As he laid her back on the raft, he caught sight of his sleeve, ripped by an arrow. Damn...his favorite University of Texas Tee. At least the skin beneath appeared to be intact. 

As soon as he had gained a significant lead over the Jivaro, he cut the engine and took a much needed breather. With Leah’s head elevated, he gave her the long overdue dose of Jergon Sacha solution.

She resisted, rolling her head from side to side while moaning, “Robert...Robert.” 
Robert? Who the hell was Robert? Jealousy flowed through his veins like molten metal and when it cooled, he hardened his heart against her. What had he been thinking? Sure he’d always found Leah attractive, but only days before, he’d thought of her as inflexible and unappealing. Why had he taken such a complete about face in such a short time? He had to keep his wits about him and remember his commitment never to become attached to a client. He didn’t need any more emotional calamities than he’d already had, especially with a woman who spoke another man’s name.

He treated her snakebite, then kept an eye on her while they motored downstream. When he could guarantee their safety from the Jivaro, and her breathing resumed a more normal rhythm, he pulled the raft ashore and placed his own mat and bag on the ground. They had no time to lose to make it to Iquitos as scheduled, but they both needed the rest.

* * *

Leah’s weak voice awakened him. “Dylan, where are we?”

He sat up, instantly alert. Fear streaked through him at the memory of their close call. When he realized they weren’t in any immediate danger, he leaned back on his elbows. Beneath the dawn mist from the river, he could see Leah in the raft levered up by one arm. “How are you?”

She rubbed her head. “Woozy. The last thing I remember is limping into the jungle. What happened?” 

“You passed out from pain during our escape from the Jivaro, so I moved you to a safe spot downriver.” He shook off sleep and boarded the raft, standing beside her.

Leah, hair tousled, eyes wide, watched him. From his vantage point she looked sexy. Seductive. “Let me look at that snakebite.” He stooped onto his haunches and lifted her leg onto his knee. A glance at her ankle told him the binding had loosened overnight and needed to be retied. 

He unraveled the gauze pad and, to his relief, the swelling had dissipated in spite of their midnight jaunt. The hot pink had faded to a blush. Although still warm to the touch, it had improved since the last treatment. He placed the Jergon Sacha solution on it and encouraged her to drink another cupful.

Without warning, Leah threw her arms around him and buried her head in his neck. “You saved my life a second time. How can I ever thank you enough?”

He pressed her to him, thinking how right she felt in his arms, cherishing the feelings she stirred in him. In the next instant, he remembered that she was only passing through the jungle on an assignment. She would soon return to her big city life and the man she had called out to when delirious. He abruptly pulled away, noting the look of surprise that spread over her face.  

He glanced away and suddenly realized that something was awry in the raft. But what? A quick scan told him two boxes of provisions were missing. In the dark, under pressure, he had failed to detect their disappearance. “We obviously had a visitor to our raft when it was unguarded.”

Leah’s eyes opened wider. “What do you mean?”

“We’re missing two boxes, probably as much as one person could carry. That places us in a bit of a tight spot. Since we still have a couple days to Iquitos, we’ll have to ration our food.”

“I can always use the diet,” she quipped, pinching her side, but he couldn’t detect an ounce of excess fat. 

She was really a good sport and he appreciated it. “You don’t look as if you have a problem.”  

“I hide it well. Actually, I’m a hard-core Ben and Jerry’s junkie. I can go through a pint of Chunky Monkey in minutes and then I’m forced to fast the next day. I know that’s nuts, and I’ve been trying to curb it, but without much success before this trip.”

He grinned. “I don’t know of any Ben and Jerry’s in Peru, or chunky monkeys for that matter, but I promise to take you to a great ice cream pallor in Iquitos.”     

“Ummm. Sounds delicious.” She wet her lips with the tip of her tongue. 

“Tempting?” Almost as tempting as her now glistening lips.

“I can’t wait.” She bit her lip.

“Neither can I.” He turned his gaze away from her mouth. “I hate to do this to you with that ankle, but we should shove off downriver immediately. If we don’t, you’ll be stuck having to eat the agouti and arapaima I catch.”

The now familiar look of disgust crossed her expressive features. “Aye, aye, Captain, your First Mate’s ready to set sail.” She saluted him. “After my ice cream fantasies, that fish would be too much of a let-down.” 

He suppressed a smile. “I thought you’d see it my way.”

Chapter Seven
With every bump and jolt on the river, Leah’s leg throbbed. The humid air that enclosed her reminded her of a windowless bathroom on a hot summer’s day. The farther the Maranon carried them to the south, the more oppressive the air became. The only thing that lightened her discomfort was a glance at Dylan and the thought that he, in his infinite wisdom about the rain-forest, had spared her life, not once, but twice.   

After a particularly rough run over minor rapids, she unintentionally groaned. Dylan shot her a look of concern.

 “How about pulling onshore earlier than usual and making an early start tomorrow?”

She smiled inwardly, grateful for his kindness. “If you think it’s best.”

 “I do.”

After Dylan established camp, refusing her help and encouraging her to sit with her leg elevated, he gestured toward the tree line. “With those menacing clouds, I’m going to take a short sunset hike to find palms for a make-shift awning.”

Though still in pain, Leah didn’t want to be left alone in her present condition. It seemed safer to tag along. “Can I join you? I need to stretch my legs.” 

His eyes softened. “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

“I’d love it.” Leah levered herself unsteadily to standing, but refused the offer of a hand up. She slowly limped behind Dylan into a thicket of ferns, fungi and air roots. Dylan slashed through the underbrush and she followed, stopping intermittently when the ache became too great to give her leg a rest.  

With a glance over his shoulder at her, Dylan doubled back to where she leaned against a tree. “Are you sure you want to do this? I can walk you back to the campsite and fetch what we need myself. It won’t take long.”

 “I’m fine.” His skeptical stare informed her he wasn’t convinced. “Really I am. I’ve just stopped to admire this incredible plant.” She tipped a brilliant red Bird-of-Paradise upwards and delighted in its bright yellow stamen. “I’m actually something of a gardener in L.A., if anyone can really garden in that sprawling concrete and macadam metropolis.” 

“It makes perfect sense to me that you’ve never felt better. Why a little ol’ snakebite is nothing to a worldly woman like you.” His unexpected sense of humor always surprised her, like sun breaking through a thick cloud cover.

She playfully poked him in his ribs. “Don’t be silly. I can handle this. Let’s move on.”

She had spoken too soon. With the sun directly above the western horizon, the light was barely adequate for her to make her way. But as the light dimmed, Leah stumbled over roots and puddles in her path. Her ankle had begun to swell and throb even more, to the point of being almost unbearable. In no time, moisture beaded her face and throat and ran down her back. She had overestimated her endurance and was eager to turn back. She stopped and leaned against a large palm, supporting her weight entirely on her good leg.

Dylan looked over his shoulder again. “Is there a problem?”

It would be wrong to make him feel obligated to return her to the campsite before he collected the fronds. She touched the tree. “I was just wondering why you don’t use these fronds for our awning?”

Dylan laughed. “All palms probably look the same to you, but there are a dozen different types around here. There are queen, banana, coconut and fan palms. The one you’re tapping is the Pomponesa. It’s used by the Yagua Indians to make their clothing. You might have a chance to visit the Yagua. They live north of Iquitos on the Napa.”

At the mention of her trip up the Napa without him, clouds again descended over her sunny disposition. She would give anything to have Dylan accompany her beyond Iquitos. Traveling on from there without him struck her as difficult, if not impossible. She wanted to say something, but it was no use asking. He had clearly made up his mind.

They moved on a little farther until Dylan stopped in front of another large palm and said with satisfaction, “This is the one I’ve been looking for. The natives use this palm to make thatched roofs.” He withdrew a knife from his pocket and slashed two fronds. “It’s mind-boggling how well these fronds work. They’ve been known to last six or seven years.”

“I hope we won’t need them that long.” She wrapped one arm around her middle. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

The concern in his voice made her look up at him. “I will be in a minute.” 

He stopped what he was doing, took her by the arm and helped her over to a large rock. “Take a break. You’ve had a full schedule the last few days.”

“Thanks. I needed that.” And she did. She took a minute to let the pain subside before she glanced around at all the vegetation. They were surrounded by trees and plants of every possible variation. “If there are so many different kinds of palms, how do the natives know which one to use?” 

He trimmed the stems of two fronds, split a number of leaves in two and interwove one frond with another. “They know this forest like you know English grammar.”

Her editor’s face materialized in her mind. “Bad comparison. My editor’s always correcting my copy.”

“Sloppy copy, huh?” A grin turned up the corners of his eyes and lit his face from within. “Are you okay now?”

No, but she wasn’t about to broadcast her condition and put an end to their outing. She was enjoying his company too much. She merely nodded.

That must have satisfied him because he pointed at a neighboring tree. “The sap from that tree, the Retama Sacha, is used to treat chigger bites. They’re pretty common in the jungle.

“The natives trim the skin off the fruit like this.” He reached up, plucked a fruit and peeled it, exposing pulp. “Then they rub the fruit onto the irritated area.” After running his fingers over the fruit, he rubbed them together. She shook off an image of him spreading the moist pulp over her sensitive skin.

When he handed her the fruit, their hands grazed and their eyes met. Unexpectedly, her body temperature seemed to rachet up a full degree. He smeared sticky sap from his finger onto hers and she brought it to her nose. It smelled a little like aloe vera. “What other goodies are there in this jungle?”

He went to the base of a huge tree with a wide skirt and laid a hand on the bark. “In one tribe, a man has to chop down this tree single-handed with a simple ax in order to convince his intended bride’s family to permit him to marry her.”

The tree towered over Dylan’s six-foot frame and was as wide as a semi truck. “Must be one strong guy.”

“Could be that love makes a man stronger.” 

Their eyes met and a strange sensation wormed it’s way up her spine. A sensation she’d rather not have. 

Her face heated again and she quickly looked away. “One thing I know that will make you stronger. A hot meal.”

“Yeah right,” he said with what sounded like resignation. “I have what I need here. Let’s head back to the campsite.”

She limped behind him toward the river, both relieved she would soon be sitting quietly with her leg raised, and strangely disquieted by the feelings he aroused in her.

* * *

At noon the next day, Dylan found a clearing and steered the raft to shore by a sandy beach. 

Leah stretched, well-rested after a dry night in the wet jungle, protected by palm fronds. “Why are we stopping now?” 

“This is as good a spot as any to take an early break so we can make time later.” He leaped to shore and brought the raft to a halt.   

After helping Leah out, he treated her snakebite dressing and shimmied a palm for a coconut snack. She watched amused as his long legs grasped the trunk of the tree and he hauled himself upward. The round curve of his butt, clearly outlined by taut pants, touched off more errant thoughts. 

Thoughts she rather not think. What was happening to her? This was not the right time, or the right person. She had promised Robert she would consider his proposal and she had every intention of keeping that promise. She had to stop thinking about Dylan as she did. She wandered down to the river’s edge, picked up a stick and ran it absently through water.

A short time later, she heard Dylan call, “Come and get it.”
Get what? Oh, he only meant lunch. Her willful imagination seemed to be working overtime. She had never before let her relationships with men interfere with her work. She didn’t trust them enough to be playful and open. Perhaps she had simply been playing Jane to his Tarzan for too long. 

Back at the clearing, she accepted a slice of papaya and sat on a stump. “River runs fast here, doesn’t it?”

“Exactly what I want to talk to you about.”

She paused at his warning tone. “Go on.”

“We’re about to begin our final descent out of the mountains. In the next few hours, the river will run faster and faster, making this the toughest part of the trip.”

She couldn’t imagine anything being tougher than what they had already faced. 

“A few miles from here the Maranon narrows to about a hundred feet across and squeezes out of the Andes through a gap I mentioned before, the Pongo de Manseriche. You need to be prepared for trouble and do exactly what I say, when I say. No hesitation. No argument.” He captured her eyes with his. He meant business.

He was obviously preparing her for an ordeal, but she had been through too much to frighten too easily. She had toughened enough in the last few days to take on any curve Dylan Hart could throw her. Well, almost any. “Don’t worry, I can handle this.” A mosquito the size of a hummingbird landed on her arm and she brushed it away. 

“The Indians believe everyday life is only an illusion and that dreams are real. If that’s true, you have nothing to fear. If it isn’t, you have more to be worried about than you can imagine. I want you to take this seriously so I don’t lose you.”

A chill passed through her. “You’re serious.”

He crossed the space between them and lowered onto his haunches beside her so close the warmth of his breath caressed her cheek. “Since you’ve never rafted before, you can’t imagine the danger of rapids. These rank with the most difficult in the world. We’re going to run a whole series of rapids through the Pongo de Manseriche.” He sketched waterfalls with a stick in the dirt at their feet, then pointed to the top of the drawing. “We’ll start down the mountain at a steep angle, but shortly level off.”

Fear jabbed her between the shoulder blades. She had assumed the name Pongo de Manseriche, gateway of fear, had only been local color. With his description, she had begun to suspect it might be an accurate description of the rapids. “Tell me more.”

“If anything should happen to you and you end up in the water, I want you to stay as close as you can to the raft so I can reach for you. Remember, you’re likely to panic. I can’t easily hold onto you if you’re fighting me. Try to stay calm.”

A tree full of birds fluttered in her gut. “I’ll keep that in mind. 

His unblinking granite stare told her more than words could.

Her legs trembled when she pushed herself to standing. His implication was clear. This gorge would be worse than attacks by venomous snakes and hostile headhunters. Her meal churned, burning inside her, but she squared her shoulders. “Thank you for preparing me. I won’t let you down. What’s the plan?”

“First, wear your waterproof clothes and put on your life jacket.” He folded his arms over his chest. “Second, remember to stay low the entire time we travel down the rapids. Hold onto the side of the raft. And, no heroics, okay?”
No problem. 

“And no talking once we’re near enough to hear the rapids.” He resumed packing their gear. “The Indians say if you talk too near the river, the river spirit will suck you under the rapids forever.”

“Surely you don’t believe that.”

 “Between the waterfalls and rapids, we won’t be able to hear each other anyway, and we’ll have to keep our minds on the business of making it through. If you have any questions, ask them now or before we get there.” He grabbed sleeping bags and pads. “Let’s rest an hour for strength before taking on the gorge.”

She had never seen Dylan this apprehensive before, even with the Jivaro after their heads. His stance as well as his words concealed more than they revealed. He meant business. The danger he described must be real.

She unexpectedly shivered in the overwhelming mid-day heat.

* * *

Although the river rushed past, the turbulence didn’t seem any greater than usual. Water spray filled the air and the mid-day sun shimmered through the mist. The beauty of the day came as a reassurance to Leah. 

But she knew not to become too comfortable. Before long, the river narrowed as Dylan had described. Soon they skirted between rock-faced and tree-covered banks. Water sluiced through the constricted opening between banks, spume filling its wake. 

Dylan pointed toward the treetops. “There’s a great sloth high in that tree over there.” 

Leah strained her eyes, but was unable to see anything but branches and leaves.  

Even with the binoculars he handed her, it took a few moments to recognize a round, brown ball of fur on one of the uppermost branches. The large, lazy animal looked like it lived an envious life. “How did you see that with your naked eye?”

“Trained eye. Sloth’s are notorious for sleeping high in the canopy and rarely moving. You learn to spot them.” 

She placed the binoculars under the seat and realized that the distraction had eased her tension a bit. More relaxed, she sat back, resting her head against an arm. Birds flocked overhead, water gurgled around them. The surging pace of their raft and the beauty of their surroundings soothed her frayed nerves. 

She had begun to dismiss Dylan’s warning of tumultuous waters as an exaggeration when they curved a bend in the river and a terrifying scene played out in front of her. They headed straight toward a sharp drop-off in the river where it cascaded down the sides of a steep mountain gorge with soaring, carved gray cliffs. Below them, water leaped and fell over boulders in white spume-capped swells. The sudden roar of the river deafened her, spray drenched her face and arms. 

She hunched over her heaving stomach, trying to catch her breath. The pulse in her head pounded so loudly it almost drowned out the river. She grabbed handholds in the raft’s sides. 

The raft surged through currents, slammed down over jutting rocks, swirled through reckless eddies. Leah was thrust against the raft’s sides and tumbled forward. She had trouble remaining fully below the gunwales as ordered. The moment she righted herself, she was knocked again off-balance. 

Dylan steered the raft around a huge boulder before glancing back. The concern in his eyes informed her how deeply they could now communicate with just a look.

They continued to hurtle down the first set of rapids without a hitch. Shaken, but not really stirred, her confidence in him soared. At the bottom, the river quieted and they descended over less choppy water, the main threat behind them. She sat back, gloating with pride, trembling with released tension.

And then they rounded another bend. 

Before them plunged the most alarming sight she had ever seen, could ever have imagined in her most terrifying nightmare.

The falls were so steep, they were twin to Niagara. Precipitous. Deadly. She wanted to tap Dylan on the shoulder and yell, “Let me off here,” but the words froze in her throat. Paralyzed, she could only hold on for dear life.

The raft bounced about, tossing them repeatedly against the jagged rocks. Foaming water slammed on board, soaking her. It assaulted her eyes, blinding her for seconds at a time. With so much water smashing into her face and up her nostrils, she could barely breathe, only sputter. 

The raft smacked into a tree bending low along the river’s edge. Branches whacked her across her chest and side. Blood oozed from torn skin, but failed to distract her for long from her focus on remaining in the boat instead of being flung into the raging river.

Dylan yelled, “Duck!” 

Before she could obey, a branch slapped her in the head, lifting her up and hurling her overboard. She hit the turgid river with a violent jolt. A cyclone of icy water shocked her alert and she fought violently against the current’s suction under. She grasped at water to keep her head above the surface. Instinctively flailing to remain afloat, she frantically sought the raft. She saw nothing but water. The maelstrom sucked her under, screaming. Water stilled her scream. 

She began to choke, but clawed her way to the surface and managed a breath before the swirling current drew her back under. Just before her lungs exploded, she managed to get her head above water for one more breath. That’s when she spotted the huge boulder directly in front of her. She was being forced forward and would slam into it. She resisted the undertow; strained to move out of the rock’s path. The water countered with all its force. She was dragged beneath the surface, toward the rock. She could neither see, hear, nor breathe. If the rock didn’t crush her, drowning would.  

She fought hard, but unsuccessfully. The current drove her inexorably forward. No matter what she did, it didn’t work. She was at the river’s mercy. 

And if the river had its way-she was a dead woman.

Chapter Eight
From the moment Leah slammed into the river’s icy foam and disappeared beneath, Dylan desperately strained his eyes and craned his neck trying to find her. He readied to throw himself into the river after her, but without a target, he would accomplish nothing except to be swept away himself. He wanted to do something. Anything. But stood a better chance of saving her if he remained on board. 

He scoured the area for a flash of her neon green slicker. An eternity of seconds passed without sight of her. Fear filled him. Every muscle tensed in alarm coupled with readiness. He couldn’t stand the thought of losing her. 

Something bobbed just below the surface of the water and Leah came up screaming and choking. He extended himself as far out over the side of the raft as he could and reached for her. Before he could make contact, she submerged again in the roiling rapids. 

Damn. He had to get her. He furiously pried the craft closer to where she had surfaced. Every part of him shrieked with fear and worry. What if he never saw her again!

Just as he was about to reach for the hook, she emerged, flailing. He stretched toward her only to have her thrash so violently she pushed him away. She disappeared before he could seize her. 

He fixed his eyes on the foam-and spied the rock. This was his last chance to save her from the water’s grasp before she smashed into the boulder.  

She resurfaced with a scream. He leaned over the side of the raft, straining the hook toward her. She again went under, but was close enough to spot beneath the white caps. He wouldn’t give up no matter what. He leaned farther forward, almost losing his balance, and grasped her arm with the hook, pulling her close enough to clasp her. To his relief, she clutched him with her free arm this time and fought to raise herself above the omnivorous flow. With his last ounce of strength, he hauled her out of the water. 

He tugged her limp body onto the raft, but had to react quickly before the raft ran into the gigantic rock. He jammed an oar against the rock and furiously levered the craft away from the outcropping. The raft snagged an obstacle, hesitated, then slid silently around the boulder. More rapids lay ahead. He maneuvered the raft around rocks and great felled trees to a safe spot downstream. 

In a calm eddy, Dylan could finally turn his attention back to Leah. She sprawled, head to the side, eyes closed, too quiet for comfort. It worried him. Without hesitation, he turned her onto her back and pressed on her chest to discharge water from her lungs, stopping every few seconds to give her mouth to mouth resuscitation, but his attempts to revive her didn’t seem to be working. She lay like a rag doll, limp and deadly still. He pounded on her chest harder again and again, and then, much to his astonishment, she began to cough and sputter fluid through her open mouth. 

“Yes!” he yelled, continuing to press on her solar plexis. She tossed her head from side-to-side deliriously spitting up copious quantities of river water.

Finally she stilled. Her eyes opened and fixed on the sky. She scarcely looked alive. He shook her gently. “Leah. Snap out of it. You’re okay! You’re alive!”

Slowly she turned her head toward him. A small smile touched the corners of her lips. 

God, she was a trooper! He stroked tangles of wet hair from her face. “We’ve made it. We’re through the worst of the rapids.”

Her weak smile broke into a wide grin. “This trip has taught me a thing or two about survival. The first rule is to have Dylan Hart on your side.” She tried to sit up. 

He pressed her back with a firm hand on her shoulder, surprised by his pleasure at her compliment. “Rest and recover. I’ll steer toward Alta Garcia where a small craft will take us to Iquitos tomorrow.”

At this promise, she curled into a fetal position, locked her forearm through a hand-hold, and, with a trusting sigh, closed her eyes.     

* * *

Late afternoon they docked as Dylan had predicted at the tiny settlement near the confluence of the Maranon and Huallaga Rivers. Leah opened her eyes in the calms and gazed up at Dylan. Against a backdrop of blue sky, he guided the raft to shore. His tanned, rugged face wore a smile that mirrored her own relief at coming into harbor and touched off a tender glow deep inside her. The thought that he had saved my life again infused her with gratitude. 

“We’re back in Kansas, Dorothy, or what passes for civilization along the Amazon.” Dylan sprang from the raft and tied it to a pole. “This settlement is run by an order of nuns. It’s a small mission school for the area Indians. It’s as close to Kansas as we’ll get. We can stay the night and catch the boat into Iquitos in the morning.” He helped her out of the raft and into a small stucco house above the shoreline. 

A short, swarthy nun, in heavy habit despite the tropical heat, showed her to a back room as calmly as if half-drowned battered American women showed up daily.

The nun gestured to a cot. “I must apologize for our simple accommodations.” 

 “This looks as good to me as a suite at the Hilton,” Leah said to the nun.

“I am pleased you like it.” The nun started toward the door. “I will leave you alone to refresh yourself. Please call on me if you need anything.”

As soon as the nun left the room, Leah glanced at herself in the bamboo framed mirror. The woman who stared back could have easily been mistaken for a domestic abuse victim. Bruises and knots covered her arms and legs, scratches and contusions disfigured her face. Her ribs and hipbones had begun to ache in the hours since her dunking. She wanted nothing more than to fall onto the cot and sleep for a week, but first she had to clear the schedule with Dylan, who waited outside. Now that she had survived the worst, she had begun to worry about their many delays and how that would affect her assignment.

As soon as he saw her, Dylan flashed Leah a beguiling cockeyed smile showing straight white teeth. He had to be at least as relieved as she after their hell week. Or perhaps he just looked forward to dumping her off in Iquitos and heading back to his next meal ticket. The thought hurt, then angered. She had to chide herself for wanting to be more than just another paying customer to him. Ban the thought. You’re nothing more to him than a month’s living expenses and he should be nothing more to you than a trek through the trees.
So why couldn’t she convince herself of this?

“I wanted to lie down for awhile, but didn’t know if you’d need me to help with preparations for our trip tomorrow,” she said.

“You might as well rest. I have things under control.”

She swatted at a sting on her forearm. “Darn! Another mosquito bite. DDT aside, I already have a few hundred from lying on the raft.”

“Typical. It’s more humid here than in the mountains.” Dylan looked at the angry red swelling on her arm. “These creatures are more ferocious than the piranha, and they carry all kinds of exciting germs.” He pulled a bottle of calamine lotion from his pack. “Let me treat you.” He smeared it on her arm and on another bite on her neck. As he did, the smallest smile touched his lips.”     

She shook off an exciting, but unwelcome sensation. “I’m immunized against malaria and yellow fever, but I do need to reapply my repellent.”

He started to move away. “Why don’t you do that while I arrange for a motorboat for the morning?” 

The minute he disappeared she went to her room and collapsed on the cot, luxuriating in the joy of having a roof over her head and a mattress beneath her back. She had forgotten how delightful such simple pleasures could be. She tried to turn off her mind and rest, but couldn’t shut down thoughts of Dylan’s imminent departure. She tried to talk herself out of her growing attachment to him, but it had become as difficult to shut off the flow of her feelings as it would be to halt the flow of the river. 

Reality struck. If her own father had failed her when she needed him most, how could she expect more from Hart, a raft passing in the night. Her new-found feelings for him were merely a symptom of what they had been through together. A river crush, that was all. How silly of her to have a romantic fantasy about him because he had saved her life.

Unable to sleep, she rose and left the building for the quay where the water ran shallow near shore. To refresh herself in the heat, she rolled up her jeans and dipped her feet in warm river water. A glance at her bared legs reminded her she hadn’t shaved in a week. The thought of trimming the forest germinating on her shins inspired her to retrieve a razor from her pack and wade back into the shallows. She propped a leg upon a handy rock and glided the blade over the craggy and blackened terrain on her calf left by her bout with the river. Over one particularly swollen spot, the blade nicked skin. Blood poured from the cut and ran down her leg.

She submerged the leg in water to wash off the blood, then heard, “No! Stop!” Startled, she looked up to see Dylan racing toward her. “Don’t do that!” He reached her before she could react to his furious shout, gathered her up in his arms, and hoisted her entirely out of the water.
What the hell was he doing now? Sometimes she could make no sense at all of him. She squirmed, trying to free herself. “Let go of me, you big oaf!” The harder she wiggled and twisted, the more firmly he clutched her.

Away from the river’s edge, he released her to land. “Are you crazy? Do you want to be Cayman food?” 

She had never even considered the South American alligators. Sheepish, she shrugged. “I didn’t realize...”

“For God’s sake be cautious. I don’t want to lose you...” he shot her a stern look. “...before I collect my last twenty-one hundred dollars.”

His remark only proved her earlier point. He saw her solely as a paycheck. Why should she feel any differently toward him? “Don’t worry,” she snapped. “You’ll get what’s coming to you.”

* * *

That night was no different than the afternoon. No matter how hard Leah tried, she couldn’t fall asleep. Tomorrow she would say her goodbye to Dylan Hart and find another guide into the jungle of northern Peru. If only she didn’t have such a hard time imagining a jungle excursion without him. 

Even as she entertained this thought, she knew something more cemented her to her quirky guide. She didn’t want to think what that something could be. 

When she considered separation from him, a lump filled her throat. If she dwelt on it long enough, the lump would melt into tears. She tried to swallow but the lump stuck.

She couldn’t quite reconcile her present feelings with her past. Hadn’t she always been the one to laugh at her friends when they foolishly drooled over a man? She had prided herself on being different. More goal directed. More motivated. Yet here she was acting like a silly teenager, helpless to cope with her own emotions. What had gotten into her? She wanted to snap herself back to sanity, but nothing she could do-nothing she could say-would alter her yearning. 

Then she remembered Robert. Sweet, but dull, Robert. She had agreed to think over his proposal of marriage because he had qualities she liked. He was hardworking, sincere, ambitious. But when she put him alongside Dylan in her mind, she could no longer fool herself into thinking she might ever consider marrying him.

A rustling outside her window drew her to the sill. To her surprise, Dylan was also awake, pacing back and forth on the moonlit grounds not far from where she stood. His restlessness gave her a flush of hope. Perhaps he, too, dreaded their impending separation, felt the knot in his stomach she did. But it was more than likely he was just anticipating the next trip on his agenda. 

Suddenly something shifted. She no longer cared about his reason for being awake because a new resolve had hardened inside of her. She had convinced Dylan to take her this far, why couldn’t she convince him to take her all the way up the Napa? She had always persisted in whatever she did, no matter the cost. 

Why should she quit now?

* * *

Leah looked over the ancient motorboat. “Do you care where I sit?” She turned to the younger-than-expected motorboat captain, Armando. 

“Sì, Senorita.” Armando, in a baseball cap and Levis, made a gesture toward the boat. “Por favor.”

She took the indicated seat. Dylan tossed their luggage into the stern and joined her.      

Armando jerked the red Johnson Eighteen a half-dozen times, primed the sputtering engine. The boat plunged down river toward Iquitos. 

For a time they passed no one on the river. The wind lifted Leah’s hair and tossed it around her face and she had to hold it back so she could see the miles of flat palm-lined jungle bank that flew past. Closer to Iquitos, tiny outcroppings of human settlements sprang up along the riverbank and more carved-out canoes floated by with fishing families and couples. Dylan referred to the passing people with straight bowl-type haircuts as the river people. The name was as descriptive as any. They all traveled in the same small canoes, all wore a similar minimalist-style clothing. Leah smiled and waved as they sailed by.

Soon smokestacks appeared on the horizon and large riverboats replaced the canoes as river transportation. Dylan pointed ahead. “Iquitos.”

Leah’s relief was quickly followed by a strong sense of sorrow. She managed her pain by telling herself she was where she wanted to be, but a glance at Dylan squelched that argument. Her heart had begun to beat like a jungle drum every time she looked at him for more than a few seconds. Her skin prickled with desire. The thought that she would never know what it was like to be in his arms, embraced against him, was driving her crazy. She swallowed hard against the ache of unshed tears. 

They pulled up to a cluster of thatch-roofed, mud-walled buildings leaning hazardously over the river. The only way to reach the street was to climb a steep flight of unstable stairs. 

Dylan took the lead out of the boat and gestured toward long poles holding up houses and buildings. “See those stilts?” Before she could answer, he continued, “The water level here actually drops up to forty inches during the dry season, but by summer, the water rises almost to street level.”

She had to remind herself that summer in South America was not July, but December through March, and this was actually winter. The furnace-like blast of jungle heat made it hard to believe. Then she recalled the description in the guidebook that said the temperature did not vary during the year. “Guess I won’t need a down jacket this winter.”

Dylan chuckled. “More like a bikini.”

By the time they reached the street, sweat soaked her shirt. She could have sworn she had mistakenly stepped into a giant steam room. Dylan handed her a blue square cloth and she wiped her eyes. “Walking a few steps is such an effort.”

“The low land jungle really takes it out of you. I’ll hail a cab and take you to a hotel right on the Amazon. After you have a chance to rest and take a shower, we can go to the floating market and out for a bite.”

An opening to speak with him had presented itself. She would wait until they were at dinner and she had the rest of his money in hand before she presented her proposal.

On the street, dozens of motorcycles towing two-person buggies sped by. With the wave of an arm, Dylan hailed one. Since the seats were narrow, she sat close, her leg rubbing his thigh. The knowledge that only fabric stood between her thigh and his touched off a sweet wave of longing. When she squirmed, he turned and stared straight into her eyes. The downpour of desire shocked her.

The bustling city of Iquitos vibrated with life. Shops and banks crowded the streets. The cab drove past thronged streets lined with pastel-colored two story buildings. The oranges, pinks and powder blues set a festive mood. Occasionally, a break between buildings would reveal a plaza, puncturing the monotony of uniform architecture and color scheme. 

She tapped Dylan’s arm. “I thought the rubber boom was long past.” 

“It’s still a boom town.” He indicated a store window chock full of electronic equipment. “They’ve had an amazing success exporting oil from the Amazon all over the world. You’ll enjoy the change of pace after the past few days.”
Not without you, she thought, but all she said was, “I’d like you to show me the sights.”

He shrugged. “I wish I had the time, but I have to leave in the morning. I’ll be glad to point you in the right direction.” 

The mere thought of his departure made her chest ache. She turned her face away so he couldn’t see her pain and wrapped her arms around her middle for comfort. 

At a pleasant five-story white-washed hotel, Dylan helped her check in.

He backed toward the front door. “I have business to attend to. I’ll catch up with you later.” 

“Do you really have to go so soon?”

He cocked his head and studied her, but she refused to wilt under the heat his gesture created. 

He turned away. “I’ll see you in a couple hours. Take some time for yourself. This is a great place to relax.”

She wanted to cry out and prevent him from leaving her, but bit down on her tongue to stop herself. The thought that this might be one of their last times together hurt, but she ignored the pain and followed the porter down a hallway to a quaint colonial style room complete with balcony and ceiling fan. After tipping the porter, she splayed out on the white and beige checkered queen-sized bedspread and let the tears finally flow. How could she have done such a turn-around in just one short week? When Dylan had walked out the door just now, she had felt her life slipping away. Soon he would be gone forever. 

And for the first time in years she wondered how she would cope without a man at her side?

* * *

Dylan led Leah down a long flight of stairs and watched her eyes light at the sight of the floating market. On boats set side-by-side with platforms in between, vendors displayed an amazing array of fish, poultry and vegetables. In the heat the aroma of ripe fruit and moldering meat filled the air.

Leah didn’t hesitate before heading up the closest plank and moving between boats, scrutinizing the contents of each vendor with the concentration of a lab scientist using a microscope. “What’s that?” she asked him frequently, whether she referred to Brazil nuts or manioc sticks, lucumas or cherimozas, and he supplied the answer.  

Behind her, Dylan watched her covertly. This might be his last chance to spend time with her. Normally he would have been on his way to the next assignment by now, but where he would have resented the change in his routine before, he cherished this time with her now. 

She glided through the market like a pro, pinching mangos and exclaiming over fish and fowl. Her obvious joy again infused him with a sense of happiness - and regret. Their impending separation had already started to take its toll on him.

“What are in those?” She pointed toward a cluster of brown liquid-filled jelly jars.

“Local medicines.” He picked up one jar. “This one is oubas to treat stomach problems.” He placed that jar down and took up another. “This one is cut clove.”

She held up a baggie containing pieces of bark. “And this?” 

 “Una de Gato, or Cat’s Claw in English. The natives use it to treat cancer, along with Sangre de Drago or Dragon’s Blood. They’re both staples of every shaman and curenduro around.”

Leah’s long, slender fingers encircled a jar of molasses-colored liquid, much as he imagined them encircling him. “That’s Ayahuasca....an aphrodisiac.”

She placed the jar on the counter with a thud. “You sure know your jungle.” She half-smiled at him, but her gaze wavered. 

For a second he wondered if she too had regrets, but he had to be dreaming. She had a job to do. It didn’t matter who helped her with it.  

Leah busied herself surveying the array of native lancetillo rojo, oje, catfish and piranha. This gave him an idea. “I know a great place not far from the hotel that serves an Amazon fish dinner. Let’s head over there.”

He led her back to the street and hailed a three-wheel. The taxi halted in front of a restaurant across from a small plaza centered around the statue of a horse and rider. They entered the restaurant through carved wooden doors. The rough-hewn wood-walled main room held pictures of explorers and movie stars. Stained glass windows looked out on the street. Overhead speakers played Latin jazz. 

The exotic raven-haired owner approached them. “Dylan, how good to see you.”

He introduced Leah to Elena Reyes. Elena ushered them to a table by the window. “Your favorite spot,” she said, flashing him a knowing smile. 

Leah eyed him as soon as Elena left to fetch their drinks. “I take it you’ve been here before?”

“A few times.” He could swear a look of jealousy swept across her face, but his eyes might have deceived him. “Food’s great.” He reached for the crusty bread and for a way to steer the conversation to a less contentious topic. “Did you know that an iron house designed by Gustav Eiffel of Eiffel Tower fame is exhibited in the main plaza of Iquitos, along with the house of rubber Baron Carlos Fitzcarrald who dragged a steamship across the jungle pass that still bears his name?”

“Interesting.” 

Her tone failed to match her dour expression. What was bothering her? Since this was their last night together, he had wanted to leave her with fond memories. 

Elena came by with the drinks and asked if they were ready to order. 

Leah stared wide-eyed at the menu. Time for him to take charge. “Paiche a la Loretana with fried manioc for two.”

Leah stared at him. “What did you order?”

“Have no fear. The ‘paiche’ is a local fish. It’s delicious. And, if you don’t like it, I’ll order you a steak. May I cut you a slice of this black bread?”

Leah gazed down at the loaf but made no move. “Listen, I have a favor to ask of you.”

At her tone a buzzing sound filled his brain. He braced himself. “Shoot.”

She cleared her throat. From past experience, he knew this meant business. 

“I want you to finish what you started and take me upriver. I don’t want to go without you.”

The pure urgency in her voice unnerved him. The knife slipped through his fingers and clanked against his plate. “I wish I could, but I can’t just drop everything, Leah. I have other commitments.”

A flush touched her cheeks. Her glow dazzled him. He longed to cancel his plans, do as she asked, but other people were relying on him. 

She reached across the table and took his hand. “I wouldn’t ask you to change your plans if this wasn’t important to me. I trust you in the jungle. You know how dangerous this mission might be. I need you, Dylan. I really do.” 

He choked, then cleared his throat with half a glass of iced tea. “I’m sorry.” 

She drew her lips into a tight line. 

“Really, I am sorry. If I could, I would...but it’s out of the question.” Tears sprang to her eyes. He longed to take her into his arms and comfort her. “I know a good guide. Raoul at Amazon Tours. I have his number here.” He rummaged in his pocket for the piece of crumpled paper and handed it to her.

She stood abruptly, almost knocking over her cola. “Thanks for the lead. I’ll call him tomorrow. Have a nice safe trip back to Cuzco.”

He rose and faced her. The steel in her eyes took him aback. He didn’t want her to leave him this way. “Where are you going? Aren’t you going to eat your meal?”

“I’m going back to the hotel. Here’s what I still owe you.”

A pile of bills covered the hand she held out to him. He took the money, but it only made him feel more miserable. He wished with every fiber of his being he could help her out, but how could he? “Thanks.”

“I hope you’re satisfied and our business is finished.”

He swallowed his words because it was no use giving her false hope. What he wanted to tell her was how much she had come to mean to him. How he would drop everything in an instant if he could. That what would really please him was her respect and her happiness. But if he told her this, she would just laugh at him. 

“Goodbye.” She pivoted and strode across the room. 

He had to stop her. “Wait,” he yelled after her.

By the time she turned back, he had second thoughts about the tour he had to lead. “You forgot your shopping bag.”

He held out the bag, which she took from him, then slammed out the door. 

He stood, mutely staring at the now-empty doorway. Elena came over and draped an arm around his shoulder. “I never saw you look so forlorn, amigo. Does this woman mean a great deal to you?”
You’ll never know how much. Dylan didn’t say anything. If he opened his mouth, his unmitigated misery might pour out. 

The look in Elena’s slightly bulging, black eyes told him he hadn’t fooled her by his silence. 

Chapter Nine
Outside the restaurant, the cool night air relieved the day’s oppressive humidity. The Milky Way sprinkled dazzling grains of light in a swathe across the sky. Nearby, the Southern Cross blazed brilliant white. Night had always been Dylan’s favorite time, a time of serenity and solitude. 

But not tonight. 

Sleep being out of the question, he trudged the streets of Iquitos alone. As busy as the city was during the day, quiet ruled at night. Silent streets gave him the opportunity to mull over his reaction to Leah. Why did he feel so torn about leaving her come morning? He cared about her. They had spent one hell of a week together. But he prided himself on his work ethic and held that above all else. Didn’t he?

The thought of leaving Leah carved a crater in his gut. How could he leave her when he was just getting to know her? Never to see her again, hands on hips, ready to fight the impossible foe. Never to be there when she took on the little things that inevitably led her into trouble. What would she do without him—and what would he do without her? He couldn’t imagine happiness without her.

He sauntered down a side street, passing other nocturnal wanderers. Shops with Canon One Shots and Emerson boom boxes in windows looked as forlorn as he felt. A forest green North Face jacket in a store window was the sort Leah would wear. He couldn’t believe he had met her only a week earlier. It could have been a whole lifetime ago. How could he abandon her now? She needed him regardless of his other obligations. 

He meandered further and glanced up surprised to find himself in front of Leah’s hotel. Only then did he know what he had to do. He raced directly to her door and pounded. 

After a moment, the door opened a crack and Leah peeked out. “W-what do you want?” she demanded in a sleep-deepened voice. Her eyes were swollen and red. 

“We need to talk.”

“We said it all last night. There’s nothing more to say.” She tried to close the door, but he leaned into it, blocking her effort.

“Yes there is. I decided to take you up the Napa.”

At that, Leah yanked the door open and he tumbled into her open arms. “Oh my God, I don’t believe it. You’re not teasing me, are you?”

“Of course not.”

“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” she said as her lips brushed his. 

Through her cotton tee, her soft breasts crushed against him. He pulled her closer. The feel of her, the sweet lavender scent of her, touched a deep nerve in him.      

As though suddenly aware of her half-dressed condition, she retreated and put the door between them. “This means the world to me. I won’t ever be able to thank you enough.”

“Try.”

She smiled. “I didn’t see how I would face the jungle without you.” 

He stifled the hunger to hold her again, backed away from the door. “You look tired. I’ll be here in the morning after I make the necessary phone calls.” 

She shut the door a little, peering through the crack. “See you then.”

He reached through the opening and touched the tip of her nose with two fingers. 

A smile lit up her face and eased the puffy redness around her eyes. 

“Goodnight,” he said to the closing door. An unusual sense of elation filled him as he strolled down the hall to the lobby. His decision was the right one. His reaction confirmed that.

When he reached the street, ambivalence caught up with him. While he could no longer deny what Leah meant to him, he didn’t like the idea that some day soon she’d return to Los Angeles and leave him behind. Until she left, he would keep her safe, but he’d also keep his distance. He didn’t know if he could survive another loss.

For now, he had to contact Elias. Always on the lookout for work, Elias would almost certainly take over his other tour. Although Elias was a novice in the travel field, Dylan trusted him, especially since the job didn’t require any special challenges. 

* * *

A knock at the door drew Leah away from her packing. She opened to Dylan’s clean-shaven, beaming face, boyish without the week-old beard. Her breath caught in her throat.

“I thought you might still be in bed after I woke you so late last night,” he said.

She brushed a wet strand of hair from her cheek. “I was too excited, or too nervous to sleep in. I’m ready to rock and roll.” She motioned him into the room, then returned to her packing.

“That’s an apt description of our trip. Let’s catch some coffee, then we’ll go find Javier.”

She dropped a shirt into her pack. “Who?”

“He’s the self-appointed delivery boy to the settlements and lodges along the river. It’s his job to make certain everyone has kerosene and toilet paper. He knows just about every person living within a hundred miles of here. He probably knows something about the doctor we’re trying to reach. Without Javier’s help, we may have trouble locating him.” Dylan held the door open for her. “Let’s eat breakfast. I’m famished.”

He led the way down the hall to the dining room across from the lobby. A waitress in a pristine white shirt and mini-skirt took their orders and poured rich chestnut-colored coffee into their cups. Leah breathed in the steam wafting from her cup, savored the aroma of fresh-brewed Peruvian beans. She cherished the simple pleasures of urban life. Too soon she would be on the river again, gliding away from civilization and its comforts. “I have a silly question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“How come you need Javier to help you find this doctor?”

Dylan smiled sheepishly. “That part of the river is not as well traveled, and I rarely take tours that far north. I’m just not that familiar with the area. Finish you coffee and we’ll head out.”

Her head buzzed as the caffeine mingled with anticipation of their upcoming adventure.

They caught a cab to the central mercado. Narrow aisles between countless booths were already packed with shoppers stuffing an array of fruits and meat into sisal sacks. The stench of rotting fruit hung in the sultry air. The crowd was suffocating, the flies maddening with their incessant whirl. Leah swallowed hard to prevent herself from gagging. 

They approached a stall run by a heavy-set woman with streaks of white in her ebony hair, Dylan shook the proprietor’s hand. “Buenas Dias, Maria. Have you seen Javier today?”

Maria threw her head back in a husky laugh. “That no good campesino. He is around here somewhere, though I have not seen his ugly face yet today. Fruta?” She held out an orange to them.

Dylan shook his head in mock sympathy, took the orange and tossed Maria a coin she promptly tried to return. He gently closed her fingers over the coin in her outstretched palm. “Just tell Javier I’m looking for him if you spot him.”

Dylan offered the orange to Leah, but the surrounding stench turned her stomach. “No thanks.” She trailed after Dylan to an open-air cafe with tables and benches. He showed her to a seat and then went in search of Javier.

When he returned, he grumbled, “Thought I might find Javier somewhere around here talking to one of the female vendors. I hope we haven’t missed him, because if we have, he could be gone for days upriver.”

“What will we do if we don’t find him?” Leah asked.

“Good question. I’ll have to think-”

Just then a wiry middle-aged man in a Panama and chinos came up behind Dylan and grabbed his arm. Dylan spun to face him, flexed like a coiled snake.

The man threw his arm up in front of his face in feigned defense. “Amigo, do not hurt me!”

“If I did, Javier, you rascal, it would serve you right for ambushing me.” Dylan relaxed his stance. “You’re the one we’re looking for. I knew I would find you here hard at work.”

Javier guffawed and crows feet projected from the corner of his eyes. Gray strands throughout chestnut-brown hair poked out from under his hat. “The work’s not bad if you can get it.” He turned his head to watch a petite girl with waist-length straight black hair walk past.

“Some things never change.” Dylan nodded to the girl, who tossed her hair and batted her eyes at Dylan but ignored Javier.

Javier meanwhile turned his attention to Leah, checking her out from head to foot. Her instincts urged her to hunch over and pull her arms in front of her chest, but she stood her ground. She had as much right as he had to stand tall. 

“You have not introduced me to your friend,” Javier accused Dylan. 

Dylan protectively stepped closer to Leah. “I’m guiding Ms. Roberts down the Napa. She’s trying to locate a doctor who may be doing research in the area. Do you know of any such scientist?”

Javier pushed back his hat and scratched his head. “Not offhand, but if she needs a doctor, there are many in Iquitos.”

“She’s a reporter for an American newspaper and wants to do a story on this particular doctor.” 

Javier winked at another young woman walking past. “What is this doctor’s name?”     

“Frankly, I don’t know.”

At that, Javier narrowed his eyes. “You want to do a story on a doctor and you do not know his name?”

Dylan patted his friend on the back. “She has heard of research this man is doing. She wants to see for herself.”

Leah appreciated Dylan’s quick thinking. No use exposing her real reason for being there and worrying anyone about the epidemic.

“Let me think.” Javier frowned. “The only doctor I know along the Napa is Estevez, the Herbologist-but wait, I almost forgot the one without a name.”

Dylan placed his hand on Javier’s shoulder. “Someone on the river whose name you don’t know? Hard to believe.”

“He is...what do you say...a reclusivo,” Javier replied in obvious embarrassment. “He has lived along the river many years.”

Leah listened closely.

“Don’t you deliver to him?” Dylan asked.

Javier straightened his Panama. “He sends a man into town for supplies. His man does not discuss him.”

Dylan shot Leah a meaningful look. He was obviously thinking the same thing she was. This might be their man. She leaned forward, eager to hear all.

“How far up the Napa does he live?”

“Mas o menos, a hundred and twenty kilometers on a tributary. Even if you find him, it is said a wall surrounds his casa and a guard protects him. He does not welcome uninvited visitors..”

“What else do you hear about him?” Dylan asked.

Javier held up a hand. “Strange things happen behind that wall.”

Leah’s antenna went up. She squeezed one hand with the other. Goose bumps rose on her arms. “What kind of things?”

“They say Voodoo. Devil worship. I say that doctor is up to no good. I would steer clear of that place.” 

Dylan raised a brow. “Whenever anyone keeps a secret around here, they’re accused of practicing witchcraft. It sounds more to me like the doctor has built an image to discourage visitors.”

“Talvez, but watch out, amigo. This man has many secrets.” Javier’s wagging finger punctuated his words.

“I wonder what he’s hiding. Have you ever met him?” Leah asked, while swatting at a fly near her face.

Javier shook his head. “I have only met his man, one of the river people, but he tells me his boss speaks in a foreign tongue.”

“You mean English?” Dylan asked.

“No, there are too many English-speaking tourists in Iquitos to qualify as a foreign tongue.”

Two young girls giggled past them, snatching Javier’s attention and giving Leah the chance to catch Dylan’s eye. “That fits in with what the Machiguengo told us.”

“I was thinking the same thing myself, and wondering if this foreign doctor could even be the grandfather you’ve been seeking?”

“Could be. There can’t be too many non English-speaking foreign doctors living up the river outside of Iquitos. I might just be in luck.”

Javier made a remark and a parrot aloft one of the girl’s shoulder answered, “Bueno.”

“Si, muy bueno.” Javier tilted his head toward the slender girl, his attention obviously not on helping them find their man. 

The young woman giggled and walked on.

Javier groaned. “The only females who respond to my advances are the two winged type. I am a failed lover.”

Dylan glanced back into the market. “You ought to pay more attention to the one who adores you. Maria’s always there for you.” 

“Ah, Maria. That woman is true. Too bad she is not twenty-true.”

Dylan choked on the joke. “You couldn’t see kindness and beauty if it sat on your lap.”

“And you should talk, amigo. You have not let love enter your life since I have known you.”

Dylan’s shoulders twitched, but his eyes turned steely. “Give us more about this doctor and how to reach him.” 

“Are you familiar with the Napa past the Explorama Lodge?”

Dylan shrugged. “Of course, but not every inlet and tributary.”

“I will show you my map. I have everything marked. That is the best I can do.”

“We’ll take any help,” Dylan said.

“One more thing, mi amigo. Be careful on that river. I have heard rumors of rogue soldiers shaking down the turistas.” 

Dylan chuckled. “You’re always hearing rumors. I take them all with a grain of salt.”

“As you wish.” Javier began to back away. “Meet me here again at high noon. I will bring my map.”

Dylan consulted his watch. “Is there any way we could do this earlier?”

Javier shook his head. “I have matters to attend to first. See you at noon.”

* * *

At noon Dylan stood by the entrance to the courtyard, arms folded over his chest, he stamped his foot with impatience. Javier’s lateness came as no surprise, he didn’t run on the same clock as others, but Dylan was eager to make time while the sun still shone. 

To occupy himself, he bought a soft drink for Leah from a passing vendor. When he approached her with the drink, he couldn’t help but notice how her yellow cotton shirt clung to her moist peachy skin. Droplets of sweat glistened on her neck, her soft hair curled around and framed her delicate face. She slapped at a fly with one hand and then used the same hand to fan herself.

She glanced up just in time to catch him studying her and gave him a demure smile at the same time she reached out for the glass he handed her. “Thanks.” She took a sip and held the glass out to him. “You look thirsty. Want some of this?”

“Sure. I could use some.” He took a swig of the liquid and enjoyed the cold, tingling sensation that ran down the back of his throat. 

A slap on the back made him spin instinctively, though he knew it had to be Javier. Droplets of soda water splattered onto his shirt. 

“Amigo. Sorry I am late. I stopped to ask another river rat about your mysterious doctor. He knows nothing more than I do.”    

Dylan handed the glass back to Leah. “Do you have the map?”

Javier pulled a wrinkled wad of paper from his rear pants pocket and spread the map on an empty table. He pointed at a snaking blue line. “Here is the tributary where the doctor lives. Are you familiar with it?”

Dylan bent over the map. “Not exactly. There are many such islands and inlets on the Napa.” 

“At one hundred kilometers begin looking at any inlet you do not know. I cannot say exactly.” Javier tapped a finger against his short-cropped hair. “I just estimate in my head.” 

“And what a head,” Dylan teased. “Between your good head and my best instincts, we couldn’t locate an elephant in India.”

Javier grinned at Leah. “With such a pretty employer, you should meander up as many inlets as possible, amigo.”

Blushing, Leah looked up from her drink. “But I don’t have time to waste, Javier.”

“Ah, too bad for my friend here.” Javier chuckled.

Although Dylan laughed along with Javier and Leah, the sting of her brush-off bothered him. “Get on with it man. How do I locate this inlet?”

“There are few landmarks, amigo. Aside from a particularly large grove of rubber trees, you will have to use your river sense. Here-take my map. It may help you.”

“Hasta luego con muchas gracias. ‘Til we meet again.” Dylan saluted the river rat before taking Leah by the arm and escorting her to the dock where a well-stocked motorized launch with a canopy awaited them. He held the side for Leah and followed her onto the boat. At the helm, he steered the craft into the open arms of the river.

The Napa was as sleek and rippling as Leah’s hair. Yellow sunlight rippled across the surface of the water, lighting her pale safflower locks. He watched her scan the riverbank’s scattered settlements of river people. Every now and again, tiny towns sprang up, built around missionary clinics. As they moved downriver, the settlements became sparser and smaller.

He pulled Javier’s map from his pocket and attempted to steady the paper while piloting through constantly changing currents. Finally, he placed the map on the boat’s deck, holding it under the heels of his boots. Leah slid closer, leaning over the map.

When he raised his head, his gaze rested on the gap in her neckline. He could see the curve of her breasts above the top of her bra. The itch that had tortured him when he was around her became unbearable. He fought the urge to gather her into his arms. 

A jolt of the boat sent her tumbling toward him as if a jungle spirit had responded to his wish. He caught her and held her pressed against him, reveling in the intimacy.

She straightened and smiled sweetly at him. “Sorry, I was just trying to see where we are on that map.”  

In her questioning eyes he saw the flicker of what, if he didn’t know better, he could easily mistake for passion. He tapped the map with the tip of his foot. “We’re close to this inlet. I’d say that’s about halfway to our destination.”

“How long until we reach the doctor’s inlet?” She shouted over the roar of the engine.

He concentrated on the map. “Two or three more hours.”

Leah sat back in her seat against the gunwale, pulled a paperback from her pack and began to read. He navigated the boat through deeper jungle until all he could see was the occasional canoe of boat people fishing, endless flocks of birds savaging and another sloth dozing in the canopy. They had reached an area few outsiders ever visited. A place only the most adventurous ever explored. A place where Dylan felt most at home. The spray of stream against his skin, the rush of wind in his ears, the cry of howler monkeys, stroked him. He loved the fertile smell of mulching leaves, the raucous call of a yellow hornbill, the lush green of jungle growth.

Even with his knowledge of the many tributaries, Dylan was unable to pinpoint on the map the exact location of the compound Javier had described. Cautiously he maneuvered the craft into one channel and followed its path. It led back to the main river. The next branch off the river proved as unfruitful as the first. 

Leah glanced up from her book. “Are we lost?”

Caught at a point of frustration and indecision, he defiantly stared back. He would not let her know he might be off-course. He had made enough mistakes already on this trip. “Not lost, just exploring possibilities.”

She wrinkled her brow and eyed him with cheerful skepticism. “Possibilities? Is one of those possibilities that we’re lost?”

“No, of course not. I know this river well. Relax. I’ll find the compound soon.”

 “Before dark?”

The plaintive note in her voice tripped his protective switch. “I’m the professional here. Let me worry about our whereabouts.”

“Since you’re the professional, maybe you can tell me if you think I’ve asked you to take on too much.” The wind whipped around her face. She brushed hair back from her eyes.

When she did, he saw a trace of fear in her eyes.

“Wait one minute. You’re the one who had to follow the story and determine if this mysterious doctor was the one who treated the natives at the time of the epidemic. You wanted to know what, if anything, he knows about this outbreak. After all that determination and bravado, now you’re backing down?”

She shielded her face from the wind with a hand. “I’m not backing down. I’m just concerned about what Javier said.”

“Javier tends to exaggerate things. He’s just a tad superstitious. We’ll be careful, but don’t buy into his fear.” He sounded more confident than he felt. 

She gave him an encouraging grin and turned her attention back to her book. When the sun sank to the horizon and the light became too dim for reading, Leah closed her book. “We must be close to the doctor’s compound.”

The boat slid between narrow banks. Frogs croaked, flies swarmed. He couldn’t keep up the deception much longer. “Perhaps.”

She gave him an exasperated frown. 

“It’s getting too dark to find anything today. We’ll camp here tonight and go on searching for the compound in the morning.” To convince her he knew what he was doing, he added, “I’m sure we’ll find it tomorrow.” 

The last thing he wanted to do was disappoint her. When she frowned again, his gut sank lower than the bottom of the swamp surrounding them.
Chapter Ten
Morning brought fog and warm drizzle to the rain forest. Moisture clung to Leah’s sleeping bag, her hair, her clothes. She had begun to mildew. Through the tent flap she saw nature’s reward for bearing up under the discomfort, a profusion of moss and vines covered the trees in verdant shades of forest green, mint and lime. The rich smell of fertile soil infused the air. 

Dylan reached through the unzipped flap to hand her a slice of jerky and a cup of cocoa tea. “We should shove off early this morning to make time to locate the compound.”

Tempted to rib him about being off course, all Leah said was, “Whatever you say, boss.” She saluted him, then busied herself packing away tent and bag and helping Dylan store supplies. Soon they motored on. 

“I’d like to see where we’re headed.” Leah took the crumpled map from Dylan and smoothed it out on the deck while he steered. “I can’t quite read Javier’s writing, but he wrote something near our exit off the main river.”

Dylan turned the map around toward him. His long finger traced the river’s route while he translated. “Like Javier said, there’s a grove of rubber trees at the bend before the turn. But which grove of rubber trees? There must be a million of them along the river.”

“There has to be something special about them.” 

“It’s probably a particularly large grove if he marked it. Keep your eye out for a massive copse of ‘gummes.’”

Leah searched the bank for any unusual feature. All she saw in the passing foliage was mile after mile of tree-lined shore, one inlet indistinguishable from another. She frequently had to rub her eyes to stay alert. With the monotony of watching the same scene, came a kind of confusion. Her hope of locating the specific site dimmed by the minute. They might as well be looking for a grain of sand in the Amazon basin. How would they ever find the compound?

Her eyes burned from the strain and she closed them briefly. A flash of light lit the back of her closed eyelids. She flung open her eyes, focused on the riverbank. In a grouping of rubber trees, she detected a second flare. “Look! Over there!” 

“What?” Dylan’s sharp scan followed her finger.

“I thought...” The light blazed again.

“Saw it.” Dylan shut down the motor. 

Her heart did a sudden dance of anticipation mingled with apprehension. “What do you think?”

“Our great light hope. Let’s move in closer and check it out.” He shoved the oars overboard and began silently rowing toward the bank. 

Leah inspected the palm-lined bank for any sign to explain the intermittent flash. She spotted a camera tied to a tree limb, apparently focused over their heads. “Look!” 

“Get down-” Dylan whispered.

She ducked, hoping they were not on film. “This must be the place-”     

Dylan lightly tapped her arm and mouthed, “Shh...”

She nodded her understanding. 

He rowed soundlessly away from the grove and far from shore, pulled oars on board. “I think we’ve found our turn,” he breathed. “Whoever’s holed up in there has a pretty sophisticated surveillance system. If we try and approach now, we’ll probably be spotted and turned away. After dark we may avoid detection, get in closer. Let’s find a place to wait.”

By a fair-sized island, Dylan jumped out and pulled the craft on shore. Leah stepped onto soil so saturated it squished beneath her boots. Because the tree-line came down to the river’s edge, they moved to a relatively dry spot under a Ficus tree.

The air shimmered with mid-day heat. Leah lay back with her head resting against the Ficus, glad that huge fig leaves acted like umbrellas overhead, catching the intermittent drizzle. 

From his pack, Dylan extracted jerky and manioc cakes he had taken as a gift from the Machiguenga village. The food tasted sweet and salty, and calmed the growl in her gut. 

He wrapped the leftovers in plastic. “After dark, we’ll pay an unexpected visit on the doctor.” 

“What do you think our reception will be like?” 

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“On whether the doctor has anything to hide. If he doesn’t, he should be happy for the company. But if he’s hiding something, he’ll probably take precaution to look normal, but get rid of us as quickly as possible. He’ll want to put us off guard and give nothing away.” 

His arm around her drew her so close she could feel his breath on her neck. Goose bumps sprang up where his warm breath had been. She enjoyed being this close. 

“Lean your head on me.” His mouth at her ear sent sexy spasms cascading through her. She did as she was told and inhaled the musty, earthy odor of his skin through his damp tee shirt. His arms enclosed her. 

“Try and sleep. I’ll stand watch.”

How could she relax with his arms wrapped around her? She snuggled into his side, realizing she had never felt quite so safe and so sexy at the same time. She luxuriated in the mixture of emotions he stirred. 

 “Tell me a story.” Only words would protect her from the deepening desire.

 “I thought you were the journalist, not me.” His fingers absently played up and down her back. Pangs of passion followed their path. 

 “No. I want you to tell me a story. A story about a little boy from Texas.”

His fingers froze for a moment, then continued their trail. “Not much to tell. Lots of little boys in Texas. Nothing special about them.”

His heart beat against her skull, the rhythm comforted her. “Pick one little boy and tell me about him.”

  “Little boys are a dime a dozen in Texas. Little boys with fathers who drink too much and hang out in honkey tonk bars listening to Hank Williams. Little boys with mothers who cry too much. Little boys who spend all their time planning an escape, who want more from life, who have big dreams. Those little boys?”

She nodded, listening closely to the emotional rumblings in the soft underbelly of this tough man. His arms securely around her, the manly smell of sweet sweat mixed with grit. His story touched her deepest, secret self. Her throat constricted. “Yes. Little boys like you once were.”

“I’m afraid they all have the same sad story and you’ve heard it before in country western songs. No need for a reprise.”

“Won’t you let me in just a little?” she pleaded.

“You’re in.” He turned his head from her so she couldn’t see his eyes. Something loving and protective awakened in her.  

He took a deep breath. “I couldn’t do anything to please my father. I was always a disappointment to him.”

“I can’t imagine that. He must have taken his own disappointment out on you. You didn’t deserve it.”

“Sure.” He slouched down. “Now get some shut eye.” 

She wished he had told her more, but could sense it wasn’t the time to ask.    

At dusk, Dylan shook her out of a light doze and indicated his readiness to depart. The earlier drizzle had become sheets of tropical downpour. She squelched through ankle-deep mud down to the temporary dock. Large globs of rain soaked through her clothes and clung to her like a lukewarm shower. Her hair plastered her face. Even the canvas awning over her seat did little to protect her.

They rowed silently toward the island and rounded the bend close enough to pass beneath the spot where the surveillance camera was hidden. An electric generator hummed nearby, powering dim yellow-tinged halogen lights aimed in intervals at the cleared area around the compound. Dimly she spotted a wall that had to be at least eight feet tall surrounded by massive tree ferns. Dylan moored the launch and they crept as quietly as possible through the mud toward the compound. 

Dylan eased the way through a thicket of palms with Leah slightly behind. Outside the gate, a guard sat on duty. As they drew near, a dog barked from inside the compound. Dylan stayed her with a hand. 

A moment later, he lifted the hand. They crept forward. Closer to the guard, he called out, “Holá, Señor. We are lost American tourists. We need a place to stay out of the rain. Could you help us out?”

At his words, the guard raised a rifle and pointed it in their direction. Leah froze in her tracks, heart thudding. Dylan raised his arms in a gesture of surrender.

“No come here.” The guard squinted at them. “Doctor not like visitors.”
Must be the right address.
Dylan stood tall. “Could you ask the doctor if he’d just let us stay the night in a dry place? We have nowhere else to go.”

 “Wait.” The guard cracked the gate a few inches and poked his head inside. He yelled, “Kimo,” a couple of times. Footsteps sluiced through the mud. After a brief consultation, the guard returned to his post. “Stay here. Kimo talk doctor.”

Relieved, Leah relaxed her shoulders and let her tensed arms fall to her side. Rain seeped into her shirt and shoes. She hoped the wait was not long.

A movement of the gate caused the guard to step aside. A large man waddled through the opening, bowl-cut black hair plastered to his head. He pointed at them. “Doctor say ‘nein.’ Diseases.”

Leah peered around Dylan. “But we’re vaccinated against Amazon infections.”

The large man raised his arm. “¡Fuera de aqui!”

“But-” A shake of Dylan’s head stopped her before she could try to convince the large local to allow them in. 

“Okay. All right. We understand you want us to go.” Dylan took her arm and led her toward the launch. The two men watched from the gate. 

She resisted the urge to question him in front of the two guards, but once out of earshot, she whispered, “What the-?”

Dylan stopped her words with a raised hand. “Listen, there’s no way we could have convinced those guards to let us in. I know how things work around here. The doctor’s the one giving orders. They’re only the messengers.”
Damn. Of course he was right, but it frustrated her no end. She stumbled over a root, then righted herself. “So what do we do now?”

Dylan grasped her elbow and guided her past a pointed rock jutting from the mud. “Don’t worry. We’ll just lie low for a time and then”-he led her down to the river and behind a skirted tree—“we’ll have to crash this party.” 

That didn’t sit with her to well, but what choice did they have. She only hoped their reception wouldn’t become ugly. 

She took a soggy seat on a tree root. The canopy provided a small measure of cover from the rain, but not enough. Her clothes were drenched and she was more miserable than ever. Vines cluttered her hair. Fronds tickled her nose. She watched as a long line of leaf-cutter ants marched past, carrying leaf pieces three times their size. “You did notice the doctor said ‘nein.’”

“Couldn’t miss it, but we suspected he was German. He just might be our man.”

Dylan kept an eye on his watch. After what seemed an eternity, he touched her arm. “Let’s go.”     

They retraced their steps and slipped silently toward the compound through the trees. Behind a giant Mimosa, they checked on the guard. His head now drooped against his chest, the large semi-automatic rifle dangled in the crook of his arm. 

Dylan signaled for Leah to follow him around to the other side of the enclosure. He handed her a rope, stooped down and cupped his hands. “I’ll hoist you over the wall. When you are on the other side, tie this rope to a tree and throw one end over to me.” 

A dog’s bark startled her. She quickly recovered and indicated her understanding. Dog or no dog, she had no choice but to do what Dylan suggested if she meant to find the doctor. 

He handed her a pistol and mouthed, “Just in case.”

She reached for the gun, recalling that the last time she had held a pistol was at a practice range on a date with one of L.A.’s finest. She hadn’t come close to the target, but she got the story she was after. Could she hit her mark now? She doubted she’d have a better aim under pressure.

Her hands trembled when she placed the weapon in her side pocket. Dylan squatted and again cupped one hand over the other. She placed her mud-encrusted boot into his bare palms, realizing her life was in his hands, too. He hoisted her up until she could barely grasp the top of the wall. She strained against her own weight, but with Dylan’s strong boost, was able to haul herself to the top of the wall and jump down to muddy ground inside. When she straightened, her legs were wobbly.

A growl alerted her to the dog’s presence. She turned to face the bared teeth of a Doberman Pinscher ready to attack.  Pulse pounding, she thrust out an arm. 

“Stay!” she commanded with as much determination as she could muster, suddenly remembering dogs are taught professionally in German. She racked her brain for the right command. “Plotz!” she demanded, but the moment the word left her lips, the dog sprang at her. Backed against the fence, she kicked at the on-coming animal and managed to fight it off with her foot. When the dog’s teeth closed around her boot, she had to swallow a yell that rose in her throat from the shock.

Drawing on a strength she didn’t know she had, she fumbled for the gun, grasped the barrel tightly, and immediately brought its butt down upon the dog’s head. The brute whimpered and tumbled to its side. 

With the dog downed, she paused a moment in stunned relief. Aroused by Dylan’s warning hiss, she whirled around to see if the dog attack had alerted anyone. No movement. No sound. She could finally exhale. 

She tied one end of the rope to a nearby tree and tossed the other end over the wall. Scratching sounds followed, then Dylan appeared on top of the wall, sprang down and pulled her to the ground beside him. 

She clung to him as if he were a life preserver.  

“You all right?” He waited for her to nod. With an eye on the dog’s inert body, he whispered, “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

Her leg had twisted in the dog attack and now throbbed. She ignored the pain in order to focus on the Doberman, who lay nearby, still as a rock. If the thing moved, she was prepared to club it again before it could pounce on her. 

A tap on her arm caused her to raise the gun in defense. 

“It’s okay. It’s just me.”

She gradually lowered her arm to reveal Dylan. He signaled her to rise. While she stumbled to her feet, he lifted the Doberman and hid it behind a thicket. 

“You’re soaked. We’ll take shelter in an unguarded, empty building I found. We’ll be safe in there for awhile.” In a crouch, he led Leah toward a thatched roof building.

She was careful not to put too much pressure on her sore leg.

He tried the door, but it was sealed tight. With gestures he indicated a window. Using his knife, he pried it open, pushed her in first and quickly followed. 

Leah stayed low in the darkened room and glanced around, but could see little. “How about a little light?” 

Dylan’s flashlight beam bounced off a simple oil lamp on a lab table alongside beakers and bottles. A test tube hung clipped above an unlit Bunsen burner. Two syringes lay side-by-side on the table’s edge. Across the room, papers were piled on top of a massive wooden desk. Two cages with placidly watching empty-eyed monkeys were situated on a shelf alongside the desk.  

“The doctor’s laboratory?” she asked.

Dylan nodded. “His personal quarters are in another building on the grounds.”

Leah rung out the bottom of her tee shirt and squeezed water from her hair. “What next?” 

Dylan handed her the flashlight and pointed it toward the lab table. “Wait until the rain lets up and then go find the doctor.”

Her stomach knotted. “What if he finds us first?” 

Dylan had begun to explore the lab table. He picked up a test tube. “Unlikely in this storm, especially at this time of night. We’re probably safe for now.”

Something didn’t sit right with her. “I don’t know. I think we should get out of here soon.” She came up alongside him. “What do you suppose are in all these beakers?”  

He shrugged. “Beats me.”

Then she spotted the machine against the wall. “Why would the doctor have a fermenter? she mumbled half to herself. “They’re almost exclusively used in labs producing biological agents.”

Dylan stopped dead, eyed her warily. “What’s this about biological agents?”

“I did some research for an article a couple years ago. As I understand it, all you need to produce germs are living micro-organisms, a fermenter and clean air.”    

“Why would anyone produce germs? Aren’t there enough in the world without our helping them along?” he asked flippantly.

“Exactly my concern. What the hell is this guy up to.” She gravitated toward the massive corner desk and carefully searched through the paperwork scattered haphazardly on top; a letter in German, a receipt from Iquitos, a magazine article in Spanish. As she pushed one page off another, a letterhead jumped out at her, Central Intelligence Agency emblazoned across the top. What did the doctor have to do with the CIA?

She read the letter and turned with a gasp toward Dylan. “Listen-‘Dear Doctor Kruger, we at Project Paperclip are most eager to learn the nature of that new vaccine you mentioned in your last letter. Time is running out on our ability to further fund your research. A recent Congressional audit of our bookkeeping revealed a discrepancy in our budgetary outlay due to the covert financing of your scientific studies. As you must realize, the political climate in the United States will not allow us to continue to fund your research if the nature of it becomes known. Please send us your latest information as soon as it becomes available.’”     

Leah stared open-mouthed at Dylan. “Oh my God!”

Dylan grabbed the letter from her and studied it in the flashlight’s beam. “The CIA? Project Paperclip? What’s that?”

Leah steadied herself with a hand on the desk. “Project Paperclip was a clandestine CIA project that involved the recruitment of ex-Nazi scientists after the Second World War, to do research on biological weapons in the United States. The program was exposed in the press in the nineteen fifties and generally thought to have been abandoned. When I looked into it for the article, I understood like everyone else, it no longer existed.”

“Looks like you and everyone else thought wrong.” He handed back the letter. “Is Kruger your grandfather’s name?”

 “No...” She was too distracted to feel anything, even disappointment at not finding her grandfather. “If Dr. Kruger’s secretly doing biological weapons development for the CIA, maybe we just stumbled on a reason for this epidemic.” 

“What are you getting at?”

Leah waited for her head to stop spinning before reading the letter again. “That there might be a connection between the doctor’s visit to the native villages at the time of the epidemic and the research project mentioned here.” 

“Isn’t that a pretty big assumption?”

“Perhaps, but possible, given this equipment. He might have been using the natives to test biological weapons for the CIA.”  

“I hope you’re wrong about that.” Dylan returned to the lab table and flashed the light over the test tubes. He turned one so that the label faced him. “I don’t believe...”     

Without any warning, the door began to creak open. Dylan immediately extinguished the flashlight and they both froze like statues in a lab exhibit. With the glow from the outside lights, she saw a stately old man with a full head of wavy white hair enter the room and approach the opposite end of the lab table, mumbling to himself. He leaned his umbrella against the table and shook the water from his trench coat. When he glanced up, his face became a rigid mask. 

“Gottimhimmel!”

Dylan positioned himself in front of Leah. “We’re the lost American tourists who asked if we could spend the night here. We didn’t have anywhere else to go at this hour and took shelter here until we could move on in the morning.”

The old man flashed a light from Dylan to Leah. When his light fell on her, his eyes bugged. He swayed into the lab table and mumbled in German, “Sophie. Vhere you been Sophie? You come back for to haunt me?”   

Dylan looked over his shoulder, shot Leah a wide-eyed questioning look and mouthed, “Who’s Sophie?”

“How the hell do I know,” she said between clenched teeth.

The old man clasped his hands in prayer. “Please, Sophie. I did no harm. You remember vhat it was like. It vas not mein fault.”

Dylan looked from one to the other. “What is he talking about?”

Leah had been baffled before, but now she was dumbfounded. “I don’t know. He acts like he’s sick-or crazy…”

The gaunt old man continued to mumble to himself, slumping against the lab table in obvious disorientation. In his mixture of German and English, he repeated ‘Sophie’ over and over. 

“Are you all right?” Dylan made a move toward him.

At that, the doctor startled, grabbed his umbrella and stabbed the air in Dylan’s direction. “Who are you? Vhat you doing in my laboratory?”

“We took shelter from the ra​-”

The old man thrust the umbrella at Dylan and barely missed stabbing him with the tip. His agitation was plainly written all over his face.

“Don’t! Put that down!” Dylan shouted, but the doctor poked him in the ribs with the umbrella’s pointy end.

Something had to be done to disarm the lunatic. Before Leah could act, Dylan flashed her a warning look, grabbed the octogenarian’s arm and shook the umbrella loose. It crashed to the floor by his side. While all this was happening, the old man reached behind him with his free hand and grasped one of the syringes. 

“No!” Leah shouted as he raised the needle and aimed it at Dylan’s shoulder. On impulse, she flung herself between the two men.

The syringe bit into her skin much like the snake had days before. A disembodied scream filled her head.

Time stopped and her world spun out of focus. Dizziness overcame her and she slumped against the table.  

Dylan, pulling the needle from her arm, snapped her back into awareness. The syringe hit the floor, shattered at her feet. Filled with terror, she touched the spot where the needle had entered her upper arm. This time she may have been bitten by a far deadlier poison than the snake’s. Her knees buckled.

Dylan caught her beneath the arms, backed her away from the wild-eyed madman, then stepped in front of her.

“Sophie...” The old man reached toward Leah, but Dylan blocked him. 

“Don’t touch her!”

The warning didn’t deter him. He reached toward Leah again. “Sophie. I never to hurt you meant...”

Dylan pushed his hand aside and examined Leah’s arm. Blood trickled from the puncture mark on her right forearm. “I hope this doesn’t hurt, but I have to try and remove as much of the toxin as I can.” Dylan squeezed blood from the wound. To stem the flow, he tore a piece of cloth from his tee shirt and pressed it against the spot. “Hold that here.” 

He turned back to the old man. “What was in that needle?” 

The frenzied scientist stared wide-eyed at them, but Dylan grabbed his white starched shirt collar with both hands and pulled him nose to nose. “Who are you? And what was in that syringe?”

“Kruger...” the pasty-looking man answered in a shaky voice. “Doctor Heinz Kruger.” 

Dylan used his superior height to his advantage, lording over the intimidated doctor. “What the hell was in that syringe?”

Even in the dim early morning light, the doctor was as white as a lab coat. “Nothing...nothing,” the doctor muttered. 

A vein in Dylan’s forehead bulged. He tightened his grip. “Tell me, damn it-or else.”

The doctor threw his hands before his face. “Do not hurt me. I talk. Please-”

Dylan stood firm. “Tell me what was in that damn needle or you’re a dead man!”

Gasping, the doctor coughed. “I tell...I tell.”       

Leah took short, shallow breaths that barely filled her lungs. A thousand deafening bees buzzed in her head, but she forced herself to listen as intently as possible to the doctor.

Dylan released his stranglehold on the doctor and, while the old man clutched and cleared his throat, Dylan removed the gun from his hidden holster. When he cocked the trigger, a snap resounded. He held it to Kruger’s head. “Well?”

The old man stared at Leah, an incredulous look replacing one of fear. “S...Smallpox.”

No longer able to hold herself upright, Leah sagged again against Dylan who held her up with his unencumbered arm. “Smallpox...Oh my God...smallpox. I was never vaccinated against smallpox.”

Dylan tightened his grip on her waist. “What does this mean?”

Emotion chased away all reason. She clasped her arms around herself. “I may die.” She clutched tighter. “If I live, I’ll be horribly disfigured.” Her voice sounded distant, shaky, as unstable as she felt.

Dylan pulled her closer, sealing her to him. “I won’t let that happen. I can’t let that happen.”

When she slackened her grip, he tightened his. “Are you all right?”

“As all right as I can be. The disease has an incubation period of up to a week. I’m not contagious until then, but after that...” Her teeth chattered from a cold that replaced the steamy jungle night from within. All that held her up was Dylan’s arm. She allowed his strength to support her. 

Her head began to clear a little. “Wait...Wait a minute. There’s a vaccine for smallpox.”

Dylan released her and she stabilized herself with a hand on the lab table. 

He spun on the doctor. “Is that so? Do you have any?”

The doctor looked about the room. “I...I...”

A sound behind Leah drew her attention. The large armed local the gate guard had called Kimo stood in the doorway, rifle pointed at Dylan. 

The doctor spotted his guard at about the same time she did.  

“Drop your gun,” Kruger commanded.

Dylan looked over his shoulder while slowly lowering his arm. 

The doctor reached out and plucked the pistol from Dylan’s grasp. “Back away. Schnell!”

Dylan did as told, his eyes leveled on the old man. “Okay...okay. Don’t shoot.”

Kruger looked wild-eyed from one to the other.

“What do you plan to do with us?” Dylan asked.

Kruger held the gun unsteadily. “I vill only answer after Sophie surrenders gun in pocket. Kimo, take her gun and frisk him.” 

She reluctantly held out the gun to the Sumo wrestler-sized attendant. Kimo patted Dylan down and extracted the knife from his belt. The two of them were totally unarmed. “You can’t mean to keep us here.” 

Kruger eyed them. “I vas not expecting visitors. I must to consider.”

Leah did her best to control her mounting panic. Every muscle in her body shook from the effort. She gulped for air in the still room. “But the virus. What about the virus?”

“Ja, the smallpox.” He looked contemplative. “Now for you time runs out.” A flicker in the doctor’s eyes led her to wonder if he actually regretted having stabbed her.

As much as she resisted the idea her life depended on this demented old man, she had to convince him to be sympathetic. “You know I will die without the vaccine. I need your help. Please.”

He turned away. “Kimo, remove to extra room our visitors and lock them in for night. Do not out of sight let them. I must think.”

The guard nodded toward the room’s only exit. Dylan must have realized the futility of a struggle because he took Leah’s arm and helped her down a hall and outside to what appeared to be the main building in the compound. They were shoved into a candle-lit room, followed by the slam of the door and snap of a bolt.

The panic Leah had managed to stave off during the encounter with the doctor surfaced with a vengeance. She reached for the dresser top to steady herself, shaking like a palm frond in a hurricane. Immediately, Dylan threw his arms around her and drew her closer to him. She welcomed the gesture, leaning into him. The warmth of his body, smell of his skin, strength of his arms, calmed her a little. 

He led her to the edge of the bed, lowering her to the mattress. His hand grazed the top of her hair, his lips her forehead. His tenderness was a salve to her wound. 

“I’m scared, Dylan.”

“I’m scared for you, too. But whatever happens, I’ll be with you.” His words rumbled in his chest and forced her to notice their intense closeness.

She believed he could help her. He had rescued her before from the impossible. Why not now? “I know.”

He held her until the storm in her stomach subsided a little and her breathing slowed to a more normal rate. She fought to gain control over her emotions. “I’m glad you’re with me.” They clung to one another, but even his embrace could not entirely ward off the anxiety fluttering like a jungle full of toucans in her gut. “What do we do now?”

He quietly considered. “Somehow I have to convince the good doctor to give you that vaccine before it‘s too late. But how?”

“We really could use a bargaining chip.”

“I can offer him all the money I have.”

She smiled weakly. “That’s sweet, but impractical. The good doctor probably has enough funding from his CIA benefactors. The amount of money we could offer him wouldn’t convince him to help me.” She rubbed the spot on her arm where she had been impaled. “What if I offer to write an article about him for the paper? Maybe I could play on his ego, tell him I’ll make him famous.”

Dylan looked over at her, skeptically. “Why should he want any exposure? Seems like he’d want to remain anonymous.”

“Perhaps. But he’s been working away in obscurity for a long time. Since he’s so old, there’s a good chance he’ll want some recognition before he dies. We could use that to our advantage.” Leah began to rise. “Let’s get Kruger and find out.”

Dylan pounded on the door and a few moments later, it cracked open. A head peered through the opening.

Dylan stood with arms across his chest. “We want to talk to the doctor.” 

The guard grunted and closed the door. After a long wait, the door opened wide and Kruger entered in a navy-blue terry robe, his hair in disarray. 

“Vhat you vant me for?”

Leah wiped moist palms against her pants. “I have something to discuss with you.”

The doctor rubbed his eyes. “At this hour?” 

“It’s important.” 

“Tomorrow.” The doctor turned to exit the room. 

She would never be able to rest until she dealt with him. She grabbed the doctor’s robe sleeve. “Now.”

Kruger stopped and inexplicably turned back. “You always vere strong villed, Sophie.” He indicated for the guard to escort her out of the room. 

She caught Dylan’s worried expression as she stepped past him. He made a move in her direction, but she thrust out an arm that stopped him. “I need to handle this myself.”

Behind her the heavy latch fell into place across the door with a loud thump that made her jump. She trailed Kimo down a hall and into the library. With deep breaths to keep her cool, she glanced around at walls lined with books behind an ornamentally carved mahogany desk. Bare wood ladder-back chairs were positioned throughout the room, as though the doctor expected company. An antique retablo of a saint hung on the wall behind the desk. 

The old man waved her into a seat then leaned against the edge of his desk, looking down at her. Although intimidated, she drew on all the courage she had and said, “I need the vaccine.”

Kruger yawned. “Vhy bother now? Nothing to do tonight. Ve vill speak in morning.”  

“No,” she said with all the force she could muster. “I have to know if you have any vaccine here.”

A thoughtful look spread across the doctor’s face. “Nein. I vas about to look for more.” His face blanched and he looked away. “Please forgive, Sophie.” 

She barely stifled a groan. Her days were numbered if she didn’t receive a shot in time. Sweat coated her palms and she rubbed her hands against her pants to dry them. “Whatever else you may be, you’re a doctor first. Your job is to find ways to heal, not harm. Help me.”

“Only person in Peru vith vaccine is epidemiologist in Lima. Smallpox has been in most of vorld eradicated. Only a few do research using virus. My only source for vaccine is Center for Disease Control in United States.”

Leah could no longer contain her fear. She clutched the edge of the desk. “Please, Doctor. You have to do something quickly.”

“Sorry, I never to hurt you meant.” The doctor’s pale blue eyes filled with tears.

Leah wondered if he might be totally insane. Why did he keep calling her by this name? “Who is ‘Sophie’?”

The old man smiled. “Now you play dumb, Sophie. You toy vith old man.”

“My name’s not Sophie. It’s Leah. Leah Roberts.”

Kruger kept a close eye on her while fumbling in his desk drawer. He pulled out his wallet, extracted a yellowed photo. “Look, Sophie. You and I vere engaged and planned to marry. It has long time been, but did you think I not recognize you? You have not changed. Here—your photograph.”

Leah took the photo from his shaky liver-spotted hand. The woman who stared back looked identical to her except that she wore a dress and coat that had gone out of fashion around 1949. “This picture is at least fifty years old. What’s Sophie’s last name?”

“Goldman. Sophie Goldman.”

Leah gasped. “Goldman is my grandmother’s name.”

The old man slipped, catching himself with a hand on the desk. “Your grandmother? Sophie Goldman—your grandmother?”

The connection between this evil old man and her grandmother suddenly crystallized. She pressed a hand to her brow. “Oh my God! You are my grandfather!”

The hand holding Kruger upright gave way and he heavily stumbled into the solid piece of furniture. When he righted himself, tears streamed down his face. Before she could resist, he bundled her into his arms. “Die ùberraschung! It is you, mein kind. I for all these years have vondered about your mother.” 

Leah stiffened in his arms and, as soon as she could, separated herself from his awkward embrace. He was tremulous so she took his arm and guided him to a chair on the far side of the desk. Although shaken by the discovery that her jailer was the grandfather she had been looking for, she had to pull herself together quickly. Her life depended on it. “I thought your name was Krause.”

“After var I change name.”

“I see.” She didn’t really, but now wasn’t the time to question him. No wonder her mother had so much trouble locating him. “Grandfather, I really need your help. You can’t let me die. I’m your flesh and blood.”

The doctor raised his head and stared at her through rheumy eyes. “I vould to do anything, mein kind. But vhat to do vithout vaccine?”

“There must be a way to find some and bring it here before it’s too late. How long do you think I have?”

His well-trimmed white mustache turned down at the corners of his mouth. “Virus enters by respiratory tract, not bloodstream. Ja. Even though you vere by needle nicked and only received little, ve do not know how virus vill act. If it follows typical course, you have small time left. Incubation period is two veeks for smallpox. You have four odar five days for vaccine to vork.”

“But the sooner given, the more likely it will work. Please don’t use it as blackmail.”

“You are mein kind. I vant to do all I can. But I cannot see a vay—”

“As a doctor—and my grandfather— you can’t let me go untreated.”

The old man mumbled to himself in German. 

“I need you, Grandfather.” He stopped mumbling and looked up at her. “Listen, if you do everything possible to get the vaccine and I survive, I’ll do what I can to let the world know about your accomplishments. You’ve never had any real recognition for what you’ve done. I’m a journalist. I can change all that.”

She thought she saw a flicker of interest in his still damp eyes. “You’ve done a lot for others. It’s time everyone knew of your work.”

“I am ill. I have little time left.”

Here was her window of opportunity. She had to crawl through. “I’ll report your findings to the world. You won’t have to die in obscurity. People will know of you and the important work you’ve done.”

 “I vould love for you to do that, but I still cannot see vay...” The doctor’s age-glazed eyes suddenly focused on her and he shook his index finger in her direction. “Vait...One remote possibility is for vaccine. A doctor vith Project Paperclip lives up Amazon, in Brazil. He may have supply.”

Slim or not, this might be her only hope. She pushed to her feet. “How can we get in touch with him? You must have a way to contact him. The Internet? A cell phone?”

“Nein. Ve are far into jungle. Only means for communication is shortwave radio.”

She sat forward. “Great. Why don’t we use it to contact him?”

With a shake of his silvery head, he said, “It has for last week been broken. I meant to send Kimo into Iquitos for fixing it.”

With each passing moment another strand of hope broke. She clung desperately to the remaining threads. “I’ll go visit this doctor myself.”

Kruger stood with great effort and held up his hand. “Nein. Not you. It is too dangerous. Your infection might flare vith the exertion. We send your friend to Dr. Von Schotten’s. I vant you should stay with me. I vant about you to learn.”

Leah held up her hands in supplication. “But that will take too long. He may not bring it back in time. I have to go along.”

“He can be back. You vill remain here.” Kruger’s unexpectedly firm grip halted her. “Tell your friend to leave in morning. I vill prepare map and letter for Dr. Von Schotten. Tell your friend, Herr...”

“Hart.”

“...Dr. Von Schotten is gracious, but since in such short supple is vaccine, he may not vant to part vith it.”

Beneath Kruger’s packaging, she understood the difficulties Dylan might face. The thought of sending him into this alone terrified her. If her life didn’t depend on it, she’d never ask him to go. 

“I am old man. Time to take rest. Tell me your friend’s name...”            

“Hart. Dylan Hart,” she repeated.

“Ja, Hart. I forget of late many things.” Kruger acknowledged what was so evident, his deteriorating condition. “Tell Hart he should leave in morning. Now, I vant you should rest, mein kind.”    

Kimo escorted her back to the room. As soon as the door opened, Dylan pulled her inside. When it closed behind her, he enclosed her in his arms. “I must have paced this room a thousand times. Are you okay?” He stopped and searched her face. “You’re pale and shaking. What happened?”

Dylan helped her to the bed, where she sat. “The doctor doesn’t have any vaccine-at least that’s what he tells me.” 

Dylan tensed, his shoulders and back rigid. “This isn’t happening. I can’t believe it.”

She touched his arm. “But there is one hope. A doctor who lives up the Amazon in Brazil.”

Dylan’s eyes widened. “Great. We’ll head out immediately. Break of dawn. Find this doctor.”

“Just two problems. One, he doesn’t want me to go with you. He says the trip would be too hard on me with the infection, so he wants me to stay behind and record his history.” Leah paused to let that sink in before telling him the bigger news. “We were right, Dylan. Dr. Kruger’s my grandfather. I guess I shouldn’t be all that surprised, but I never imagined the type of man he’d turn out to be.”  

Dylan’s expression changed from expectant to stunned. “No kidding?”

“He’s a scientist all right,” she spat out.

“What a shock.” Dylan looked as if he could barely restrain himself. “And the other problem?”

“According to Kruger, the Brazilian doctor, Von Schotten will be courteous, but he might not part with the vaccine voluntarily. That is, if he has any.” She grabbed Dylan’s arm. “Just be careful, Dylan, please. I don’t know what you’re getting into, but I don’t want anything to happen to you on my account.”

Dylan squared his shoulders. His gaze was as steady as the river’s flow. “Don’t worry. Sounds like a challenge not a problem. I’ll leave first thing tomorrow.”

As always with Dylan, her gratitude overcame her fear. He had a way of making her feel safe. “Are you certain you want to do this?” 

“I’m sure.”

Leah threw her arms around him and buried her head in the curve of his neck. Although his reaction didn’t surprise her, it did compound her growing admiration...and affection...and something more. “Thank you.” Her words were muffled against his warm, spice-scented skin.

He held onto her for the longest time, soothing her with tender words of support. Slowly her pulse calmed a little. Her breathing quieted. 

He brushed her cheek with his lips and, in spite of her churning fear, a wave of warmth rode her. She wanted this man, needed him now with an intensity that frightened her. Regardless of the situation, maybe even because of it, a hunger infused her. She could no longer discern whether her heart pounded from fright or from fervor. 

 “You’ve come to mean so much to me.” His breath in her ear sent a tingle down her spine. 

In response, she pressed him close. “I know, Dylan. You mean a lot to me, too.” 

Slowly his lips descended to hers.  

The intensity of the moment caught her off guard: The terror of death momentarily replaced by an intense desire to live. Her fear and helplessness wedded with a desperate need for him. Passion overshadowed dread, extinguishing all else. All that mattered was that moment and her urgent need for him—their need for one another.    

Arms clasped her as though wanting to infuse her with him. Skin touched skin in a fusion of panic with passion.  

She lowered her head to his chest and listened to his hammering heart, beating like a snare drum. She had never trusted a man as much as she trusted him. She let down her defenses and relaxed against him.

A big mistake, because all at once the thought of his imminent departure surfaced and stifled her new-found sense of intimacy. Not only would this trip wrench them apart, but she couldn’t be certain how long he’d be gone. What danger he faced.  

Or if he’d ever return. 

Chapter Eleven
Dylan sensed Leah’s eyes following him while he finished dressing in the semi-darkness. Then he took a seat by her side on the bed to say his goodbye. 

She wrapped her arms around him. “Are you sure you want to do this? If anything happens to you, I’ll never forgive myself.”

He ran his hand through her soft, flaxen hair, touched by her show of tenderness. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. I know the jungle. I’ll be back here in no time.”

She clung to him. If he had his way, she’d never let go, but the scrape of the door informed him of another’s presence. He pried himself away. “I have to leave.”

“I love you,” she whispered.

But he couldn’t bring himself to say what she wanted to hear. It would be too hard to leave her if he mouthed the words pressing at the back of his throat. Tears filled her luminous caramel-colored eyes and his gut twisted into a knot. He had to turn away.

The doctor cleared his throat. “Are you ready?”

Dylan moved toward the shadowy figure in the doorway. “Do you have the map?”

The old man reached a liver-spotted hand into his robe pocket and extracted two folded pieces of paper. “Here is map and letter of introduction for Doctor Von Schotten.” He extended the papers and Dylan pocketed them. “Do you have food enough?”

“For a few days in the boat.”

“Do you anything need?”

“I could sure use my gun.”

“I cannot to give you firearm. You could turn on me.” Kruger glanced over his shoulder at Kimo standing behind him with a rifle pointed at Dylan. He reached again into a pocket. “But you may your knife have back.”

A knife in this situation would be about as protective as a tin shield in a bomb blast, but what choice did he have? He took the knife, slid it into the empty sheaf on his belt. “I’m ready.”

Leah had come up beside him. She laid a hand on his arm. “Please be careful. I need you more than the vaccine.” 

He could not give in to the desire to hold her, he might never be able to leave. “I’ll be back,” he said over his shoulder and strode out the door, refusing to respond to the stifled sob behind him. Outside, he swallowed the lump in his throat. He had always lost the ones he loved. He wouldn’t let that happen again.

* * *

Dylan navigated the launch down a long stretch of the Amazon before slipping over the invisible line separating Peru from Brazil. As the sun reached its peak, the population of people living along the river thinned. His only companions were flocks of Kingfishers, a troop of ring-tail monkeys and the occasional Mammoth butterfly. Other monkeys chattered in the trees, crickets stirred the air with their high pitched song. The jungle was often a solid wall of sound.  

Around noon, Dylan pulled ashore at the same site where a couple of other travelers had stopped for lunch. Perhaps they had come from upriver and could give him better directions than the hand-drawn map he held. The two Asian men stood side-by-side warily watching him approach with legs planted at an angle and arms stiffly crossed over chests. “Holá,” he called out to disarm them.

The two men spoke to one another in a nervous foreign tongue before the taller, leaner one with the Nikon dangling from his neck asked Dylan in Spanish, “What do you want here?”

“I’m a tourist,” Dylan lied. “I just wanted company for lunch.”

“Do you have a gun?” the photographer asked.

Dylan stood, opened his jacket and showed empty hands. 

They let him come closer. “Dylan Hart. American.”

The smaller, bespectacled man extended his hand in welcome. “Please join us. I’m Tojito. He-” he indicated his companion, “-Iziko.” 

Dylan shook his hand. “Thanks.” 

Iziko bowed formally and gestured toward their aluminum table. “Help self, please.”

Plates of dried fish and colorful fruit covered the table. Dylan added an offering of Spam to the spread and took a seat on a nearby tree stump. “Where are you headed?”

“Upriver to sea.” Tojito took a seat on another stool.

“Many problems ahead. We may turn back. Go to Iquitos.”

Dylan put down his fork. It didn’t sound like these men had gone far enough to know anymore about the route than he did, but they might have a different type of information. “What kind of problems?”

Tojito finished chewing his mouthful. “Tourist was shot on river.”

That would certainly ruin someone’s trip, and it didn’t exactly make Dylan’s day either. “Do you know what happened?”

Iziko began to clear plates from the table. “We only hear soldiers shoot tourist and take money. Trouble on river. You go back to Iquitos, too?”

Dylan swallowed hard, concerned by what might lie ahead that could slow him down. “I wish I could, but I have to make time.” He stood. “Thanks for warning me.” 

A shadow crossed over Tojito’s pleasant round face. “Be cautious on river. Sayonara.”

“Have a safe trip yourself.” Dylan returned to his boat and started the engine. 

With the men’s warning in mind, he motored downstream, staying close to the tree line for protection. If necessary, he could pull ashore at any time and hide among the trees. He kept a watchful eye for trouble.  

For many miles, nothing eventful happened. Nothing seemed out of place. The babbling voice of the river, the high-pitched chatter of the monkeys, the twitter of a wren’s mating call, put him at ease. Word traveled slowly on the river. What he had heard might have been old news. For the first time since leaving the tourists, he let down his guard a little and inventoried his supplies.

He looked up in time to spot a twenty-six foot, official looking Chris Craft motorboat docked upriver. Normally, he wouldn’t think a second about the boat, but after the earlier warning, he needed to check it out. He beached his launch at a distance and, using a grove of magnolia amazonia as camouflage, slipped closer to the Chris Craft, which, on closer inspection, bore the official seal of Peru. Determined to avoid any confrontation with the authorities, he had to locate a channel that allowed him to slip around the craft.

He made his way back to the launch through the trees. When he neared the beach, he detected voices and slipped behind a large Fan Palm to observe two men in Peruvian army uniforms walk around the stem of his launch. When one of the soldiers pointed toward the trees, he quickly withdrew from sight, praying he hadn’t been seen. He automatically grasped the knife.

At the sound of nearby leaves crunching underfoot, he remained camouflaged behind the tree, hardly daring to breathe. At one point the clank of metal, rustle of leaves, came so close he could have reached out and touched the solider. The hair stood up on his arms. Nerve-endings twitched in his jaw. He held his breath until the sound of footfalls receded deeper into the jungle. 

As soon as he felt safe, he sprinted for his boat, shoved an oar against land and pushed into shallow water. A gentle current helped him row the boat to open river. 

The roar of the engine brought the soldiers racing to the river’s edge where they opened fire on the launch. Dylan ducked, but not before a bullet ripped through the fleshy part of his shoulder. The wallop threw him backward onto the boat bottom. More bullets flew overhead. His arm was on fire. 

The acrid smell of charred skin made him grit his teeth. He pushed himself up with his good arm far enough to look over the bow. The soldiers made a mad dash in the direction of their boat. The larger vessel could easily outrun his, so he reacted accordingly. He had spied a tributary earlier and opened the engine full throttle. He would have to lose his stalkers in the river’s labyrinthine switch-backs.  

With his good arm, Dylan zigzagged the boat from one tributary to another until he could neither hear nor see his pursuers. Finally certain the soldiers had lost his trail. He released his grip on the rudder, sat back against the gunwale. A stab of pain to the shoulder reminded him his wound was severe. He tore the ripped shirt away from clotted blood. Light flashed behind his eyeballs. Blood and cloth adhering to the skin made it difficult to assess the damage. He managed to grab a towel, poured water from a canteen onto it and scrubbed away the grime, ignoring searing pain. Gradually a round hole appeared, marking where the bullet had entered his shoulder. He checked the back of his shoulder. 

The bullet had never left. 

The bullet would have to be removed to prevent infection, but that would have to wait. For now, he could only treat the wound. He pulled a bottle of rubbing alcohol from the First Aid Kit and poured it into the opening. His face contorted against the blazing white light that ripped through him, but he bit back the instinct to cry out. If soldiers were anywhere around, he didn’t want to call attention to his whereabouts. Once the pain became more manageable, he covered the bullet hole with bandages. 

After he’d treated the wound, he sat back, realizing how exhausted he was. The loss of blood had drained the stamina right out of him. But he had to move on. To keep himself awake, he pictured Leah, her soft body naked and vulnerable. He had to shove off. Her life depended on it. 

During his escape, he had managed to lose himself in an unfamiliar maze of tributaries. The sun’s position indicated late afternoon. He had to find his way back to the main river before dark. He couldn’t afford to relinquish another second.

* * *

Leah’s heart had nearly stopped when Dylan stepped out the door. She longed to block his way, prevent him taking such a risk, but against every instinct, she had to let him go.

The guard slammed the door shut at the doctor’s command, leaving Leah alone in the room. She stood still, mutely watching the closed door while rubbing her arms for comfort. When the futility of standing in the dark staring at the door sunk in, she crawled back onto the bed. 

She sat in the center of the bed yoga style while picturing all the things that could go wrong with Dylan’s trip. She had to stop herself from dwelling upon the worst-case scenarios, or she would surely fall apart. She needed to keep a positive attitude so she could do her part.

The guard entered without knocking and placed breakfast on a table by the bed. Boiled eggs. They had never been her favorite dish, but they now looked especially unappetizing. Their smell triggered a bout of nausea. She clutched her stomach and doubled over in revulsion.

Behind her footsteps resounded on planks. 

“No appetite? Eat. Schnell. I vant you should have your strength.” Back lit by the dawn light, the doctor looked particularly hoary. His pallid skin hung slightly detached from the old bones beneath. Dark circles lined his eyes.

She pushed the plate toward him. “I’m not hungry. Take this away.”

“If you insist.” The doctor motioned for the guard to remove the plate. “Vhen you are ready, ve should our interview begin.”

Her stomach again turned at the thought of spending time alone with him. If using people as guinea pigs qualified for anything, it certainly called his humanity into question. 

Still, this creature standing before her was her long-lost grandfather-the grandfather she had traveled thousands of miles to find. He was the only living link to a time before her mother’s adoption. She had to learn from him what she could, no matter what horrors could be leveled at him, or the lost opportunity would always haunt her. “I’ll be ready in a few minutes.”

As soon as Kruger left, Leah succumbed to another bout of overwhelming anxiety. All she could think about was Dylan. Dylan alone. Dylan trapped. Dylan in danger. Dylan returning empty-handed without the vaccine, dooming her, but relieving her fears for him. She dropped her sleeping shirt on the bed, strapped on her bra, and forced herself to turn off the slide show in her mind.

She pulled on her powder blue tank-top and jeans, then took a seat on the bed to tug on her boots. Better to keep her overwrought mind on the appointment with the doctor than to let it dwell on Dylan’s potential disasters.

She pounded on the door and summoned the guard who escorted her to the doctor’s study. The doctor glanced up from his desk when she entered the room and signaled her to take a seat across from him. Once she seated herself, he lowered the paper he had been reading. 

“So, mein kind, vhere to begin?”

She gestured toward the desk. “With paper and pen.”

Rifling through his desk drawer, he extracted a pad and ball-point. “Here.”

She flipped open the pad and wrote the date at the page top. “What’s your whole name? I have no idea what you want to be called.”

He stared at her for a moment. “Grandfather. Is that not vhat last night you called me when you vanted vaccine?”

A warm flush crept up her neck. She had underestimated her target. “I need your full name for the article.”

“Heinz Seigfried Kruger, but please to call me by my surname. Now vhat about me would you like to know?”

“Well, Heinz Siegfried Kruger, I’d like to know if you have anything to do with the viral epidemic raging among the native people.”

He sat back abruptly as though thrown against the seat. “In answer to odd question, nein.”

She balled her free hand into a fist. “Scores of people are dying and I have reason to believe they’re being deliberately infected to test the morbidity of a viral strain.” 

“I do no such research.” 

She held up her pierced arm. “Why should I believe you after what you did to me?”

“You must to believe me. Because I could never do that again.”

Leah narrowed her eyes. “What again?”

Kruger picked up a paperclip and rolled it between his fingers, staring out the window.

“Look. Are you going to give me answers, or are you going to play games? If you’re not going to be honest, we might as well forget this whole thing.”

Beads of perspiration dotted the doctor’s forehead. “I...I...”

Better he squirm than she enable his deception.

“It long ago vas. Too long to remember.”

Leah dropped the pad on the desk. It landed with a clap. “I think you recall it all in Technicolor. Now, do you want me to do this article or don’t you?” 

She was about to rise when Kruger reached across the desk and restrained her with a dry, scaly hand on her arm. “Bitte. This is to me important.”

“Tell me then, under what circumstances did you use people in your research?”

Kruger sat back. A slight tremor passed through him. She waited for his reply, imagining what this man might be hiding if it was worse than spreading a terminal disease. 

“I do not like to think in vay you put it. I vas...how would you say...involved in valuable medical research.”

“And...?”

He stared beyond her, into the past. “In Germany, I vorked for Major General Kurt Blome. Dr. Blome conducted experiments-on plague vaccine.”
Using people. The enormity of the revelation bowled her over with the force of a landslide. Suddenly. Violently. She really shouldn’t be shocked after stumbling across the letter, but she was. He had just confirmed what she wanted to deny. It wiped out any last semblance of the myth she had constructed about him. When she regained her voice, she asked, “You worked for the Nazis?”

“I no choice had.”

She swallowed hard. She hadn’t wanted to believe the obvious. “Then you’re a Nazi?” She stopped to allow the significance to further seep in. No wonder he changed his name after the war. He was hiding out. “You used innocent people in concentration camps as living subjects for medical experiments?”

“Nein. You twist vhat I did and make it sound terrible. Vhat I did vas for benefit of all mankind.” 

She gaped at him, again speechless. 

He lowered his head. “I followed orders.” His voice quavered as he spoke. 

She abruptly rose, knocking a paperweight off the desk. It hammered against the wood floor. “You expect me to accept that you were just a victim? Under the present circumstances, it’s a little late to play innocent.”

He stood and faced her. “But I vorked on vaccines for medical knowledge.” His eyes flickered under her furious stare. “Sit, please. Try to understand.”

She stood her ground. “You can justify any behavior, but that doesn’t make it all right. How am I going to write about you without condemning your actions?”

“Do you think I have not to struggle vith everything I did, have not to lay awake night after night for past fifty years filled vith recrimination. I have had to live vith consequences of my actions.”  Wearily, he sat. “You are reporter, my dear. You have job been given to report things in objective fashion. You do not bring personal opinions into article.”

“I will report the truth.”

His fingers worked relentlessly at the paperclip indicating his anxiety, but his gaze remained steady. “I vant you should do that, and do vell. Let others for themselves decide if I have done right or wrong.” A sweep of his hand indicated the chair. “Now, sit. Ve have vork to do.”

She stared across the desk at what looked like an infirm old man. But appearances were deceiving. The last thing she wanted was to glorify this Nazi and his actions, but she had offered to do the story as a means of securing his help. What choice did she have?

At that thought she suddenly became aware that her behavior might not be so different from Kruger’s. Perhaps he, too, had been recruited against his will. Perhaps he was no more culpable than she was. By agreeing to help him, she had been willing to compromise her integrity in the service of survival. She couldn’t exactly condemn him without taking a look at herself. 

She sighed and reluctantly sat back down, plucking the pad off the desk. “Okay. Tell me about your childhood.”

He slumped back in his seat and droned on about his early years in Berlin, while she took notes, but her mind was as far away as his past. Before her sat the grandfather she had sought for so long. The one who frequently filled her daydreams. The hero her mother had spoken about and traced to South America. 

Instead of filling her with joy, finding him only filled her with despair. With this discovery, a part of her past had been torn out like the pages of a notebook. Everything she had wanted to believe about her family, her history, even herself—was irreparably altered. Lost. Her only hope now was to replace those missing pages with the truth. 

Chapter Twelve
Three more turns took Dylan further into the labyrinth where shallow water narrowed to a stream. He navigated the boat through high reeds, scraping along the channel’s sandy bottom. It snagged on weeds. He could go no further. 

He stilled the motor and maneuvered through reeds with an oar, despite his aching shoulder. Flocks of vibrant orange tanagers and yellow finches flew east away from the sun. He followed their lead, hoping to find the main waterway. 

Just before sunset, he fired his engine in deeper current and rounded a bend onto the Amazon. His pursuers were nowhere in sight. Relieved, he stoked the motor and headed upriver.

Sunset lavishly streaked the sky fuchsia and lavender, but his appreciation for the beauty was overshadowed by his apprehension of the approaching night. The jungle’s absolute darkness would make it impossible to locate his destination by the imposed deadline.

A sealed tomb of darkness soon enclosed him, leaving only a cacophony of sounds to guide him. The hoot of Gray Owl, groan of Bullfrog, swish of bat wings accompanied him. An occasional splash indicated a passing caiman.   

The symphony played against a backdrop of inky blackness as the night jungle set an eerie stage. To preserve his battery, Dylan flicked on the flashlight only when he needed to check his map. Between the advancing hour and the hypnotic darkness, he frequently had to rub his eyes to stay alert. The chirps and cries became lullabies. In an attempt to break the spell, he stood and stretched. 

With the unanticipated suddenness of a siren, the boat lurched, throwing him backwards. His shoulder collided with a wooden seat. A gut-wrenching sound of metal tearing sent his heart into arrhythmia. He had jammed a rock. Shoulder pain flamed to a blistering burn. 

When he could, he grabbed the flashlight, pulled himself to a stance and staggered toward the bow. Water dribbled into the craft through a small tear in its port side. With no time to drag the boat on shore and patch the hole, he grabbed two plastic bags, shaking their contents free and plugged the tear, praying he’d locate the doctor’s compound before the damned boat floundered. 

Shifting the motor into high gear, he angled the rudder to keep the boat mid-river away from reeds and rocks. A flick of the flashlight and a glance at the hand-held satellite-powered Global Positioning System told him he had a chance of making it to the doctor’s dock before he took on too much more water.

Moisture soaked through his shoes and into his socks from the rising water. Ladling it with a tin cup proved a losing battle. With one hand on the rudder and the other scooping water back into the river, he had no time to consult the map again until he reached an unrecognizable river bend. 

He turned on the flashlight and aimed it into darkness in search of a break in the jungle leading to the compound. He knew from the map that a profusion of fluorescent Secropia brush marked the entrance to the doctor’s inlet. Even though signs of Secropia flourished in the area, he thought he might have overshot his goal. The Global Positioning System showed he had come thirty-five miles since reentering the river from the tributary. He soon had to decide whether to turn back or keep heading upriver, but he didn’t want to backtrack prematurely and lose precious time. 

His boat took on water at an alarming rate. No matter how hard he ladled, it relentlessly countered, filling the bottom of the boat with muddy water. The cuffs of his jeans soaked it up. Before long he would have no alternative but to pull ashore. 

Around the next bend, an island to his right sparkled with what looked like lightning bugs in a bog. The iridescent leaves of the Secropia acted as his lighthouse, directing him to land. He had arrived! He smiled with relief.

He cut the motor and edged up to the island, rowing past the Secopia grove to a small dock where a similar craft to his own was tethered. He tied his boat to a nearby pole, climbed out and pulled it onto land. Water drained from the puncture in the bow.  

A dirt road gashed into the jungle as promised on the map. He cautiously followed it until he came to a ten-foot high fence. Using his hands to guide him along its perimeter, he located a gate, but it was tied tight with twine. He pounded on the gate and yelled as loudly as he could to gain someone’s attention, but no one came. The only thing left to do was unwrap the binding and apply his weight to open the gate, but, when he did, an impediment prevented him from budging it. 

He backed up, took a running leap and grabbed the top of the gate with both hands. A spasm shot down his arm, but he gritted his teeth to stifle the howl that arose in his throat, and held on for dear life. Grateful for his height, he managed to hoist himself enough to momentarily look over the fence. A huge wooden board had been used as a latch on the opposite side of the gate. How the hell would he ever move that enormous latch aside? He released his grip and tumbled to the turf. His shoulder again flamed.

He stood, dusted himself off and tried to scale the high wall, but failed. With his throbbing shoulder he would have to come up with a different approach. He crept along the fence, feeling for loose boards. About halfway around the compound, his foot snagged a hole recently excavated by an animal. That gave him an idea. He lowered himself onto his hands and knees and patted the ground around the hole. The earth was softer there than anywhere else in the area. He might be able to enlarge it enough to accommodate him.  

With the end of a small branch and his jungle knife, he began to burrow under the barrier, ignoring his shoulder and arm pain. Midway through his effort digging, the squelch of footsteps and a hand-held light flashed along the inside of the fence. He yelled and waited for the guard, inhaling the rich, musty earth. When, inexplicably, no one answered, he resumed digging. 

Dirt and rocks gradually gave way and the initial opening-the size of a coconut-expanded with his labor until he hoped to squeeze through. He worked at the hole a little longer to insure safe passage in and out without becoming trapped, then pressed his head and shoulders beneath the fence. Every millimeter of his squirm through reminded him of the bullet embedded deep in his shoulder.

On the inside of the fence, he slipped his knife into his sock and placed two palm fronds over the hole to hide it, just in case he had to use it again, a precaution he’d learned with the Rangers. He stood and beat the dirt from his clothes, listening for signs of civilization. All he could hear were the cicadas rattle like maracas and the owls’ nightly hoots. He stepped forward in the dark toward the center of the compound with only a half-moon to light his way. 

Nearby voices alerted Dylan to the presence of others. He was about to inform the men to his whereabouts, when he heard, in heavily accented Spanish, “I am glad you summoned me. Now find intruder and bring him to me. Shoot him if he resists.” 

Dylan stopped cold. Evidently Von Schotten wasn’t as friendly as he’d been led to believe. He quickly looked around for cover and headed into a copse of trees. A root caught his foot and threw him off balance. He pitched forward, his shoulder slammed into a rock. Agonizing pain radiated down his side. 

Gradually he struggled upright, trying to shake off the paralyzing pain and struggled to move out of the open area, but the root had entwined around his ankle and held him fast. He clawed at the thick cord. 

Crunching leaves signaled the approach of more than one person. Voices sounded closer than before. The harder he strained at the root, the tighter it held. He wrenched at the vine, but to no avail. In his injured condition, only a desperate drive to survive offered him any strength. He shivered in the warm night air. 

A blinding light blazed into his eyes. As his eyes gradually adjusted, he focused on the barrel of a revolver aimed directly at his face. 

The owner of the revolver reached to roughly grab Dylan’s bad arm and jerk him forward. His senses instantly sharpened as he struggled against his captor’s grip. “All right, you bastards. You got me!”  

A portly, balding old man studied him while the younger man held him firmly. 

“Ah, you speak English? I have chance to practice mine. I am not fond of trespassers. You are prisoner. Xikxu vill search you for weapons and then take you to study vhere we vill speak of reason for intrusion and consequences of your action,” the old man said with a decidedly German accent.

“Dr. Von Schotten?” 

The bald man squinted until all that could be seen of his eyes were overhanging skin flaps. “You know my name?”

“I was sent by Dr. Heinz Kruger. I’m sorry for my strange entrance, but if anyone had heard me knocking and yelling, I wouldn’t have had to burrow my way into your compound.” Dylan extracted the letter crumpled in his pocket and extended it to the doctor. “Here’s confirmation, identifying me.”

The old man refused the letter with a brush of his hand. “I cannot possibly read introduction in dark. If you cooperate vith Xikxu and proceed to study, I vill certainly consider it.” 

 “All right.” The revolver pressed against the back of his skull. “I’ll do whatever you want.”

The doctor motioned toward a large wood-sided, thatched-roof bungalow.

Prodded by the pistol and a shove, Dylan moved in the direction of the house. Each step sent a spasm radiating through him, as if his shoulder was attached by an invisible thread to his feet. When he faltered, the guard reminded him to move on with a poke to the kidneys. 

He was shoved into the house through a narrow doorway and led to a room that looked more European than South American. An imposing pecan desk was surrounded by precisely stacked bookshelves against three white-washed walls. To the side, a drop-leaf table held a Tiffany lamp. The smell of furniture wax and cleaning fluid mingled in the air. Xikxu posted himself in the doorway to the room. Dylan stumbled forward and collapsed into an overstuffed armchair by the desk and waited for the doctor. He had to convince the doctor of his sincerity and purpose. Without Von Schotten’s help, Leah’s fate was dark indeed. 

When Von Schotten entered the room, Dylan grabbed the arm of the chair in an attempt to push himself up. 

“Sit.” The German seated himself across the desk. 

Dylan extended the letter again. “Dr. Kruger’s granddaughter is infected with the smallpox virus. He needs the vaccine as soon as possible. Everything is explained here.” 

The old man took the letter and tore it open. “This signature looks like Dr. Kruger’s, but tell me real reason you vere sent to me?”

“Because you may be the only one in the Amazon with a supply of the vaccine.” Dylan sat forward. “Dr. Kruger needs that vaccine as soon as possible. His granddaughter’s life’s at stake.”

“Vhat do I care for Kruger? He is only a decrepit veakling,” Von Schotten mumbled, then said to Dylan, “Is vaccine all you vant?”

“That’s all. I just want to save my friend’s life.”

“If you know Dr. Kruger, you know about my past. Out there are people-” Von Schotten swept his arm in a broad gesture. “-who vould like nothing better than to capture me. They vould put me on trial me for vhat they call crimes against humanity.” He snorted. “I did everything for purpose of advancing medical science. Helping humanity. And this is reward for my effort.”

With this insight into the doctor’s suspicious nature, Dylan wanted to immediately quell any fear. “I have nothing to do with these people you speak of.”

The doctor’s face and bald spot turned beet red. “Do not pretend ignorance. Vhat is your affiliation to them?”

The last thing Dylan wanted was to make the doctor leery, but how could he put Von Schotten at ease? “I have no association with anyone except Dr. Kruger. I’m here for one purpose and one purpose alone. I need the smallpox vaccine. Period. Now please, can I just take the vaccine and go? I must leave immediately. A young woman’s life is at stake.” 

Von Schotten’s eyes never left Dylan’s face. “Not every night stranger breaks into my compound.”

 “Kruger sent me for the smallpox vaccine because of a lab accident.”

The doctor narrowed his bloodshot eyes. “Letter does not mention one who had accident to be Kruger’s granddaughter.”

This man was sharper than he first appeared-smarter and more dangerous. “The old man is beside himself because the accident was his fault. He’s not thinking clearly, how could he explain himself well. I’m telling you what happened. I hope you will believe me.”

“It matters not vhether I believe you. There is no vay you vill travel back at night along river.” The old man pointed at Dylan’s shoulder. “Even you cannot manage in such a state.”

Dylan glanced down. Bloodstains in the shape of petals had blossomed on his shirt, clearly trumpeting his condition. “I’ll manage. Kruger’s granddaughter means a lot to me.”

“Let me have look at that shoulder.” Von Schotten rose stiffly and moved around the desk.

“The vaccine is more important,” Dylan said. “I really have to go back tonight.”

The doctor loomed over him, looking more sinister than ever when backlit by the crystal desk lamp. His eyes veiled, the creases on his well-lined face were in shadow. “Please open shirt. I must take look.” 

“But...” 

The doctor raised a hand to silence him and Dylan could see further resistance was futile. He fumbled with the buttons on his shirt and painfully peeled it away from the wound. Coagulated blood prevented him from fully removing the shirt and he had to tear it away from the skin. Agony replaced ache. The room wavered before his eyes.

Von Schotten fingered the wound, compounding his pain. “Your shoulder is infected. Vhat happened?”

Being shot by soldiers might make him look more suspect than he already did in Von Schotten’s eyes. He had to downplay the seriousness of his wound so he could convince Von Schotten to allow him to leave with the vaccine. “I fell on a nail. Its embedded in my shoulder. Kruger can remove it when I return to Peru.”

“It should at once be treated.”

“I don’t have time. I must get back,” he pleaded, too weak to put up much resistance.

The doctor studied his shoulder. “I vill clean and salve wound and disinfect vith Sangre de Gardo sap. Xikxu vill tend you while I fetch remedies.”

Von Schotten left the room and returned with surprising dispatch with a bowl of steaming water and a jar of salve, which he placed on the desktop. He produced a wash cloth. “This may hurt, but I must clean your arm.”

The doctor’s warning was an understatement. Dylan gritted his teeth to keep from crying out while the doctor washed the wound. For a moment the world around him grew dark. He fought to maintain consciousness.   

Von Schotten lightly fingered the opening. “Cavity looks to be wound from bullet.” 

A glance down confirmed the doctor’s impression. “No—it  was just a screw with a very wide head.”

A raised eyebrow let Dylan know he hadn’t been fooled. Von Schotten covered the punctured area with salve and a gauze pad. 

“Vhen vas this young woman infected?”

“A couple of days ago.”

Von Schotten taped the pad. “She must be vaccinated in two or three days more. You may take her vaccine, but only if you rest first. As doctor, I cannot permit you to travel in your condition. Othervise you may never be able to complete your mission of mercy.”

“But...”

“No argument. Few hours vill not endanger her life. Verstehstdu?” Von Schotten’s eyes held his. 

“I understand, but I can’t...” he muttered.

The doctor stared through him, unbending.

Weak and tired, Dylan crumpled. What choice did he have? “Only a couple of hours.”

“Ach so, but first eat something.” Von Schotten signaled the guard. “Ask Sava to heat Sopa de Mani.”

The thought of eating the popular peanut soup turned Dylan’s stomach. Eating would only delay his departure, and he was anxious to move on as quickly as he could. “Sorry, I’m not hungry.”

“Nonsense,” Von Schotten replied. “You cannot keep your strength vithout nourishment.” He patted Dylan on his good shoulder.

The soup arrived, carried by an extremely young native girl, who placed the bowl on the desk in front of him. 

When he hesitated, Von Schotten pointed at the bowl. “Eat.”

Dylan slowly poured a spoonful of the soup into his mouth. His throat constricted and he had trouble forcing it down.

Von Schotten sat across the desk from him. “Is good?”

“Fine,” Dylan mumbled. He took two more spoons of soup and tried to swallow them as gracefully as possible to appease Von Schotten, whose eyes never left him.

“So,” Von Schotten sat forward and placed his elbows on the desk, “For whom do you really vork?”

“I already told you. Do we have to go over old ground?”

Von Schotten rose, went to the bookcase and extracted a volume. He thumbed through it. When he came to a page about mid-book, he searched it with a finger. “Here, an article by Simon Weisenthal, the Nazi hunter. He mentions everyone he is after. Look-” he moved toward Dylan, book outstretched, “my name.” He pointed at words that danced before Dylan’s eyes. “On list.”

“I see,” Dylan said, although his vision was bleary, compromised by his deteriorating condition.

“And he is not only one looking for me, as you vell know. There are those privy to information about my research who at nothing vould stop to steal my secrets and do me in. You had better not be one of them. I need more proof of your background.”

“All I have is my business card and license.” Dylan dug through his pocket for his billfold and opened it for Von Schotten. 

Von Schotten glanced at the license. “So, you are tour guide, Herr...” he glanced down at the license, “Hart. Vhat does that to prove? It may only be cover.”

“There’s nothing else I can do to prove myself to you, but I am telling the truth.”

The doctor studied him for a moment longer. “I have no choice, but take your vord. Xikxu, escort our guest to small bedroom.”

Startled momentarily out of his daze by a strong hand on his arm, Dylan weakly rose to follow the guard to a room with a cot. As soon as the guard left him alone, he pulled aside the mosquito netting and sank heavily into the starched white sheets. He could finally take inventory and measure the damage done. Everything about him hurt, and his shoulder had become an amorphous mass of misery. He fingered the bandage covering his wound and could feel heat rising from beneath. A bad sign. To comfort himself, he pictured Leah, but instead of putting him at ease, the memory created an intense ache, more nagging than the one in his shoulder. He wouldn’t rest until he took her the vaccine. 

He gradually relaxed into the bedding, sensed that he was falling asleep. He stirred in an attempt to keep himself alert, on guard, but his limbs were leaden, his lids heavy. Against his will, his eyes drifted shut...

* * *

Dylan startled awake with a stabbing pain in his shoulder and looked around in confusion at his surroundings. After a long moment, he remembered where he was and what he had to do. He had no idea what time it was, though the room was dark except for moonlight. He had probably slept too long.

The moonlight illuminated his shoes on the floor. Dazed, he bent over and pulled them on, then stumbled from the bed to the locked door. Fearful the guard would not allow him to leave, he picked at the lock with his pocketknife until he heard a click. He quietly pushed aside the heavy door and crept past the sleeping guard down the hall in search of the doctor and the vaccine. 

An oil lamp left burning in Von Schotten’s study drew Dylan inside. He approached the desk, hoping to find evidence of the vaccine’s whereabouts. He reached around a framed certificate to search the center drawer and accidentally knocked it down. When he picked it up, he noticed the embossed Swastika. He examined it more closely. The document, made out to Dr. Frederick Von Schotten, had been signed by Adolf Hitler himself. 

Behind him, Von Schotten’s voice boomed. “Vhy are you in study snooping?”

Surprised, Dylan dropped the framed certificate. It clattered against the desktop. “I was only looking at your letter of commendation. I had no intention-” 

Von Schotten’s features flamed. “Liar! I thought it suspicious about your arrival. Nicht?”

Dylan raised his hands, palms forward, in a conciliatory gesture. “You don’t understand. I came into the study to find you. I must return to Dr. Kruger’s.”

“Is that vhy you go through desk, schweinehund? I no longer believe anything you say,” the old man said with a raised voice.

The commotion drew Xikxu to the door with the readied revolver in his hand. 

Von Schotten shot Dylan a skeptical stare. “So for smallpox vaccine you come?” He turned toward the desk and bent over it. 

Dylan immediately saw the spidery red birthmark on the back of his neck. His remembered what he had heard from the Machinguegos, what seemed like an eternity, but was only days ago. His gut clenched. So Von Schotten was the doctor who visited the Machinguegos at the time of the epidemic, not Kruger. He was in more danger than he had thought. “I came looking for you, but I was distracted. My wound has made me less than clearheaded. I’m sorry.” 

Von Schotten pulled a revolver out of the center drawer and faced him with a steady aim. “For my enemies you vork, nein. Tell me of your association vith them. I vill not be fooled by lies.” In the silent room, Von Schotten’s whole body hummed with smoldering rage. “Enough of this deception. Tell truth or Xikxu vill think nothing of eviscerating you on the spot.” The doctor’s gesture was pure menace.   

Dylan had to buy time to come up with a plan. “Wait! I’ll talk. I’ll tell you what you want to know.” 

Weapon raised, Von Schotten stepped closer to Dylan and confronted him almost nose to nose. “Vhat is purpose for your visit?”

“I swear I came only for the smallpox vaccine.” The pistol poked his rib. “But I failed to mention I’m a medical examiner. I’m aware of the nature of your work and wanted to find out the composition of the viral concoction you’ve been using on the Indian people in Peru.”

Instead of the denial Dylan expected, the doctor took a step back. “How do you to know?”

He had to think fast. “I’m with the National Institute of Health and worked with Dr. Harvey Samuels on the Zaire project. His main interest is Hemorrhagic viruses. Since the Hemorrhagic fever we’ve seen here in the Amazon is unique to any we’ve seen before, he...we...only want to know what the local people are infected with so we can treat them.”

Von Schotten quivered with what seemed like a mixture of anger and anxiety. “It is not hybrid containing smallpox, Herr Hart.” The doctor slapped his free palm on the desktop. “You vant microbe information. That is vhy you snoop about study.”

“I must identify the microbe or more people will die.” The exasperated look on Von Schotten’s face told him he better up the ante or he’d never prevail. “If I don’t take the information back with me, a UN military exploration unit will be sent to find out more.” 

Von Schotten narrowed his eyes further, looking more sinister. “Vhy should I believe you. You already lied to me.”

Trying to prove himself seemed futile. “You can’t mean to let these people die for no reason. What purpose does it serve?”  

“Life or death is no concern for me.” He brushed off the remark with a hand. “I never condone vanton murder, but advancement of medical science is of far greater importance than single human life.”

Dylan stared open-mouthed at him. 

“Most of vorld’s medicines come from rainforest. Tribes stand in the vay.” 

Dylan’s fingers dug into the arm of the adjacent chair. He hated to dignify this man with a response. “Every human being is significant, but we’re not speaking of one. Scores of men, women and children have been infected with this virus.”

The doctor’s steely gray unfocused eyes looked as cold as a night in the Andes. “Not my concern. I merely am paid to make formula.”

A chill shivered through Dylan. “By whom?” 

Von Schotten drew his brows together. “Do not play dumb, Herr Hart. If you vork for National Institute of Health, you know who funds research.”

“The United States government?” Dylan chanced.

“The Central Intelligence Service does not care how I conduct my research.” The doctor showed pure contempt. “Only that I make virus potent enough to deter against terrorists—or so they say.”

Bile rose into Dylan’s throat. “I don’t believe you. The U.S. Government has no idea what you’re doing.”

“If that is true, it is because they choose not to know.” Von Schotten cleared his throat, spitting phlegm into a starched white handkerchief. “Just like they chose not to back me up vith Project Paperclip. As soon as my vork with the CIA vas exposed by Drew Pearson in American press, followed by public outcry, they exiled me to this God-forsaken place. I have been trapped here for years.” He gestured with the firearm. “They may vant to forget me, but I shall not let them. They betrayed me and they vill live to regret it.”

“What do you mean?”

Von Schotten’s gaze fixed on the far wall. “I have enough said.” He turned his intense stare on Dylan. “I hate vhat I must to do, Herr Hart, but you know too much. As doctor, I take lives only in interest of science, but exceptions must at times be made.”

Dylan had to shake off the shock of Von Schotten’s admission and it took all his strength to pull himself up into an intimidating stance. “You call yourself a healer, but you’d let your former colleague’s granddaughter die for no good reason when you alone have the power to save her. She’s not just his only granddaughter, she’s my fiancee and I’ll do anything to see she lives.” 

 “Not much to do, Herr Hart. You know too many things that could be used against me. Too late.”

“It’s too late for you, too. Kruger knows all about your experiments. If his only granddaughter dies because you wouldn’t release the vaccine to me, he’ll see the Brazilian government and the United Nations all come down here and blow you and your experiments right out of the jungle before you can say ‘The Third Reich will rise again!’”

Von Schotten glared at him. “Xikxu, take him outside!”

Xikxu started toward him, but before the guard reached him, Dylan lunged and grasped the doctor’s shoulders. “Don’t do—” The guard wedged himself between the two men and pushed Dylan backwards, off balance. Too weak to put up much of a fight, Dylan toppled onto the desk. 

Xikxu grasped Dylan’s arm, shoved it painfully behind his back and began to haul him off, but Dylan fought to pull himself free to reach an arm toward Von Schotten. “Wait. If I’m going to die anyway, please share your secret with me. This may be your last chance to tell another scientist about your breakthrough. What can it hurt? I’ll never be able to share the knowledge with anyone else.”

Von Schotten’s head bobbed rhythmically in what looked like thought. After a pregnant pause, he signaled Xikxu, who stopped, but held Dylan’s good arm behind his back and kept his weapon ready. 

“That interests me, Herr Hart. I have not had opportunity to discuss vork vith scientific colleague. I admit it to be tempting proposition.” The doctor stood erect with his chest out, his chin high. Dylan had obviously hit upon his one weakness besides paranoia. Pride. “I am first scientist to successfully combine Ebola virus vith Handovers microbes.”

Dylan sensed the gravity of the doctor’s words. “How?”

Von Schotten’s thin lips twisted into a malicious grin. “I spliced strand of RNA from Ebola virus onto RNA of Handovers. Vithin three generations, hybrid mutated into unique agent. The microbe is highly lethal and impossible to treat”-his untamed eyes shone-“except I, too, make vaccine, taken from antibodies of infected tribe, that blocks action of virus vithin cell so it cannot replicate as it normally vould. True power lies not in virus, but in antibody. He who controls antibody, controls vorld.”

“Why you?” Dylan wondered aloud, “when so many others are working on this?”

“Others are veaklings! I alone use people to harvest virus.” Von Schotten’s eyes shone. “No one else has strength or stomach. Hybrid vill not to grow in another specie.”

The force of Von Schotten’s words hit Dylan hard. This unethical man held the power of life or death in his hands and would be willing to use it entirely for his own ends. 

“Now, Herr Hart, although I enjoy our little chat, it must end.” Von Schotten turned toward his guard and gave an order in a dialect Dylan did not know. “Xikxu must remove you.”

As the guard dragged him across the room, Dylan strained to free himself. At the door, he was able to dig his heels in long enough to say, “Dr. Von Schotten, I beg you to consider the life of your colleague’s granddaughter. You said you didn’t approve of indiscriminate murder, but you are about to wantonly condemn a young woman to her death.”

Von Schotten held the pistol steady. “No more arguments, Herr Hart. Xikxu, take him away.”

Xikxu grasped Dylan’s arm in an iron-clad hold and dragged him from the house, the gun sealed to his skull. Dylan resisted the powerful guard as much as he could in his weakened condition, but was propelled relentlessly forward. He stumbled along, partly on his own, partly hauled by the guard.

At a great enough distance from the house that he wouldn’t be heard or seen, Dylan hooked a foot in a vine and dropped to his hands and knees. He swiftly slipped the jungle knife from his sock into his palm before Xikxu yanked him upright and pushed him forward. 

In a clearing. Xikxu’s tug on Dylan’s arm demanded he stop. The time had come to kill or be killed. Before the guard had time to react, Dylan flipped the knife out of its sheath and thrust it into the other man’s gut. The guard’s eyes popped wide with surprise. He silently clutched his stomach and fell to his knees. A moment later, he pitched forward and lay still. Dylan took a deep breath and wiped the sweat from his brow. After cleaning the knife on a leaf, he placed it back in his sock. He had promised himself he would never kill another human being again after Somalia, but saving Leah’s life was all that mattered to him now.

He grasped Xikxu under the arms and, despite his throbbing, almost useless left arm and shoulder, adrenaline gave him the strength to move the portly guard behind thick growth. With one last sideways glance to insure his safety, Dylan darted back around the house and sidled up to the study’s window to see if Von Schotten was still in the room. 

Inside, Von Schotten sat by his desk rifling through a file. When he glanced up, Dylan ducked out of the doctor’s field of vision and made his way around the side of the house, staying close to the exterior wall. He scanned each room in passing for possible new dangers. In one room Sawa was making a bed. A wiry, indigenous man swiped a mop over the floor, but appeared more interested in talking to her. 

Dylan bent beneath the sill and continued his reconnaissance, the hum of a generator cloaking his footsteps. At the next window, he saw a lab table in the center of the room. He had found his target. He climbed through the open window into the empty laboratory and went directly to the lab’s pint-sized refrigerator. It contained an array of beakers the doctor had labeled in German. Most of the technical names had no meaning for him, but the last beaker he picked up read, Variola major, a name he recognized from the letter he had carried. 

To the best of his knowledge, this had to be smallpox vaccine. 

He rummaged through drawers until he found a rack of empty test tubes and a box of matching corks. He searched for a surgical mask and lab coat and found both draped across the desk chair. Plucking rubber gloves off a wire rack, he pulled them over his large hands

He removed the beaker gingerly from the refrigerator and placed it on the lab table. With extreme care, he uncorked it and carefully filled a test tube with the Variola. After he sealed the tube, he placed it in his breast pocket. On second thought, he prepared another test tube, tore the label off the beaker and wrapped it around the second tube before placing it in his other pocket.

With the tubes safely stored, he scanned the other beakers. One read, Ebola/Hanta, and had a skull and crossbones on the label. This could be either the live infectious virus or the vaccine Von Schotten had developed. The potential danger of exposing himself to the “Hot” Virus was so great, he decided not to tamper with it, merely report its development to the authorities when he returned to Iquitos. Now he had to get the vaccine back to Leah.

A scraping sound in the doorway almost caused him to knock over the beaker. He spun around and faced Von Schotten.

Chapter Thirteen
Leah leaned back on the garden bench and took a deep breath. The air, thick with moisture, lay heavy in her lungs. She stretched her legs, grateful to be allowed outside what had become cell-like house walls. Kruger no longer needed to worry about her escaping-her life depended on remaining with him. The idea of meeting in the garden had actually been his. 

She watched while he tended to his garden full of exotic orchids and bromeliads. Every so often he would stop to study a particular plant, carefully stroking a vine or pinching dead leaves. As he did, he spoke to the plant, either encouraging or flattering it. The task evidently placed strain on his back and legs, for he bent over more than normal when upright, showing a decided limp. She marveled how he took meticulous care of his plants, even while neglecting his own condition. The attention he paid to his garden made it difficult to believe anyone as nurturing as this shriveled up old man had caused the suffering of so many.

She envied Kruger’s absorption. If only she could find an activity that would take her mind off of Dylan. Two days had passed since his departure and every day her worry multiplied. She could hardly think of anything else. Was Dylan safe? Had he found his destination? What if he ran into trouble and never returned? If he did return, would he have the vaccine? 

Terror grew in spite of her efforts to keep it sequestered in the shadowy corners of her mind, and with it came thoughts she’d rather not entertain. Would Dylan abandon her like her father; point his boat back toward civilization and leave her to her fate? She didn’t want to think this of him, but she couldn’t help herself. She had trusted men before, only to be disappointed. Why would she expect a paid guide to do what her father wouldn’t? With this niggling doubt came a sense of dread, which almost made her interview with the doctor a welcome way to take her mind off her worries.

Kruger limped over to her and handed her two green orchids with the air of one offering an emerald. “These are mein kinder. A lovely flower for lovely young lady.”

“They're beautiful.” She was touched, but wary. She had to consider the source of the sentiment.

“Flowers are only creatures on earth to rejoice in my presence, Leah. Look here-” He gently lifted a large, lavender bloom. “This Cattleya Skinneri, national flower of Costa Rica.”

“And this,” he caressed a deep cinnamon-brown flower with a rose lip and heavy red venation, “Laelia Tenebrosa.”

Nearby a hummingbird landed on a long stem with pink leaves. “What’s that lovely flower called?” 

“Heliconia. Sometimes called ‘lobster-claws’. Hummingbirds pollinate it. Beautiful is it not?”

She had the urge to tell him that all lives were equally beautiful. “Spectacular.”

“And good.” He plucked a dead leaf off a nearby vine. “Plants are more than pleasing to eye. They nourish environment. Vhat vould planet be vithout them?” 

“Dull, I imagine.”

“More like dead. Air ve breathe, earth beneath our feet, animal life around us all to depend on our fine flowering friends.”

Kruger was such an paradox. One day he was telling her about his Nazi past and the next he was extolling the importance of plant life to the planet. She wouldn’t be surprised if he launched into a spiel about saving the rain forest. Categorizing him seemed out of the question. “How did you learn to love plants so much?”

Pinching another dead leaf took priority over her question. “This might be hard to understand for you, but it vas in camp. Behind my quarters I grew small garden vhere I planted roses and lilies. They gave me peace and helped me to believe in beauty of life.” He disentangled a creeper strangling a Bird-of-Paradise. “Since then I have garden always.”

She imagined the concentration camp in the black and white of newsreel footage. Emaciated people in striped uniforms shuffling past bright scarlet and coral colored roses. In her vision, the beauty of the flowers contrasted with the surrounding deprivation and intensified the horror. “Tell me more of your life in Berlin.”

“My father vas bureaucrat and my mother at home stayed with four children. There vas never money enough for frivolous things.” He paused to pick a weed. “Ve always had roof over heads and food in bellies, but ve had to make due with hand me-down-clothes and second hand books like many in Germany at time.” 

She jotted down notes, listening for anything that might explain this man’s behavior. 

“My parents vere proud. If they struggled, they vould never let us know. Ve vere made to believe always everything vould be fine. Only time it upset me vas at school. Because of our grades, my sister and I vere as charity students, accepted at prestigious private academy. We vere laughed at, or scorned, but our heads ve held high and dismissed insults. Ve vere taught to be proud.”

She fingered the delicate orchid he had given her. “If you were the underdog growing up, why were you not more sympathetic to the suffering of others?”

He solemnly nodded. “I am, mein kind. I am.”

“It’s hard to believe that, after what you’ve told me.”

He picked up clippers and pointed them at her. “You judge me, but only those vith clear conscience to judge others have right.”

How had he found her out? How could he possibly know she hadn’t always acted in an upstanding way herself? Like the time she took advantage of Gary Jacobs’ illness and wormed her way into his genome assignment. And the late lunches she’d take from the Times to attend a Nordstrom’s sale. But while she wrestled with the implication of his argument, she knew her indiscretions hardly equaled his. “None of us are perfect, but it sounds like you might have outdone yourself in that department.”

He turned back to his pruning. “Things are not always vhat they appear.”

Putting down her pen, she stared at his stooped back. “So what are you saying?”

He trimmed a long, leafless stem. “Choices ve make are rarely clear cut, black or vhite. Often there are...vhat vould you to call it...extenuating circumstances.” He turned again and looked at her. “Vhat if I turn out different than you believe? How vould you to handle that? 

The thought grated against her like sandpaper against skin. What if he was right and she allowed herself to know him in a different way? How would that affect everything she held dear? Her every perception? Her every conviction? She had held onto her beliefs too long, especially those regarding the moral rightness of certain behavior. They defined who she was. She could not simply abandon or dismiss them now. 

She glanced down at her pad. The word Nazi jumped out at her. “I really don’t know.” 

* * *

Von Schotten pointed the gun directly at Dylan’s head. “Vhat a surprise, Herr Hart. I never expected to see you again. And in laboratory, no less. I vill have to have vord vith Xikxu.” 

Dylan patted the test tubes in his pocket. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble,” he said, backing away, “but I must take the vaccine to Kruger’s granddaughter.”

Von Schotten frowned. “Too late for that. Since Xikxu did not eliminate you, I vill have to in my own vay.” 

At his words, a vice tightly gripped Dylan’s chest. He could hardly breathe thinking of the diabolical significance behind Von Schotten’s words. “How do you plan to do that?”

Von Schotten made a jittery flick of the gun sideways. “Sit! And you vill soon see.”

Dylan eyed the raised firearm, aware that this may be his last chance to escape. “Okay. Okay!”

He began to turn toward the chair to throw Von Schotten off-base, then twirled back around and lunged for the gun. Knocked off balance, Von Schotten stumbled backwards, accidentally flinging the gun over his shoulder. It came to a resounding halt at the feet of the guard Dylan had seen through the bedroom window. The guard picked up the gun and leveled it at Dylan. Dylan raised his arms and opened his empty hands for the guard to see. “Okay...I quit...don’t shoot.”

For an elderly man, Von Schotten recovered quickly. He brushed off his jacket and straightened his shirt collar. “Sit!” he demanded again.

Dylan had no choice but do what the doctor ordered. 

Von Schotten barked a command to the guard, who handed the gun over to him. He held it pointed at Dylan while the guard left the room and returned with a piece of rope that he used to roughly tie Dylan’s hands together behind his back. 

“Now Herr Hart, relax,” Von Schotten said. “I vill shortly be back.”

The last thing in the world Dylan could do was relax. He could only imagine what Von Schotten was planning for him.

In Von Schotten’s absence, the guard stood sentinel by the door with a level eye on Dylan. Every now and then, he would peer out into the yard as if searching for someone. While he was distracted, Dylan tried to maneuver his hands free. Even though his shoulder ached with even a minor move, he rubbed the rope against the rung of the chair, frustrated each time nothing happened. At one point he accidentally grunted and the guard stared at him with suspicion. He ceased all activity and remained still, but as soon as the guard looked away, he went back to work. Unwilling to give up, he continued to try and ply loose the rope’s grip on him, but it held fast. A chronic throb in his shoulder was wearing him down.

Then he remembered the lighter in his back pocket. 

He waited until the guard had once again stuck his head out of the door before making an effort to retrieve the lighter. To remove it from his pants, he wormed two fingers into the left rear pocket of his jeans. Pain radiated down his arm, but he gritted his teeth and persisted.  

Finally, he touched the lighter’s cool metal surface. Pressing a finger beneath it, he pried the lighter upward a couple of inches before it slipped through his fingers and slid back into the deep recesses of the pocket. He made another stab at lifting the lighter and this time raised it enough to firmly roll it into his palm.

While doing this, he shifted the chair, scraping it along the floor. The sound brought the guard instantly to his side. The short, but buff man kept a steady eye on him, causing the sweat to bead his skin and dribble into his eyes. He prayed that didn’t make him look too suspicious. To his relief, the guard soon lost interest and returned to glance out the door. 

A competing sound from outside caused the guard to poke his head through the doorway. Dylan immediately flicked at the lighter behind his back. The errant flame seared his skin. He stifled a yelp before shifting ever so slightly, to hold the lighter away from his body and angle the flame at the rope. When the smell of burning rope reached him, he tugged at the twine, hoping to sever the strands before the guard caught on to what he was doing. 

He glanced up to see the guard in the doorway chatting with Sawa. So she was the person he had been waiting for. Seizing the opportunity, Dylan worked the rope with flame and chair. It began to give. 

He startled at a raised voice. Sawa instantly disappeared from the doorway and Von Schotten entered the room, syringe in hand. Dylan’s gut sank at the sight. He desperately tugged at the rope, but it still held. All hope fled.     

Von Schotten placed the syringe on the tabletop and turned to the guard with harsh words. The guard seemed to shrivel beneath the tirade which went on and on. The diversion allowed Dylan time to yank at the twine. To his surprise, on the third try it ripped loose and his hands were freed. He reached down quickly, palmed the knife from his sock and hid his hands behind his back. 

Von Schotten turned away from the forlorn-looking guard toward the lab table, extracted a vial from the refrigerator and filled the syringe with an unsteady hand. “Any last vords, Herr Hart?”

Adrenaline kept Dylan on edge. “Not that I’ll share with you.”

The doctor approached, raising the syringe above Dylan’s arm. “Then auf viedersehen.”
Dylan tensed, eyes fixed on the syringe. The moment it started its downward plunge toward him, he twisted out of its path and buried the knife deep in Von Schotten’s gut. With every ounce of his remaining strength, he pulled the knife upward, accompanied by a ripping sound, and filleted the doctor like a fish. Skin flapped open, spilling blood mixed with guts. The syringe stopped in mid-air. The doctor bellowed and stumbled backwards.      

Von Schotten stared down at the knife open-mouthed. Rage and surprise flickered across his features. He grasped the knife, but his knees buckled and he fell flat on his face. 

Dylan and the startled guard stared at the fallen doctor. The guard recovered his wits first and rushed at Dylan, who scrambled behind the lab table for protection. Instead of pursuing him, the guard stopped before Von Schotten’s body and hovered over it for a moment. Every fiber of Dylan’s being anticipated the ensuing fight. 

The guard straightened and pointed toward the door. “Agro.”   

Stunned and confused, Dylan didn’t move.  

“Agro!” The guard motioned more emphatically. 

That was all the invitation Dylan required. He hoped this wasn’t a trap, but he had to take his chance. He clutched the vials in his shirt pocket to make certain they remained intact and backed around the lab table with a watchful eye on the guard until he could safely sprint from the room. 

He jogged across the yard, dived under the fence and dashed down to the dock. His boat had taken on so much water all he could see was the rope that tied it to the dock. Another motorboat bobbed nearby, tethered to the same post. If it belonged to Von Schotten, he would no longer need it. Dylan cast the line into the craft and hopped in. 

He pushed away from land and fired the engine, the roar never sounded so sweet. The boat rumbled when he pivoted it and headed downstream. Far enough from shore to finally feel safe, he took a deep breath of pure relief.

His encounter with Von Schotten had cost him valuable time. Leah’s clock was ticking away, he couldn’t waste another second. All he could do now was pray Leah had not already succumbed to the illness. Worried he would let her down as he had Jason, his gut wrenched. The last thing he wanted to do was disappoint her... or worse. He loved her too much for that. 

With the throttle at full power, he allowed himself to picture her next to him, wind streaming through hair, dappled with sunlight. He yearned to enclose her in his arms again. But what if he was too late? Funny, he had known her for such a short time, yet had trouble imagining life without her. True love knew no time or space. It existed apart from the mundane. It was like a miracle. The thought caused his throat to constrict.

A few miles downriver, the engine began to sputter. He tried slowing to conserve fuel, but it didn’t help. Neither did the suspicion he’d never make it back to Leah in time. Then the engine died. Frustrated, he pounded the prow. He had pushed the motorboat to its limit, and now it had run out of gas. 

There might be an extra can aboard. A search of the seat compartment turned up a single gas can. It would have to do for now. Luckily he was heading downstream and could coast part of the way if he kept the boat in the river’s fast flow. 

While he was at it, Dylan foraged for food, but only found a canteen of water stored next the gas can in the seat compartment. Von Schotten had obviously not been planning any long trips. Thank heavens he could recognize the jungle’s edible fruit and survive on what he found.

He stopped and filled the engine with the remaining gasoline. Normally he could slow down and conserve fuel, but he had to continue at an accelerated clip. Leah needed him. Time was of the essence.

His stomach growled. He would have to pull over as soon as possible to find food. At an isolated inlet, he found a place where he could moor the boat to a tree.

Woozy from hunger and pain, he had trouble getting to his feet. His knees were weak. He could no longer touch his shoulder without a violent reaction. Heat rose from the surface of his skin and a swelling stretched his shirt taut. He was glad Kruger would be there to treat the infection as soon as he reached the compound. 

Only a few more hours and he would be in Leah’s arms once again. The thought galvanized him and gave him the strength to go on. 

He finally made it onto shore and his foraging turned up bananas and mangoes, and a confrontation with two dusty colored Titi monkeys with tails intertwined on a mango tree branch who resented sharing. 

A light drizzle had begun to fall and cooled his burning flesh. Beneath an adjacent Copal tree for shelter, he gulped down fruit. The sweet juice ran down the back of his throat and the firm pulp assuaged his hunger. With no time to lose, he finished his meal and dragged himself back toward the boat. 

Feet from the boat, he heard a shout from behind the trees and spun around to see two heavily armed Peruvian army officers emerge from the thick foliage and rush toward him. 

Dylan turned and lunged for the boat, the spasm from his shoulder nearly knocking him out. By the time he had shaken off his dizziness, rough hands encircled his arms, cold steel pressed against his temple and a voice shouted into his ear, “Alto, señor, you are a prisoner of Peru.”

Chapter Fourteen
Kruger hobbled across the study. “I graduated University of Vienna Medical College and vent to vork at University hospital as assistant to Dr. Klaus Bueler.” He sat at his desk, across from her. “Dr. Bueler vas vell known as expert on inherited disorders. Quite important position.”

Leah glanced up from her notes. “How did you get such an eminent position right out of medical school?”

A grin lit up Kruger’s face. “He my teacher vas, nicht? For research project I studied Tay-Sacks Disease, a central nervous system disorder only found in children of Eastern European Jewish descent. My research to him vas of interest.” He shook a finger at her. “He vas as demanding as you, mein taskmaster, who all morning has vorked me. I am old man. Time to take mid-day meal?”

Leah put down her pen. “I want to know more about your research.”

“Ve talk over meal, but first ve must to spread our own table. I sent Kimo vith short wave radio into Iquitos. It should be repaired in veeks time.”

She groaned. A week was too long a time to be of any benefit to her. The wait for a cure was becoming intolerable. “Not in time to do me much good.”

He rose and walked around the desk, patted her shoulder. “Now, now, mein kind, fret not. Help vill in time arrive.”

“I sure hope so.” She thought of Dylan and her stomach knotted.

“I vant you should take rest, too. Food vill comfort you. Let us to kitchen go.”

She started to rise but he stopped her, took her hand in his and raised her arm. “How long for this mark?”

Shocked by his sudden concern, Leah glanced down at a red, irregular spot on her wrist, shaped like the state of California. Relief replaced fear. “Oh, that. It came from a spill on the Maranon.”

She tried to pull her arm away, but he held onto her hand and turned it over. “You have many such bruises.”

“It was a rough trip,” she quipped, trying to sound unworried. “Why bother with them now?” She waited for the answer she dreaded, but expected. That time was running out for her. That he anticipated the tell-tale pox to appear at any moment. That she was a dead woman. If only she could see Dylan one more time.

“Only checking.” He patted her hand and released it. “My job as doctor.” He half bowed. 

Nervously, she asked, “See anything unusual?”

“Ach, nein. You look fine.”

She hoped he hadn’t just said that to make her feel better, but it did relieve the stress. She wiped the sweat beading her brow with the back of her palm. Now she needed the break more than he did. “Time for lunch?”

He motioned her to stay put. “Before ve adjourn for mid-day meal, I say one more thing.”

Now what? In response to her concern, a muscle in her cheek twitched. “Yes?”

“You are prisoner no more. You may stay and vait for gentleman friend, but you are free at any time to leave.”

“Aren’t you afraid of my reporting what I know?”

He took her hand and helped her rise. “I vas concerned, but no more. You must follow your conscience as I follow mine. You are my kin. It is not right against your vill to hold you.”

She accompanied him to the kitchen. His gait labored due to his skewed torso, bent like a human question mark. His show of benevolence took her aback and left her facing a dilemma. Should she stay or should she go? Would Dylan make it back in time to save her life or would she be better off taking her chance on finding the vaccine in Iquitas? “I think I better stay put.”

A smile lifted the corners of his mouth and she thought how pleasant it made him look. 

“I am pleased to hear, mein kind. I many more details have to share with you. It is wunderbar to have you here.”

It wasn’t so wonderful for her with a life sentence hanging over her head. 

And her time was running out. 

* * *

Dylan lay face down in mud, hands cuffed behind his back. The two soldiers had taken his knife, left him as helpless as a newborn. He was totally at their mercy.

They huddled on camp cots before a single-burner stove, close enough for him to hear most of their conversation. Over steaming cups of coffee. they chatted away as though in the privacy of a closed office. His presence didn’t inhibit them at all, which didn’t bode well for him. Perhaps they had no idea he could understand their plans, or they just didn’t care.

He watched as the taller man poured coffee into the cup held out by the other. Both men were of medium build, but where the shorter one was swarthy with a head of arrow-straight expresso-colored hair, the other was fairer with curly, light brown hair and more European features. 

The curly headed soldier seemed to be in charge. “Gabriel, look what I found in the gringo’s pocket when I searched him. Looks like it’s from the doctor’s laboratory. Must be moy peligroso.” He held one of the test tubes toward the other man, pinched between thumb and index fingers. 

At the thought the soldier could drop the vial, Dylan’s heart almost stopped. “It’s not dangerous! But be careful, it’s valuable.” The curly-haired soldier’s eyes lit. “It won’t bring much money, but it can save a life.”

The soldier shook the vial. “Then it’s not the special cocktail the doctor has concocted?”  

“No.” Dylan couldn’t take his eyes off the test tube.

The one named Gabriel scratched his head. “How’d this gringo get inside the doctor’s compound, Vicente? That crazy old hombre has that place booby-trapped.”

“Our prisoner’s smarter than he looks. We better keep a sharp eye on him.” Vicente put the vial down on a rock. Dylan winced.

“Why worry about him? We’ll be rid of him soon, no?” Gabriel asked.

Vicente shook his head. “I have another plan. He could be of use to us.” 

“How?”

Vicente sipped from his cup, then put it on the rock, almost knocking the vial onto the ground.    

Dylan drew in a sharp breath. Sweat dribbled from his brows, stung his eyes. 

“If we were to turn him in and say we caught him with the vaccine, it would look like the gringo was the one selling the doctor’s serums to the terrorists. That will take the heat off of us when they find out.” Vicente curled his lip in a sly smile. “Only a matter of time until they figure out the terrucos’ have the shit.” He spat out the word, spray of saliva filling the air. “If they connect it to the doctor, I want no part in it. Do you?”

Gabriel chuckled. “Bueno, Vicente. You are a genius. If this works, we could stop hiding out in this cesspool and living off the turistas. I’m ready for a little Lima.” He shaped a woman’s body with his hands.

“Si. Then Von Schotten would have nothing on us. I don’t trust that hijo de puta. I’d like something to hold over his head.”

Gabriel leaned back, stretched his arms up behind him and rested his head against his hands. “Your mind’s always working overtime, amigo.”           

Dylan squirmed in the mud. The restraints chaffed his wrists. Sweat leaking into his mouth informed him that he had dropped his jaw in disbelief. So these two renegades were working with Von Schotten, helping him sell his bio-weapon to a terrorist network. To make matters worse, they planned to use him to cover up their part in it. The only good news was that they intended to keep him alive. 

As long as he lived, he had a chance of escaping and revealing their plot. 
And of transporting the precious serum to Leah in time!

* * *
Wagner’s Das Gotterdammerung played softly as background to Leah’s meal. She finished what Kruger called Lekach, but what she would describe as honey cake, pushed her plate aside and pulled her note pad forward. “So, you found work at the University in genetic disorders. And...?”

Kruger wiped his mouth, then folded his napkin in a neat square before placing it on the table. “I continued to research into Tay-Sacks vhile assisting Dr. Bueler with vork. It vas most productive time.”

Leah scribbled notes as quickly as she could, only slightly distracted by a stirring string crescendo. 

“It was at time I met Sophie...your grandmother. She vas at hospital a nurse.”
No wonder I’m interested in medicine, Leah mused. There’s obviously a strong genetic predisposition.
Kruger’s eyes glazed over. “I shall never to forget day I met her. She vas to lunch in dining hall. I had for cup of coffee stopped by after vorking all morning on tedious project of Bueler’s. Vhen I approached coffeepot, she stood nearby. Her hair lit by fluorescent lights made her look like angel. When she smiled, I vas smitten.” He stood and shuffled around the table. Reaching out, he touched the top of Leah’s head. “Her hair like yours.”

She had to stop herself from pulling away from his fingers. She found it hard enough to accept the fact that his Nazi blood coursed through her veins, the last thing she wanted to acknowledge was any sign of tenderness. To do so implied an acceptance of him and his behavior. “From your description, she must have looked Aryan.”

Kruger vehemently shook his head. “That was not consideration. Do you think I have always been Nazi? I fell in love vith vonderful woman. Race was not factor. Verstehstdu?”

She had touched a nerve. What else was he sensitive about? “Go on.”

“I introduced myself, made small talk, questioned her the unit vhere she vorked. She said, Pediatrics. She loved children. The lilt of her voice sounded like fine Lieder, love song, to me. I vas shy usually around women, but I asked her out to eis palast, skating rink. Surprisingly, she to go agreed.” His eyes shone.

“Did you know she was a Jew?”

His shoulders quivered. “Not then, of course. But soon after.”

“And you continued to see her?”

“I had nothing against Jews. I vas even then an educated young man, a doctor, not racist.”

He seemed perfectly serious, but how could he be oblivious to the irony behind his words? His denial must be as solid as the Berlin Wall before its fall. “Really?” She titled her head to the side in question.

“I know vhat you to think, but things vere different then. Not everyone under German rule hated Jews. Hitler vas gaining in popularity on backs of Jews and misery of Germans from First World War. Many of us vere neutral, even sympathetic to Jewish people.”

His story had begun to intrigue her. She turned the page of notes. “Not for long,” she said, her throat dry.

He looked away. “That vas another matter.”

It certainly was. “You didn’t go as far as to marry Sophie, did you?”

He turned to look at her. “Between us came var, but I fully intended to marry her. I vas always honorable man.” 

The pen almost slipped from her hand. Was using people as guinea pigs honorable? 

Again he ran his hand over her hair. “Hair just like hers,” he muttered before returning to his seat across the table.

“When did you join the Nazi Party?”

“Join, I believe, is incorrect vord.”

She looked up from her notes. “What is the right word?” 

He stood, pushing his chair back so it teetered on its rear legs before coming to a rest. “I do not vish to discuss now.”

She rose to face him. “When then?”

“Later, perhaps. You ask many difficult questions. I am old man. Vhat happened long ago, I have enough suffered. I only vant a little peace.”

When he hobbled toward the door, she called after him, “Can there really be peace where there has been no justice?”

In lieu of an answer, he hesitated before leaving the room.

* * *

The barrel of a rifle prodded Dylan in the back. He came to, still lying face down in the mud. The vile taste of dirt filled his mouth. Disoriented, he pulled away from the rifle.

Gabriel’s voice grated on him. “Get up, gringo. We will move on. Vamos!” 

He jerked Dylan to standing. The gun barrel moved him forward.    

Alongside him, Gabriel glared. “Go on. Into boat.”

Dylan stumbled forward and tumbled on board, hedged in by the two renegade soldiers. They pulled out onto the Amazon and up a narrow tributary. Every rock of the boat, shift of the soldiers, surge or retreat, made Dylan’s shoulder throb, his gut cramp. 

Gabriel reached around him to clasp Vicente’s arm. “Cut the engine,” Gabriel shouted over the roar.

“Why?”  Vicente asked.

“I thought I heard something.”

Vicente switched the throttle off and the rumble quieted. He cocked an ear to the river. “I don’t hear a thing, but I won’t start the engine until clear of this place. Comprende?” 

Gabriel nodded. “I’d hate to bump into anymore unexpected visitors. It’s terrible to have to end someone’s vacation with a gunshot to the head.”  

 “Si. It’s a shame about the other turista, but we could not let him report our whereabouts to the authorities.” Vicente grinned at Dylan. “Don’t worry, gringo. You’re going to be in too much trouble of your own to rat on us. No one will listen to a gringo known to sell biological weapons to the terrucos.” He spat out these last words. 
That’s the least of my worries right now. My main worry is getting the vial of vaccine to Leah in time. Again, Dylan thought about Leah. He had been away much longer than he anticipated. All he could do now was hope she was still healthy, and find a way out of his predicament. His helplessness frustrated him. The pain in his shoulder paled in comparison to the ache in his heart.  

The boat drifted past palm-lined beaches with just a hint of sand. A couple of toucans called from the canopy above. Rainbow feathers and enormous yellow beaks contrasted against clear azure sky. Tree ferns and Rhododendrons intermingled with banana and coconut palms. The natural peace of the river, with its steady flow, played backdrop to Dylan’s unnatural ordeal. 

According to the sun, they were moving north on the Amazon, taking him farther away from Leah with each passing minute. Where the hell where they headed, he wondered. Gabriel poked him in the ribs with the paddle handle and Dylan jerked away. 

The soldier laughed. “Just want to make sure you’re still alive, gringo.” 

The sudden awakening shocked Dylan into a realization of just how disoriented he had been. He better find a way out of this mess before he was unable to act at all.

The boat brushed thick reeds along the river’s edge, and each jolt added to Dylan’s anguish. Occasionally, a frog croaked and sprung away from them as they passed through the jungle undergrowth. Swarms of storks periodically flew overhead. Flies buzzed around Dylan’s face and the smell of decaying plants muddled his mind. What appeared to be a normal day on the river was anything but. 

His misery multiplied by the minute. He had obviously strained against the restraints without realizing it, until the rub of steel had chaffed his skin raw. His shoulder tormented him and his head swam. It became more and more difficult to put two rational thoughts together.  

Through binoculars, Vicente scanned the shore. “The coast looks clear.” He grabbed his loudly growling gut. “Let’s break for lunch.” Steering the boat to shore, he yanked it aground. “Grab the provisions.”

“What do we do with the gringo?” Gabriel asked.

“Leave him on board. Why bother to move him?”

Gabriel followed Vicente out of the boat with a cooler from the stern. He came back for a crate and grounded it to a spot in the middle of a treeless beach. There he spread a blanket and emptied the contents of the crate onto it. The sight of food made Dylan’s stomach churn.

Vicente lowered himself to the blanket, grasped a slab of jerky and jawed on it. “I’m famished.” 

“Me too,” Gabriel said between chomps on an apple. He lowered himself onto his side, cocked his elbow and held up his head with his hand. “Good to take a nice, long, relaxing siesta.” He took another bite of the fruit, closed his eyes and chewed.   

Vicente hunkered down at the edge of the blanket with a banana and peeled back the skin. “We’ve worked hard. We deserve a break.”

“We sure do.” Gabriel hummed a few bars of a popular South American tune, smiling to himself. He looked like he was about to doze off when he suddenly startled, jumped to his feet and pointed frantically over Vicente’s head. 

“There! Over there! I heard something move.”

* * *

Leah scrutinized the underside of her arm and her torso for evidence of smallpox. Days had slipped by with the relentlessness of sand through an hourglass, and still no sign of Dylan. She was beyond worried—she was nearly frantic.

The idea that a misfortune had befallen Dylan, that he would never return, seemed more possible with every passing hour. She had difficulty not dwelling on the many horrifying possibilities. She tried to shake the image of him suffering with a spear in his side, half-eaten by a ferocious animal, or stranded on a deserted beach, but these mental pictures kept resurfacing to twist her stomach into knots. 

And that only intensified her own dilemma. She didn’t have much time left. She would soon have to decide where else to turn, if it wasn’t already too late. 

A knock at her door distracted her. She opened it to Kruger.

“I vant you should hear more of my life.” He motioned with his hand, beckoning her to come with him. “There are matters most challenging to discuss.”

“I’m not sure I’m up for it right now.”

“Vhat stops you, mein kind?”

“I’m so worried about Dylan.”

“Ah, your young man.” He bobbed his head in understanding. “The distance upriver to Von Schotten’s is great. Rest assured, it is too soon to vorry.”

Even his reassuring tone did not put her at ease. She took a deep breath to calm herself.

“Vork should keep your mind off of vorries.”  

He might be right because, sitting around wasn’t doing her any good. “All right.” She trailed him down the hall to the study and took a seat. “When we stopped you were saying-?” 

 “Ja. So many years pass. My memory is perfect no longer. I my best vill do.” 

She drew the pad from her briefcase and placed the case on the floor beside her. She was aware of Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde playing in the background. The smell of baking strudel was coming from the kitchen. “That’s understood.”

He leaned on his chair, his wavy silver hair shimmering in the light of the desk lamp. He looked as benevolent as the long-suffering saint in the peeling painting behind his desk. Was she becoming soft on the miserable old Nazi? She hoped not. She didn’t want to give him too much slack. Not after the atrocities he must have committed. 

“As I said, I researched into causes of Tay-Sachs disease in Berlin at time little about it vas known. I became local authority on Tay-Sachs. Vord about my research traveled to Joseph Mengele at Auschwitz. Bueler had already to join him at Auschwitz and had told him marvelous things about me.”

The old man squeezed the bridge of his nose, half-closing his eyes. “As you may know, Mengele’s specialty vas genetic disorders, especially those found in Jews. His interest in Jewish disorders meant to support Nazi theory of racial inferiority. Vhen Bueler told Mengele vhat I vas doing, Mengele vas intrigued.” 

She scribbled down notes. “Go on.” 

“Mengele contacted me, but I told him I had other commitments. I had no vant to join him. Sophie, of course, vas fearful. Being Jewish, she had lost job and had to stay out of sight. She opposed my involvement vith ‘those bastards,’ as she called officials of the Third Reich, especially the SS, to vhich Mengele belonged.” 

He rose and paced. “The Jews vere not only harassed and discriminated against, they vere beginning to be taken away to resettlement camps. No one spoke of it, but many suspected vhat vas going on.” He paused to take a long audible intake of air. “Even though Jews are often portrayed as ignorant about Hitler’s plans until too late, it is not so. Unfortunately for them, they held onto idea rational people to their aid vould come and stop Hitler. Vhen they realized this vas not to pass, it vas already late. 

“I vas most firm about not participating in Mengele’s research. At first, he acted cordial and offered me many kind incentives to take position. Vhen I held out, he started threatening and said, if to join him I refused, I vould be sorry. I thought he bluffed.”

Kruger dragged himself across the room. Misery drew deep lines around his mouth.

Watching his suffering made her more sympathetic toward him than she thought possible. “I hope so.”

He stopped in front of her. His whole body quivered. “A bluff it vas not.”

Chapter Fifteen
Dylan watched Vicente spring to his feet, while scanning the tree line.

“What is it?” he asked Vicente.

“Something moved in those trees.” Gabriel poked the air over Vicente’s head. “There.”

Vicente’s attention followed Gabriel’s finger. “Are you loco? There’s nothing in those trees. Perhaps it was just a bird or a monkey. Relax, hombre.”

“I swear I saw movement.” Gabriel anxiously peered about. “Por Dios, I can’t wait to be back in the city. I would even welcome a trip to Iquitos after all this. I want out of here.”

Dylan heard the rustle in the trees about the same time Vicente reached for his rifle. With as much strength as he could muster, Dylan strained at the handcuffs to no avail. He didn’t want to be a captive audience or an easy target.

“There. You must have seen that,” Gabriel shouted.

Vicente grabbed Gabriel’s arm. “!Dios Mio! Get down. I heard it, too.” He pulled Gabriel to his knees.

Vicente raised his rifle and gestured. “You take that direction and I will check things out over there.”

Gabriel began to move in one direction, Vicente the other.

They hadn’t gone more than six feet when three natives stepped from behind bushes wearing nothing but the lines streaked across their faces, parrot feathers through holes in their earlobes, and a sheaf of darts strapped to their backs. All three pointed dart guns at the Peruvian soldiers. Dylan had never encountered these natives before. They had to be members of one of the Amazon’s lost tribes.

Vicente raised his rifle higher, but the natives fired before he did, hitting him in the throat and the gut. Blood gushing from his neck indicated a direct arterial hit. A high pitched scream escaped his lips. He dropped his rifle and clasped his throat. Blood poured down his shirt and stained the sand beneath his feet a scarlet red. He crumbled to his knees and fell face forward. 

Gabriel turned toward him with a horrified expression and, as he did, a dart embedded itself into his side. He staggered, mouth open in a silent scream.

A surge of adrenaline gave Dylan a clarity he had not had in hours. With this renewed awareness, he thrust one leg overboard and pushed the boat away from the river’s edge. With all his remaining strength, he shoved the boat into deep water, then hunkered down between two seats, praying he had not been seen.  

The boat drifted aimlessly in the stream. Dylan waited patiently, laying low. Finally, after a long silence, he lifted his head and looked shoreward. The beach was deserted except for the two soldiers, twisted in unnatural positions on the sand. He levered himself up onto a seat and used his right leg to silently paddle to shore. The effort to paddle with one leg winded him, and he had to stop intermittently for breaths, but pure determination kept him moving forward.     

At land’s edge, Dylan dug his heel into sand and struggled to beach the boat. When he had barely managed what normally would have been a routine maneuver, he clumsily plied his way out of the craft, allowing his good shoulder to help hoist him over the prow. He tumbled onto the beach, slid over to a tree and, with tremendous effort, pushed up against the bark to standing.  

The natives had obviously melted back into the jungle and left him alone with the two felled soldiers. He approached Vicente, dropped to his knees and placed two fingers over Vicente’s nostrils. The soldier was most certainly dead. 

With his hands cuffed behind his back, he maneuvered around and awkwardly probed Vicente’s pockets for keys. When he came upon the cool metal, he hooked a finger through the brass ring and pulled them out. They fell to the ground with a clatter. He studied the set carefully until he saw one that looked like the kind of skeleton key used for handcuffs. With his right thumb and forefinger, he lifted the key and attempted to poke it into the opening on his left handcuff, but, because of the strange angle, it repeatedly slipped out of the designated slot. Frustrated and weak, he rested, sweat dribbling down his face, blinding him.     

With a deep, steadying breath, he tried again. By sliding the key close to the keyhole and slowly jockeying it in, the key finally snagged the edge of the opening and slid in. With the click of turning tumblers, he yelped. Left hand free, he easily emancipated his right. He massaged both wrists before rising. 

He picked through Vicente’s other pocket in search of the vaccine, but came up empty-handed. An inspection of Gabriel’s pockets produced similar results. Returning to the boat, he hoisted Vicente’s backpack onto land and rifled through it. 

A letter fell open onto the ground. He picked it up and read, My darling Vicente, before folding it and placing it back in the pack. To think someone loved the dead renegade soldier was too much to cope with at that moment. 

Dylan carefully probed the backpack until the clink of glass against glass told him he had found the vials. He removed them one at a time to assure their integrity, then replaced them where they would be safer than in his shirt pocket. 

Overjoyed that the vials were safe, he turned to Gabriel and tested his pulse. The man’s heart was still beating. If the situation were reversed and Dylan was the one lying on the beach, Gabriel would almost certainly leave him to die. But the situation wasn’t reversed and Dylan couldn’t do that. He hoisted the soldier up with his good arm and dragged him toward the boat, stopping frequently to take deep, fortifying breaths. The effort took longer than it should have and exhausted him, but he finally reached the craft. He lugged Gabriel to the side of the boat and draped him over the rim, then pushed the weighty solider inside before climbing in himself. 

Only after attempting repeatedly to shove off with an oar did Dylan realize how incapacitated he really was. The difficulty he had plying the boat from shore alerted him to his deteriorating condition. He couldn’t rest. He had to keep going. He had to reach Leah while he was still breathing. 

* * *

Leah gave Kruger a moment to compose himself before she pressed him for more. “When you wouldn’t join Mengele, what did he do?”

Kruger resumed his restless pacing. “No time they vasted. Two nights past my final discussion vith Mengele, Gestapo agents came to house of family. 

“They herded family into living room vhere they asked if I vould villingly join Mengele in research. Vhen I argued, to our heads they held guns.” His voice quavered. “The Gestapo agent closest to me— vith steely cold eyes— toward me leaned and asked if I vould join Mengele.

“I, in all good conscience, told him I could not to do it vith other obligations. I vill never forget sneer vhich curled his lips. Kruger’s eyes had glazed over as though he was actually seeing the long-ago scene play out before his eyes. “So, he said, you cannot vork for our cause, but you date a Jewish girl. Vhat does that to say about your true allegiance.”   

Leah’s throat constricted. “Where did they learn about Sophie?”

“I can only guess Bueler told them. I betrayed had been by my closest friend. My heart hurt.”

“What happened next?”

“He threatened if I vas not to join Mengele I vould be exposed as traitor...and Sophie vould be arrested. I could never let that happen. It vould end her life.” 

“Was it Sophie you were worried about, or your own hide?”

Kruger steadied himself with a hand on the desk. “You cannot know. You cannot know. They threatened to shoot all family on the spot. All I could do vas stand humiliated and defeated vith gun at head.” Kruger steadied himself with a hand on the desk. “I agreed vith Menegele to share my work on Tay Saks and do as he vanted. The Commander vith cold eyes smiled at me, then turned to one of his men and nodded. The man raised his rifle and drove the bayonet into brother’s thigh.”

Leah covered her mouth with her hand.

“You never heard such sound as that coming from brother. He released a howl like animal in trap and crumpled to the ground. Mother cried out and father tried from guard to break free, but they stopped him vith rifle butt to ribs. I vill never forget look in brother’s eyes. That look still haunts my dreams.”

“How horrible! Why would they do that after you agreed to help them out?”

“I ask Commander same question. He smiled at me vith same sickening, sneaky smile and said it vas to seal the deal. That I must never renege on my commitment to Mengele or each family member vould similar fate suffer...or vorse.”

He stopped and took a deep breath. His eyes looked haunted, hollow. “I signed papers to join Mengele at Auschwitz, vhich I did for three months, but because I excuses made to not participate in research, I vas soon sent to town hospital to practice medicine.” 

“And Sophie?” 

He stared at the ground. “I vas only to see Sophie one more time.”

Leah placed pad and pen on desk. “I’m so sorry.” Her words sounded silly and inadequate to address the obvious misery Kruger still bore, but she didn’t know what else to say. Her heart ached for him. 

Kruger pulled a handkerchief from the pocket of his tweed jacket and blew his nose. “You are not to blame.”

“But I’m truly sorry for what you’ve been through.” And she meant it.

Kruger walked back to his desk and sank heavily into his chair. He drooped a heavy head into his hands. 

* * *

Dylan’s head reeled. He tried to focus on what he had to do, but objects had lost all shape, all size. Since he was heading downstream, most likely he was in Peru, but he could no longer concentrate long enough to determine his whereabouts. The normally oppressive heat had become hellish. Sweat soaked his shirt and ran in rivulets into his eyes and mouth. 

Next to him, the fallen Peruvian soldier took shallow breaths. The only witness to Von Schotten’s scheme, Gabriel’s life held special significance, but, unless Dylan found the compound soon, the soldier would not survive the trip. 

All Dylan could think about was making it back to Leah in time. He couldn’t accept the idea she might die without ever knowing what happened to him. That the past would repeat itself. That he would let down another person he loved. He struggled to ply an oar through water, but it barely broke the surface. 

Waves of nausea doubled him. He pressed his arms against his clenching belly and inhaled deeply, but the putrid smell of sodden, stagnant air sickened him more.

He lay across the seat, too weak to hold himself erect. Pain radiated all along his left side and he could no longer discern where the pain began and where it ended. 

A jolt shook the boat, sending a spasm through him. He gasped. The jungle closed in. Darkness overtook day. It might have been night, except that the sun was still high overhead.

All at once, he was back in Cuzco, sitting on a park bench in the plaza. Leah rested her head on his shoulder, the scent of roses emanated from her glistening skin. The brisk mountain air refreshed him, the aroma of fresh roasted mutton tempted him, an intense satisfaction filled him. Vendors strolled past with their baskets of wares. Pinks and yellows streaked the sky. Happiness was almost his, but when he reached for it, everything went black.

* * *

Leah lay alone in the darkened room, wanting desperately to make her way to the bathroom, but certain she’d be unable to find it. The generator had gone out in the middle of the night, leaving the entire house bathed in absolute blackness. She literally couldn’t see her fingers in front of her face. She had never been one to be afraid of the dark, but this dark was different. Deeper. More menacing. She imagined it to be like the inside of a coffin. 

With that thought, she fingered the raised, swollen, fiery-looking bump on the backside of her knee. It had stung when her jeans brushed over its crusty surface the night before, but she had ignored it, hoping it was only an insect bite. She ran her fingers around it and a knot in her gut tightened, knowing it might very well be the first sign of smallpox.
Where was Dylan? Her time was running out—she couldn’t wait for him much longer. What to do if he didn’t come back? Since Kruger no longer had her under lock and key, she could easily leave the compound, borrow a boat and motor to Iquitos. She might find a source for the vaccine there, whatever Kruger said. But what if Dylan returned with the vaccine while she was gone? And what if Kruger was right? Her head pounded with the dilemma. 

She lay awake until the first streaks of dawn touched the eastern sky, then curled up on a chair, waiting until she heard sounds of life coming from the rest of the house. When she did, she left her room for the kitchen. On her way down the hall, she ran into Kruger. 

He extended a shaky, half-spilled cup of tea in her direction. “I am pleased to see you, mein kind. I could not figure out how to juggle cup and knock at door at same time.”

He appeared more confused by this simple task than she was over her situation.

“I thought a little lemon grass concoction might help to awaken you this morning. Sleep is hard vhen generator goes out.”

The generator was the least of her problems. She took the cup and the lemony smell wafted up her nostrils and reminded her of Dylan. “This is really considerate of you.”  She took a sip. “I want to show you something. Would you mind following me to my room?”

“Ach? Vhat it is?”

“Just a little something on my leg.” In the room, Leah unzipped and released the pants halfway down her legs. She pointed at the inflamed mark on her left leg.

Kruger approached her slowly, bent over with a stabilizing hand on the night table, and fingered the swelling. He studied the rest of her leg before stiffly straightening. “Any more of these marks?”

“Not that I’ve seen.” She pressed the mound with a finger.

“Then is not smallpox,” he said with authority. “One lesion does not virus make. Smallpox lesions in bunches appear. Vhat you have most likely is spider bite. I vill treat with antibiotics before we meet today. It should vithin hours heal.”

She released a long-held breath and raised her pants. “That’s a relief.”

He smiled. “Stop vorrying, mein kind. Are you ready to begin vork today?”

She didn’t know if she would be able to concentrate, but working might just take her mind off her worries. “Sure.” She scooped up her pad and pen and followed him first to the laboratory, where he watched her take the antibiotic and then to the library.

After they were seated, Kruger leaned forward over his desk. “Yesterday vas for me most painful. Today please to make your questions easier.” 

She flipped her pad open. “I would, but there’s still one thing we need to discuss that’s bound to make you uncomfortable.”

He sighed. “Sophie?”

She nodded between jotting down the date and time. “I need to know what happened to her and why you feel so responsible.”

Kruger squirmed and toyed with his shirt collar. “Ja, you should know. But before, I one thing must say. I always loved Sophie. Keep that in mind.” 

She let the silence fill the endless space between them.

“Before Nazis to power came, Sophie and I vere to be married. Then she discovered she vas vith child. We vere overjoyed. But then Nazis seized control of Germany and our plans became impossible.” 

The doctor looked especially drained. “Ve made other plans to escape to Netherlands and marry, but ve had to vait for Sophie to birth baby. By then it vas far too dangerous to emigrate vith baby. Since ve had no vish to endanger baby’s life, ve gave her for a time to friends of Sophie’s, a fellow nurse and her husband.”

“My adopted grandparents.” Leah thought fondly of her grandparents, even though they had died when she was still young.

“Ja. They agreed to raise your mother as their own until they could join us in Amsterdam. Ve had everything planned. Ve took all money and turned it into jewelry so ve could smuggle it from country. Ve purchased train tickets and passports. Everything vas arranged. Ve vere soon to leave vhen SS paid visit to my family and Mengele forcibly recruited me. I could no longer to see Sophie without placing her at extreme risk.” The doctor’s head hung low, his chin almost touching his chest as he spoke. 

After a moment, he rose, shuffled around the desk and took a seat on the edge facing her. “I should never forget last time I see her. It vas night, not far from hospital. Light from street lamp lit only her eyes and hair. She looked pale and frightened. I made her promise to leave country vithout me; told her I vould join her vhen I vas able. She refused vithout me to go, but I reminded her our child needed mother, and she agreed. Before she left, she handed to me small black velvet sack and told me to safely keep it for her. Vhen I tried to return it, imploring her to take everything, she vould not have it. Vhen she valked away, I suspected I might never to see her again.”

A strangled sob rose up from deep within him, touching her and bridging the distance between them. She ached all over, thinking of  the grandparents taken from her. “Do you know what happened to Sophie?”

He slowly shook his head. “I inquired, but heard nothing until after var. Before I left Germany, I to hospital returned, then in ruins except for one wing. I learned from remaining staff she had not to Netherlands gone. She had been arrested boarding train and sent to Dachau.” His face fell and he looked like he was going to cry. 

She imagined Sophie’s terror at being stopped by an officious Nazi guard. Her despair during the suffocating cattle car ride to Dachau. Her humiliation and starvation in the camp. And her panic as she made a mindless, yet desperate attempt to climb the gas chamber wall for air she could breathe. Both she and her grandfather had lost a precious person. For once, she felt a real connection to him.  “Sophie perished in the gas chamber at Dachau.”

“I know.” A dark flush crept up his neck and spread over his face. “I loved your grandmother.”

She hated to ask what came to mind next, but she had to. “Couldn’t you have used your connections with the Nazis to save her?” 

“Bitte, you must believe me. I did all I could for your grandmother. I vant you should understand because your forgiveness is important to me. I do not vant remainder of my days spent trapped in prison of self recrimination for letting her and my family down.”

“You’ve lived this long without my forgiveness, You didn’t even know I existed until days ago—didn’t care enough to find out. Why should it mean so much to you now?” 

His eyes brimmed with tears. “You, mein kind, are my last living relative. You are all that remains from the past. I need you to know monster I am not. I tried to keep my loved ones alive. I did vhat I could.”

“I’d be willing to forgive you if you weren’t continuing to use human beings in your experiments.”

Kruger rose to face her, a look of perplexity on his liver-spotted face. “Nein, nein, you are mistaken. I use no humans in my experiments.” He shook his head in such protest that his hair fell over his forehead. “I have suffered much guilt over past. I vould never to do another harm again.”

While she wanted to believe the old man, to recapture a glimpse of the grandfather in her dreams, she still had her doubts. “How do you explain the sudden appearance of the Hemorrhagic fever?”

“Hemorrhagic fever? I know nothing of Hemorrhagic fever.”

“Even if that’s true, you’re still helping the CIA to develop biological weapons.” 

“Nein—” he raised his hands imploringly, “—my experiments are for defense, not aggression. I never-”

A shout from outside stopped him in mid-sentence.

Kimo appeared in the doorway. 

“Wass ist los?” Kruger asked. “I told you never to interrupt me.”

“Pardon, Señor. Boat with men come. One man here...” He nodded toward Leah. “...with lady. You come rápidamente.”

Leah leapt to her feet. ”Dylan? Is it Dylan? Is he all right?”

Kimo shook his head. “No, señorita. No es bueno.”

“Mein Gott. What to do?” Disoriented, Kruger glanced about. “I vish for help I could call, but without short wave... He looked around wild-eyed. “Mein sack? Mein instruments?”

Leah only half-heard what he was mumbling, but he obviously didn’t have his wits about him. She had to pull herself together and reason with him. “Where are they-I’ll get them.”

“In laboratory,” he murmured, stumbling toward the door. “The closet... better go. Snell.”

Leah, head still reeling, somehow stumbled behind him down the hall and into the laboratory where she found his medical bag, a half-empty leather sack. She held it open to him. “Don’t you need more than tongue depressors and gauze pads?”

He fumbled for a stereoscope off the desk, a syringe off a shelf and a couple containers from the refrigerator that she guessed were antiseptic and antibiotics. He grabbed an extra wad of gauze, surgical scissors and tape and announced, “Ich bin bereit. Ready?”

Leah didn’t answer. Instead, she raced ahead of him to the dock where two of local men were pulling a motorboat on shore. Inside under a layer of mud, blood and beard lay Dylan on his side, his hair plastered to his face and neck. She rushed to him, but one of the locals blocked her path. She tried to claw him out of her way, but he gripped her wrists, pinned her arms to her side. “Let me go!”

The doctor limped to the boat. “Vait. First I examine him.” 

He spoke to the man, who released her arms. She rubbed the red marks left on her wrists. “Please hurry.”

Kruger probed Dylan, listened to his breathing, then pulled back his eyelids and peered at his eyes. He ripped open Dylan’s shirt to reveal a festering bullet hole. 

Over Kruger’s shoulder, Leah gasped at the sight of the skin around the wound. It had turned shades of brown and green and was caked with yellowish-white pus. She swallowed back horror. 

“Lucky for him one of river people found his boat floating upriver and brought him here.” Kruger palpated around the wound then readied a needle with an antibiotic solution and gave him a shot in the arm. “Your friend is in serious shock.” He looked up at Kimo. “Take him to house for surgery. A bullet in his shoulder is lodged.” 

Kimo hoisted a limp Dylan over his shoulder and marched toward the house. Leah prayed nothing was broken and the big man hadn’t compounded the problem with his rough treatment.

Kruger watched them leave. “I am too unsteady to perform surgery. I cannot be trusted.”

Leah stared at him without comprehension. “But you have to...” Suddenly she understood what had to be done. A flicker of fear passed through her. “I’ve never even been in an operating room.”

Chapter Sixteen
Kruger took Leah by the arm. “You need only to follow directions. First, scrub hands and arms. I vill meet with you in laboratory after I see soldier.” Kruger began to limp back toward the boat, but called over his shoulder. “Gather up instruments, boil water in kitchen and in boiling water place instruments.”

Leah left him bending stiffly over the fallen solider and made her way to the house. The spinning in her head left her feeling strangely detached from everything around her. How could she possibly perform surgery in this state? She could barely put a coherent sentence together. But Dylan’s life depended on her and she had to do everything humanly possible to save him. 

She rushed to do what the doctor directed, then gingerly approached Dylan, who had been stretched out on a blanket across the cleared lab table and stripped of all clothes. With a towel from the adjoining bathroom, she gently washed him down. Before long, the dried mud and blood gave way to reveal the man she loved. She whisked the hair away from his gaunt face and whispered, “I love you. Please pull through.” She planted a kiss on his bearded cheek.

Kruger entered the laboratory and went immediately to the closet where he withdrew a surgical gown and mask. 

“Put on these.” 

After covering her lower face with the mask, she slipped into the gown and he tied it in the back with noticeably shaky hands. 

He held up surgical gloves. “Now into these slip.”

Over hands moist from nerves, she pulled on the gloves with effort. “Where’s the soldier?”

“Kimo in spare room put him.” 

“How is he?”

Kruger frowned. “He breathes, but I had to choose man to treat first. I decided your friend to survive is more likely.” He filled a needle with fluid from a bottle. “Because of coma, he may not need sedative. But if he stirs, I must to give shot.” He placed the hypodermic needle on the tray. “I vill your every move direct and hand you appropriate instrument.” He laid a trembling hand on her arm. “Do not be afraid. I vith you vill be through entire surgery.”

She put on her bravest smile and took her place by Dylan’s side. Kruger set a number of sterilized instruments Kimo had retrieved from the kitchen on a tray by her side. 

“Take scalpel.” He handed it to her. 

“Cut here.” He indicated a spot just above the bullet hole.

With Dylan’s life depended on her, so she mustered all her courage and, as precisely as possible with trembling hands, cut into his flesh. Blood immediately squirted from the incision, speckling her gown and the wall.  

“Deeper,” Kruger said. 

She applied more pressure.

Kruger took a towel and held it to the wound. “I clean blood to see vhat to do next.” He removed the towel. “Incise skin-” He ran his finger under the wound.

She swallowed any queasiness and did exactly what he ordered. Kruger meanwhile stemmed the steady flow of blood, but new blood quickly replaced the old. She took all the comfort she could from the fact that the blood was not spurting from an artery. That would be far worse. 

Kruger leaned over her. “Pull skin aside.”

Worried she would do more damage, she hesitated.

“Do as I say.”

The authority in his voice surprised and galvanized her. She separated the skin around the wound and immediately spotted a round, foreign object. “I can see something in there.” She touched the hard, metal plate. “It’s the bullet.”

Dylan groaned.

“Your gentleman friend responds. Good sign. I should to give him sedative.” Kruger tapped Dylan’s arm to find a vein, took the hypodermic and poked it into his skin. 

Leah cringed, fearful that Kruger’s unsteady hand would nick a blood vessel and do irreparable damage. When the needle slid in and out smoothly, she relaxed. 

“To remove bullet use these.” When Kruger handed her the forceps, she blankly stared at them. “Do not vorry.” 

In his feeble way, Kruger held Dylan’s arms while she sank forceps into exposed tissue. She could feel when they came in contact with metal and maneuvered them until they grasped the bullet. Ignoring Dylan’s groans, she tugged on it, but it refused to budge. 

Kruger nodded. She took a deep breath and tried again, pulling harder. A mild tearing sound accompanied the sense of ripping flesh and, to her amazement, the bloody bullet danced in the air before her eyes. Relief rushed through her. “I’ve got it!” 

Kruger’s smile exposed his yellowed teeth. He squeezed her shoulder. “You have completed first surgery with success, Doctor Leah. Now time has come to stitch him up.”

Leah looked down at Dylan. His flesh lay open, exposing muscle and bone. To prevent further infection, she soaked up fresh and dried blood with the disinfectant drenched towel. Kruger prepared a needle with catgut thread. 

Using the needle Kruger handed her she sutured the skin together, grateful that her adopted grandmother had taught her to sew. “Will he be okay?”

Kruger held her eyes for a long moment. “He infection has. Only time vill tell. Ve vait and ve vatch.
And we worry, Leah thought. 

* * *

Outside the window, sunset streaked the sky with a spectrum of red and orange and purple hues. Leah glanced over at Dylan, tossing restlessly on the bed, sweat beading his skin.

She pushed back the mosquito netting and wiped the moisture out of his eyes and off of his brow with a cool, damp cloth. When she did, his head lolled from side to side and he mumbled incoherently.

After Dylan’s surgery, Kruger had mentioned the smallpox vaccine, reminding her she had to be vaccinated as soon as possible, but she had trouble pulling herself away from Dylan’s side long enough to take the treatment. The absurdity of this was apparent. She would be no good to Dylan or anyone else unless she survived. She waited until Dylan finally quieted before backing out of the room in search of Kruger. 

She went to the library first. Kruger wasn’t there. She was about to leave when a letter lying open on the desk caught her eye. The word Auschwitz leapt out at her. Normally she wouldn’t read anyone else’s mail, but she felt compelled to see what the letter said. She justified her actions as a reporter’s right to full disclosure.

The letter was written in German, the language her mother and grandmother had spoken at home whenever they wanted to shield her from what was being said. To break the code, she had listened closely and learned. Later, when her grandmother could no longer see, she had learned to read German in order to entertain her. Now Leah’s early education would really be put to use. 

Although the script was difficult to decipher, the letter was apparently a thank you note to Kruger from an ex-concentration camp inmate named Freda Kravitz. From what Leah could tell, the woman had wanted to thank Kruger for helping her escape the camp. 

A sound in the doorway caused Leah to drop the letter.

Kruger hobbled into the room, a book in his hand. “Tell me of vhat you are doing here.”

Leah flushed. “I was looking for you.” She picked up the letter and held it out. “But I saw this first and couldn’t resist reading it.”

He stared at the letter. “Ja,” he said quietly.

“Why didn’t you tell me you helped someone to escape Auschwitz?” she chided him. “That’s as important as anything else you’ve shared.”

“I did not think you vould believe me. You believe me to be bad man. After speaking to you, I have trouble looking in mirror.” He reached for the letter. “I never for you meant to see letter. I am forgetful these days and left it by accident. I only read it again to remind myself of good I have done.” 

She swallowed a rush of unexpected tenderness. “I have a lot to be grateful to you for, especially Dylan’s life. He wouldn’t have made it without you. I just hope he’ll be okay.”

Kruger patted her hand. A small smile touched his lips. “Do not be discouraged. If vital organs not infected, he vill be fine. I give antibiotics every two or three hours. Next forty-eight hours are critical.”

She took his hand in hers. “I’m so grateful for your help.”

Kruger sighed. “Did you think I vould let him die? I did vhat any doctor vould do.”

“I know, but I appreciate it anyway.” 

Kimo appeared in the doorway with an unfamiliar backpack.  

“What’s that?” she asked.

Kruger motioned Kimo into the room. “I told Kimo to search boat for sign of smallpox vaccine. This backpack he found.”

At the doctor’s prompt, Kimo placed the backpack on the desk. Kruger opened it and extracted two vials labeled Variola Major. “Your friend found Dr. Von Schotten. Perhaps that is vhere he took bullet to shoulder.” He held up the vial of liquid. “Here is vaccine. I inoculate you before virus ruptures through. Come vith me to laboratory.”

Leah pointed at the letter. “Will you tell me about the letter on the way?”

Kruger escorted her from the room. “It is nothing, really. I had patient transferred from camp to outside hospital to treat an infectious disease. A doctor I knew helped her escape.”

“How did you get her out?”

He led the way to the laboratory. “I convinced my superiors her condition endangered guards and other staff. They vere glad to have her removed to hospital in town.”

“How often did you do that kind of thing?” Leah asked.

“Not as often as I vould have liked. Two...maybe three times. My stay at camp vas not long. Too often vould suspicions have aroused.” 

In the laboratory, he motioned for her to sit at a table. He rolled up her sleeve and place her right arm on the table top. “Before I give vaccine, I must to tell you small percentage of people suffer reaction to it. It is my duty to varn you.”

She only hesitated for a second. “Better than the alternative, I presume. Go ahead.”

He rubbed a generous amount of the vaccine on her arm.

“Don’t you inject it?” 

“Nein. Smallpox vaccine is applied to skin.” Taking a needle, he punctured the skin where he had placed the vaccine. “Openings in epidermis allow it to enter system. In little time ve should see smallpox pustules arise vhere vaccine has been. This indicates vaccine vorking.”

“Is there any chance I might infect Dylan?” she asked.

“Nein. From vhat I know, you are not yet infectious.”

“Thank goodness.” Even in the high heat, Leah trembled with relief.   

* * *

A knock at the door aroused Leah from her vigil alongside Dylan. “Come in.”

Kruger’s elderly cook entered with a lunch tray. She placed the food on the nightstand. “You need eat, Señorita.”

Touched by the woman’s concern, Leah answered, “I promise,” but knew she’d have trouble performing on her vow.

She had no appetite, but lifted a spoonful of sopa to reassure the kindly old woman. When the cook hobbled out the door, Leah placed the spoon in the bowl and turned her attention back to Dylan. When she touched his skin, fire rose into her fingertips. She tried to force-feed him cool water, and kept a pail by the bed to wipe him down every thirty minutes or so, but his fever refused to abate. In the jungle heat, she was afraid he might dehydrate. 

She sat close, fanning him. The heat had become her oppressor, her enemy. It sapped her strength and made her lethargic, less lucid. She needed to pay attention to every detail, like the rhythm of his breathing, the pallor of his complexion. But this damn inferno made her job so much harder. 

Kruger poked his head through the doorway. “Wass ist patient’s status.”

She touched Dylan’s forehead. “He feels like he’s on fire.”

Kruger limped to Dylan’s side, his gait more labored than usual. “I have antibiotic shot to give. There is nothing more to do. Ve could move him to hospital in Iquitos, but trip might kill him.”

Kruger stuck the syringe unceremoniously into Dylan’s arm, but Dylan failed to move or utter a sound. 

“How long can he live with this high fever?”

Kruger extracted the needle. “Vait and see. Meantime, you keep up strength. Eat. Rest.”

Leah’s stomach twisted with the uncertainty of his words. She fought back tears. She had already promised herself she wouldn’t cry in front of Kruger. “How’s the soldier?”

Kruger sighed. “Two hours now he expired.”

The news hit Leah hard and made her wonder about Dylan’s chance of recovery. What would she do if he died before she had another chance to tell him she loved him? “What killed him?”

“The dart removed from his side must have poisoned been. It is different for Dylan. He has chance.” 

She took Kruger’s bony, arthritic hand in hers. Her feelings for him had become more conflicted by the minute. “I really need your help.”

In turn, he pressed her fingers with his. “Of course, mein kind. Call if need me.”

Kruger left her alone to wipe Dylan down, but the moment after she sponged up the sweat, moisture beaded his skin again. It seemed like a futile battle against his fever and the humidity, but touching him reassured her, made her feel useful.

She took a seat by Dylan’s side, reading by a solitary light from an English language book Kruger had loaned her. When she interrupted her reading to tend to Dylan, she found she couldn’t remember any of what she just read, not even the title. Since it seemed useless to focus on anything other than him, she rested her head against the chair back and kept an eye on him. Against her will, her heavy lids began to droop.

The sound of Dylan’s moans startled her awake. He thrust his head violently from side to side, eyes wide and fixed on the far wall, sweat drenching him. She sprung to her feet, blood rushing to her head, making her momentarily dizzy. She had knocked over a glass on the side table, but she scrambled over it to Dylan’s side.

Dylan had both hands at his throat and gasped for air. Terrified he might be asphyxiating, she made an attempt to give him artificial respiration, but he pushed her away. She ran to the door and threw it open, yelling, “Doctor! Help! Come quickly!” 

Kruger stumbled from his bedroom and down the hall, wrapping a robe around himself. “Wass ist los?”

“Dylan’s in trouble. Please hurry” 

Kruger went directly to the cot and took Dylan’s pulse and temperature. When he turned back toward her, he wore a reassuring smile. 

“Ah, fever breaking. A good sign. Here,” he took her hand and moved it to Dylan’s head. “Feel.” 

Dylan’s forehead was clammy and damp, cooler than it had been all day. Surprised, she removed her hand then checked his head a second time. Reassured Kruger was right, she grabbed Kruger’s arm and twirled him around, but stopped when he started to cough. Instead, she hugged him. “I can’t thank you enough.”

Kruger cleared his throat and looked away, but his eyes were bright. “I should to give another antibiotic shot.” He limped toward the door, but faltered before reaching it.

Even while she rejoiced, Kruger worried her. He seemed to be deteriorating before her eyes. “Are you all right?” Leah called after him, worried she had done him harm.

“As vell as you could be expected,” he said, using the door jam as leverage to make his way out of the room.

Concern about Kruger aside, Leah could hardly repress the excitement that surged through her with the renewed hope. Her prayers had been answered.

Dylan mumbled. She bent over and pressed an ear close to his mouth. “What?” she inquired, listening intently.

All she could make out was a muffled, “Leah, Leah,” said over and over again. And that’s all she needed to hear. 

Chapter Seventeen
At Leah’s urging, Dylan gathered all his strength to shift his weight, drape his legs over the side of the bed and inclined himself upright. He couldn’t believe how drained such a minor move made him. Damn, he must have just about cashed it in to be in this bad shape.

Leah’s arms guided him and her nearness, the warm scent of nutmeg and cinnamon, the silken brush of skin, gave him the motivation to push himself beyond his endurance. He levered himself to a half-stand.

“Whoa. Let me help you.” She wrapped her arms around him, lifted him forward, her breast conforming to the arch of his underarm. 

“Physical therapy isn’t so bad after all,” he murmured into her hair, attempting an embrace.

“Be serious,” she said, laughing. “It’s important to stand and strengthen your legs. Time for monkey business later.”

“Promise?” 

“With all my heart.” She brushed his chin with her lips. “Now back to work. Wrap your arms around my shoulders. We’re going for a walk.”

“That sounds like one hell of an order.” He did as she said, his legs unstable beneath him.

She patiently inched forward. “One step at a time.” 

“Is this an AA meeting or physical therapy?” He placed one foot in front of the other, wobbly as a toddler. “Laid up a short time and I have to learn to walk all over again.”

She pressed him further with a hand in the small of his back. “It’s like riding a bike. You’ll get the hang of it in no time.”

He stumbled over his own feet and almost fell on his face, embarrassed to be so clumsy in front of Leah. “Easy for you to say.”

She propelled him toward the bed, but when she released him onto the mattress, he grasped her arm and toppled her on top of him. 

“What...?”

He clasped her to him. “You promised.”

She lifted her head. “Wait a minute. You’re too frail to walk, yet you have the strength to make love?”

He grinned at her. “Well, maybe too weak to make love, but never to love you-”

He silenced her with a kiss. Her lips tasted sweet as nectar, nourishing the ravenous hunger in him. Breathless, he had to end the kiss too soon. 

Kissing her had sapped all his strength. He gently rolled her onto her back and snuggled into her side. He could barely raise his arm to wrap it around her. When she turned onto her side, he settled for draping his arm over her. “What about this boyfriend of yours? What would he think of us?”

She wrinkled her nose. “What boyfriend?”

“The guy you called to when you were delirious on the raft. Someone named Robert.” Although she lay in profile to him, he couldn’t help noticing a crease between her brows.

“Robert? Did I really call for Robert?” She lay silent for a moment. “Robert’s a good friend who was always there to bail me out when we were kids. Guess it’s normal I would call for him when delirious.”

“Is that all there was between you?” 

She turned her head away from him. “There was something more…”
Here it comes. He set his jaw.

“Robert proposed to me before I left Los Angeles, but I couldn’t make up my mind. I didn’t completely understand my reluctance, until now.”

“What’s different now?”

She blushed. “I found someone I wouldn’t be reluctant about.”

Relief and happiness vied for his attention.

“I love Robert, but not in the way...” she hesitated, nibbled her lip, “...the way I love you.”

He summoned his strength and pulled her to him, held her close. 

Too soon she drew back. “I answered your question, now you have to answer mine. Why did you choose the life you have? Why the expatriate-adventurer bit?”

He shifted away from her. What to reveal? What to conceal? Time had come to share more of himself with her. “I told you about being stationed in Mogadishu?”

She nodded.

“There’s more to that story. I wasn’t the only one in my hometown to join the Army. I convinced my best friend from high school to join with me because his mother could no more afford to send him to college than my parents could afford to send me. Jason wouldn’t have joined if I hadn’t put pressure on him. We ended up Army Rangers and were stationed together in Somalia…” 
Now for the hard part. His shoulders tensed. “During the assault on forces in Mogadishu, we were assigned to protect a helicopter crew that crash landed. You probably read about it in the paper.”

“Blackhawk Down.” 

“Exactly. Then you remember we were clearly outnumbered. Heavily armed rebel soldiers surrounded our unit. We were trapped under fire for hours. Jason tried single-handedly to ward off three rebels, but he was no match for them. I was next to him when he went down, a shot in the leg. I went to help him, but before I could reach him, I heard the gunfire and his skull exploded. A tiny splinter of it is still wedged in here.” He pointed to the scar on his arm she’d inquired about earlier. “I’m responsible for his death, and I’ll carry a piece of that guilt, like I carry a piece of his skull inside me forever.”

She gripped his shoulder and turned him toward her. “How can you believe that you’re responsible? You can’t take the blame for what happened to him.”

“Jason wasn’t up to the physical challenge of being in the Rangers. I covered up for his mistakes during training, took care of him. Had he been busted out of the unit before he got himself killed, he wouldn’t have been there.” Dylan lowered his forehead into his hand. 

“Sometimes at night, in the dark, I still hear the whirl of the helicopter blades, smell the sickening odor of burning flesh, see the bright bursts of gunfire all around me. Jason’s there, firing wildly. He turns toward me in slow motion, a pleading look in his eyes. His mouth opens in a silent scream right before the resounding rapid fire of a machine gun fills the air. I reach for him just as the round hits him and his head explodes into pieces like a cubist painting, spraying blood and brains onto me. I wake up screaming, sweating.” 

He pushed aside the hand that tried to comfort him. “I was sent home soon after that. Jason’s mother never blamed me for what happened, but I blamed myself. I tried to restart my life, went to UT Austin and majored in mechanical engineering. Slowly the repetitive nightmares faded. And then I met Katie.” 

“Who’s Katie?” 
He heard the jealousy in her voice and held her close to comfort her. “A fellow student in my American History class. Katie was every red-blooded American male’s dream. Long blond hair, blue eyes, and a pedigree. Her family was drowning in Texas oil money. The fact that I was the one who snagged Katie, not one of her many other admirers, made me feel important. Helped me to heal…” 

“And?”

“As they say, I fell head over heels, asked her to marry me. Everything seemed to be going my way, until the nightmares returned with a vengence. I couldn’t sleep, became moody. Katie pulled away, said I wasn’t there for her. I tried to explain, but she wasn’t interested.” 

Leah reached over and, with hands on his cheeks, gently turned his head toward her. Her eyes brimmed with love and compassion. He had never had anyone look at him that way and it made him uncomfortable. He had the urge to look away, but couldn’t.
“I was still full of guilt and grief over Jason’s death. No matter what I did, I couldn’t shake it.” He laid his hand over hers. “Katie gave me back the ring a few weeks before graduation. Later I learned she had started seeing a friend of mine before she dumped me. I was the last to know. I can’t tell you how devastated I was. Her betrayal seemed to confirm what a failure I was.” 

“You’re not a failure. Never to me.” Leah enfolded him in her arms. 

“Yeah, sure. Well, I felt like one. I took a job with a local developer, but I was miserable. I had to be somewhere else, do something different. I finally decided to use the skills I knew best growing up in the woods and as a Ranger to raise enough money to send Jason’s younger brother to college. There was a job opening with a tour company in Iquitos, but I quickly found I could make more money working on my own. With that money. Jerry won’t be forced to join the service to get an education.”

She tilted her head so she could look him in the eyes. “Is that why money is so important to you?”

“I send a chunk of what I earn to Jason’s mom every month. That’s the least I can do. Jerry will graduate UT next spring.”

Leah held him tighter. “And to think I believed you to be so money grubbing. I’m glad I was wrong.” 

“Just doing what I should.”

“I respect you for it. As a matter of fact, I’ve come to admire you more and more. But you have to forgive yourself. It’s not fair to you to hold onto this guilt.”

“Why?” he asked. “Sometimes it’s the only thing that keeps me going.”

“But you’ll never be at peace until you find a way to forgive yourself.” She ran her long nails down the length of his arm. A tingle followed her fingers, rekindling the fire in his loins. 

“If I only had the strength, I’d make love to you again and again.”

“Rest,” she whispered into his neck. “We’ll take more physical exercise later.”

Holding her close, he closed his eyes, letting go of all distance, all resistance. Now he knew the real meaning of heaven. 

A knock on the door sent them both into action. He released Leah and, much to his consternation, she quickly sprung from the bed, straightening her clothes.

“Come in,” she called.

The door swung open and Kruger stood in the doorway. “I need to speak vith you.” Urgency tinged his words.

“Right now?” Leah asked. 

“Jawohl!”
“Dylan needs me. What’s the rush?”

“Bitte.” Kruger waved his hand. “Ja. Most important.”

He sounded serious. “What is it?” 

“Kimo tells me squadron of Peruvian Army comes to arrest Herr Hart.” 

Dylan tensed. “Why would they want me?”

“Somebody reported dead soldier in boat vith vounded vhite man. They believe you killed soldier. Of their own they take care.”

Anger flared in Dylan. “I can’t believe this. I was trying to save his life.”

“You vere last person near him.” Kruger leaned heavily against the door jamb. “Militia on vay. I vant you should hide. If they find you, I cannot for vhat they do be responsible. Nicht?”

“We have to do something, but Dylan’s too weak to hide out in the jungle.” Leah said. “Do you have any kind of a getaway?”

Kruger pinched the folds of skin under his chin and mumbled, more to himself than in answer to her, “Nein. I am lion vithout teeth. Suitable precautions I have not made.”

Dylan caught Leah’s eye. Panic constricted her pupils. He had to allay her fears. “There must be a place I can hide.”

Leah turned to Kruger. “We’re not just going to be sitting ducks! Think of something-wait, we can hide him in plain sight! My mother told me a story years ago. A Jewish child was sown into a sofa cushion by her mother to keep her safe from the pogrom.”  

“But I’m too large to be sown into a cushion,” Dylan said.

Kruger pushed away from the dresser. “The blanket chest vith false bottom I brought back from Europe to hide valuables so they vould not to be confiscated by customs. Ingenious contraption. The chest is long. In it you should fix.”

“Where is it?” Leah asked.

“In shed. Of its condition I have no idea, but Kimo vill fetch it into parlor.”

While that sounded like a good plan, Dylan didn’t want to do anything that might place Leah in jeopardy. “How about my heading upriver toward Ecuador. If I start now, I might be able to outdistance them.”

Leah vehemently shook her head. “No way. You’re in no condition to travel right now. They’d pick you off in no time. You’re going to stay here and hide.”

“Are you sure?” He searched her eyes for the answer. “What if I’m caught? You’ll be in deep trouble for sheltering me.”

“Let me worry about that.” 

Kruger waddled toward the door. “I vill make Kimo orders. Ve need blankets for fill chest. Meet me in parlor.” 

As soon as Kruger had gone, Dylan grasped Leah’s arms. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing? They could shoot you on sight if they discover me.”

Leah leveled her gaze on him. “I’m aware of what might happen, but I want to do this. I’d do anything to protect you.” She laid a kiss on his cheek. “I love you.”

Even in the midst of the crisis, overwhelming affection for her swelled inside him. He never knew anyone so soft could be so strong. He drew her closer. “I love you, too,” he whispered into her hair.

In the tight, dark enclosure of the blanket chest, Dylan shifted to make as much room as he possibly could. His legs were bent at an unnatural angle to accommodate the limited space and he had to cram his feet into the side of the chest. The scarce air made breathing difficult.

Outside, he heard feet pound past, then Kimo call, “Doctor, boat dock.”  

“Hurry!” Leah shouted.

Knowledge that the blanket chest was a flimsy hiding place with only inches of wood between him and destiny made Dylan’s heart perform a drumbeat. 

He lay still, trying to become one with the wood. If he so as much as moved or made a sound, he was back in the hands of the Peruvian Army. That would put Leah and Kruger at risk for their role as accomplices-a fact that brought him immediately back to Mogadishu. He was forever putting those he loved in jeopardy. A knot twisted his gut in two.

The cuckoo clock sounded twice. Feet shuffled across the wood floor. Silence descended. A pounding at the front door filled his head. The door creaked open and a deep voice resounded in the house.

“!Holá! I am Sergeant Jorge Hernandez of the 31st Division of the Peruvian Army. I wish to speak with Dr. Heinz Kruger.”

Heavy footfalls tramped through the house.    

* * *

Fear gripped Leah. She had to concentrate hard to hold herself together. She grasped the edge of a chair with whitened knuckles. 

The soldiers’ relentless march down the hall brought them, step by agonizing step, closer to the study. Their boots made the wood plank floors vibrate and echo off the white-washed walls as they stopped to examine every room, every closet, every cabinet. Doors creaked open and slammed shut. By the time they reached the study, she stood stiffly at attention by the window.

Kruger’s voice proceeded the soldiers’ approach. “Mein study.” 

She turned to see a tall, light-skinned mustached man in a gray uniform with numerous braids and medals parade into the room behind Kruger. He had the arrogant eyes of a man who knew power and cruelty. His stare made her shrink. 

“Who is that?” The soldier nodded in her direction. 

Kruger walked over and draped an arm over her shoulder. “Mein granddaughter, Leah. Leah, Sergeant Hernandez.” He beamed like any proud grandparent.

Was he for real or was this all show? She had no time to wonder now, she had an act to perform. She swallowed hard. “Buenas tardes, Señor.” 

“Leah has come from Los Angeles. I am fortunate grandpapa,” Kruger said.   

Behind the Sergeant, two young soldiers in full uniform with automatic weapons entered the room. One of them leered at her and whispered to the other. Uncomfortable, she glanced away from them.

Hernandez watched her suspiciously through narrowed eyes. “And how did your granddaughter find her way here from Iquitos?”

Her heart thumped at the inference she had done something wrong, but Kruger looked nonplused. 

“My servant, Kimo, to Iquitos went to transport her here.”

Hernandez spun suddenly and sent his rowdy guards a look of disapproval. They immediately quieted. 

“Have you seen a young white man?” he asked Leah. “We need to find him for questioning.”

“No!” Why had she been so emphatic? She needed to rein in her emotions. She was only calling attention to herself.

Hernandez continued to stare at her through narrowed eyes. “We have reason to believe the young man was wounded and the natives brought him here for medical attention. He may have killed one of our soldiers. We will need to question him.”    
More like murder him, she thought. “We haven’t seen anyone.”  

Kruger stood beside the desk, an arm against the back of a chair to hold himself erect. With his free hand, he stroked his wattles. “Ja, I had a wounded American to treat before Leah’s visit. He had to the shoulder taken a bullet. As soon as he felt better, he left upriver to Ecuador.”

“That was a speedy recovery.” Hernandez’s cold eyes convinced her he was not swayed. He looked her straight in the eyes, but she refused to blink and held her head high. 

“We have nothing to hide, my grandfather and I. There’s no one here but those you see.”

“We will soon find out if you are truthful, Señorita.” With a wave of the hand, Hernandez gestured the soldiers from the room. “I want to see your parlor.”

“This vay,” Kruger said as he led the soldiers from the study.

Acutely aware her knees were knocking and would surely give her away, Leah gave them a head start. By the time she entered the parlor, Hernandez leaned against the far wall. One of his men searched the closet while the other rifled through the blanket chest, tossing blankets aside.

“Anything wrong, Señorita? 

He had caught her staring. “No. I was just helping my grandfather out and realized I haven’t dusted in here. Sorry.” What a flimsy excuse-couldn’t she have come up with anything better? She wanted to kick herself. Sweat trickled down under her sky blue blouse.

The sergeant smiled. “What a treat to have a granddaughter like this one to worry about such matters. Maybe I will have such a granddaughter one day.”

Kruger laughed along with the soldiers, while Leah inwardly sighed with relief. Thank goodness she had hit one of his emotional buttons.

A hollow sound rang in her ears. Much to her horror, the soldier at the blanket chest poked the false bottom with his rifle butt. She hoped Hernandez hadn’t noticed. “Would you like tea?” she asked to distract him.

“You are so kind, Señorita. Sí.”

While she hated to leave her vigil in the room and wanted to be present to intervene if Dylan was discovered, she had no choice. She raced to the kitchen and put water on the large wrought iron stove. The water took an eternity to boil and every second seemed like an hour. She must have checked the pot a hundred times. Finally hot enough, she returned to the parlor and handed the steaming tea to Hernandez, relieved to see that the guards had completed their search of the room without discovering Dylan.  

Hernandez sipped the tea. “Bueno te. Manzanilla?”

“Sí,” she said, though not at all certain it was chamomile.

Hernandez glanced over at his men who slouched against a wall. “What do you two think you are doing? This is not your tea time. Keep searching the place!”

Leah had a brainstorm and placed herself between the approaching men and the door, hoping her behavior might throw them off track. “There’s really nothing out there.”

One of the soldiers pushed her roughly out of the way. “We do what commander orders.”

When they were out of earshot, Hernandez shook his head. “What a bunch of barbarians, Señorita. They do not know how to treat a lady.” He strode over to place his tea on a side table and took a seat on a ladder-back chair, his leg pressed against the blanket chest. “I apologize for inconveniencing you, Doctor. I know you tell the truth. But we must do our job and check to see if the American is still around.”

Leah could barely hear him over the hammering of her heart. She stepped forward. “It seems like you’ve searched everywhere.”

“That may be true, Señorita, but we must be thorough.” He tapped a foot against the chest. “Come here and sit next to me while we wait.” He gestured toward a second chair.

Every time Hernandez moved, Leah shivered from a combination of fear and worry that Dylan would move or cough or somehow give himself away. The thought almost sent her into a panic attack. “Thank you, but I’d rather stand.” 

“As you wish.” Hernandez patted the chest. “I have never seen anything like this chest. Where is it from?”

Sweat beaded Kruger’s brow. She prayed he wouldn’t reach into his jacket pocket and withdraw a handkerchief to wipe it-and give himself away. 

“From Germany,” Kruger said. 

Hernandez ran his fingers over the wood. “What is it made from?”

Leah froze. The air fled her lungs. She wanted to speak, but words wouldn’t come.

“Indonesian teak,” Kruger said. A bead of sweat dribbled down his brow. He leaned heavily against the back of a chair.

Concerned Kruger’s condition might alert Hernandez, she had to intervene. “Grandfather are you over exerting yourself? Is it your heart again?” She turned to the sergeant. “My grandfather’s not well. For God’s sake, let him sit.”

With a gesture, Hernandez said, “Do as your granddaughter wishes.” 

They both watched as Kruger slowly took a seat.

Just then she heard a scraping sound and an alarm sounded in her head. 

“Did you hear something?” Hernandez asked.

“We are troubled by mice, my dear sergeant.” Kruger placed a hand on his chest in a gesture of embarrassment. “Such a nuisance. Nicht?”

“They must be grande to make such a loud-”

The roar of a gunshot resounded in the room. Startled, Leah jumped back and looked over at Kruger whose mouth gaped open.

Hernandez sprang from his chair and rushed from the room. 

“What is it?” she mouthed at Kruger as soon as the soldier was gone.

He shrugged. “Perhaps the lock on my safe.”

“What’s in it?” 

Before he could answer, Hernandez returned with a sheaf of papers in hand. When he passed her by, the seal of the CIA danced past her eyes.

“What is this?” Hernandez demanded, thrusting the papers in front of Kruger’s face.

For the first time, Kruger seemed flustered. “Business I do vith United States.” 

A scowl passed over Hernandez’s face. “I read little English, but this looks like shady business to me. I know about the Central Intelligence Agency, Señor. I do not believe my superiors would look favorably on your doing work for them in Peru without authorization.”

Kruger had put his life on the line for Dylan. Leah had to step in to defend him. “He’s just doing research on viruses. It has no bearing on anyone in Peru.”

“I am not certain my commander would see it that way.” Hermamdez’s steady gaze remained fixed on Kruger. “Of course, if you were to tell me the whereabouts of the American, I might not have to share these papers with anyone. But if you do not...”

A silence fell over the room. Leah held her breath. Her skin crawled with anticipation. The temptation for Kruger to reveal Dylan’s whereabouts would be almost impossible to resist. 

Kruger’s mouth quivered. “I know not vhere he is. He left day before yesterday for Ecuador.” 

It took a moment to penetrate that Kruger had risked everything to protect Dylan. She wanted to cry out in gratitude and throw her arms around his neck, but she contained her impulse.

Hernandez folded the papers and placed them in his pocket. “This is your last chance to reconsider and tell me where the American is.” 

“I told you all.” 

Hernandez sneered. “I hope you know what you are doing, Señor. We will be back.”

Hernandez marched ceremoniously from the room. She heard footsteps, then the door open and slammed shut. In the silence, she grasped the nearest chair and steadied herself. “Oh my God. they’re gone. I just pray he’s bluffing and they don’t return.”

Kruger mopped his brow with his handkerchief. “Not to vorry, mein kind. I do everything in mien power to defend you.”

* * *

Dylan ached all over, cramped in the limited space, but he lay as still as he could, afraid the slightest movement might alert the man near enough to knock his foot against the blanket chest every few minutes. His recovering arm had gone numb long ago. He made one attempt to revive it, but, when he did, he scraped the side of the chest. He wanted desperately to slap or shake it again, but resisted the urge. Eventually, he ceased to feel the limb altogether, except for his throbbing shoulder. His legs twitched miserably, but there was no room to stretch them, even if he could.

Voices droned. Doors rumbled open and shut. Drawers creaked and crashed. Footsteps stomped. When the sounds finally stopped, he was hesitant to move. It could be a trap.  

A symphony of metal prying against wood paralyzed him. Light seeped through an opening as the lid was raised. He closed his eyes against the glare, then opened them slowly, half-expecting to see the Peruvian soldiers. To his relief, Leah smiled down at him. 

She hoisted the shelf totally out of the way. “You’re safe. They’re gone.” 

With her helping hands, he awkwardly rose up and out of the casket-like enclosure. His legs would not straighten and his arm lay limp at his side, but he was ecstatic. “Hallelujah!”

She helped him limp over to the sofa where it took a long time to lower himself to sitting. “At least they’re gone for now. We have to leave as soon as you’re stronger. They might return.”

“I know.” He smiled reassuringly at her, noting that she looked like an angel in the afternoon light, her flaxen hair dappled by sunlight that filtered through woven blinds. He wished his arm was capable of pulling her closer. 

She slumped next to him on the couch. When he tried to raise his arm and failed, she reached over and rubbed it. A warm tingle followed her fingers. The sweat glistening on her skin reaffirmed the toll that hiding him must have taken on her. It demonstrated to him how much she cared.

He ran a hand over his forehead and only then realized he, too, was soaked in sweat. “As soon as these damn legs work, I need to wash up.”

A weak nod was the only response he received.  

Chapter Eighteen
Dylan brushed away wisps of hair clinging to the sides of Leah’s face. Her skin, illuminated by the room’s oil lamp, seemed to shimmer from within. She radiated a serene sense of herself, more at peace than he had ever seen her. He wrapped his arms around her and held her tight.

For too long he had fought the urge to trust anyone. Yet here he was, loving this woman more than he had ever imagined possible. A woman he hadn’t let down. The weeks they had spent together were his trial by fire. He had earned the right to love her.

He kissed her deeply, stroked her skin. “I’m ready to make good on that promise.” 

The look in her eyes gave him all the encouragement he needed. He clasped her to him, soft lips surrendering beneath his ardent kisses. He couldn’t believe how good she felt, how wonderful she tasted. He had waited so long to be this close to her, now that he held her, he couldn’t have waited a moment longer.  

Slowly he nibbled his way down her neck, followed by soft moans, while his fingers rummaged open shirt buttons. With his lips, he sought the soft skin in the curve of her neck and teased her with his tongue. The fire that had kindled when he first kissed her, flared at the rose scented softness of her skin. This was everything he imagined it would be...and more. Beads of moisture had sprung up on her flesh and he licked them away. She groaned again, driving him to a frenzied level of passion he had never known. He lifted his head to take a breath and her eyes opened wide. The desire he saw in them galvanized his longing. He bent down to remove her shirt and bra, then lowered his lips to her nipples. She grasped him firmly to her as if she wanted to meld into him. Not anymore than he wanted to become a part of her. Out of his mind with pent up desire, he made a dizzying descent with his kisses over her breasts and belly, to the soft sweet mound between her legs. She groaned her pleasure as he touched and tasted her, arching her back so he could take her in. He could hear her heavy breathing, which propelled him on. A ripple shivering its way up her spine. When she cried out, he rose and entered her, aware of the touch of his skin against hers. 

When he rubbed against her, her passion surged with gasps and moans that spurred him onward. He felt the force of his desire for her building within, but he held off long enough to hear her cries of surrender before he breathlessly shuddered his own satisfaction.  

He lay back. Her head rested against his chest, her fingernails combed his arm. 

After a few minutes, she glanced up and said, “I want to know more about what happened in Brazil. You’ve only told me part of the story.”

It would take strength to tell that story, strength just beginning to return. “You know about my warm reception. The red carpet treatment and all.”

She grinned. “And the great accommodations.”

He pushed up on one elbow, looking down upon her. “Von Schotten was the one experimenting on the locals​. He’s the one behind the damn epidemic.”

Leah looked thoughtful. “Wow, I can’t believe how relieved I am it’s not Kruger. I’ve come to care about him, Dylan, much more than I ever thought I would.”

“I know.” He caressed her face with fingertips. “From what I gathered, Von Schotten blended a concoction of the Ebola virus with the Hantavirus.”

She covered her mouth with a hand. “Jesus, how horrible! That combination would be incredibly lethal. If that’s what he’s using on the locals, there’s nothing we can do to save them—or the rest of the world.”

He sat upright, rolled his stiff shoulders, rubbed his sore legs and grimaced. His shoulder throbbed. “Except he also developed a vaccine for the virus.” He stretched his legs over the side of the bed. “Only one catch. The two renegade soldiers kind enough to escort me downriver were working with Von Schotten, selling the Ebola-Hanta formula to a terrorist network. God only knows if the terrorists also have the antidote.”

She pondered this for a moment. “I have to get this information back to the United States as soon as possible. I’m sure they’ll want to do an investigation into this. We must head back tomorrow.”

He pulled himself up to stand. Would he ever straighten without support? Ever walk again without limping? “No problema.”

“As long as you’re strong enough to travel.”

He willed his legs to stop twitching. “I’ll be ready to leave first thing.”

* * *

Leah slipped quietly into the study and took a seat across from Kruger, who slumped over an open book, a half-empty bottle of Schnapps at his side. Wagner’s Twilight of the Gods played quietly in the background. She waited until he raised his head. His eyes were bloodshot and his cheeks hollow. Dark shadows circled his eyes. 

“Are you all right?” she asked, concerned.

“You see old man, Leah.” His head lolled forward as though he was having trouble holding it upright. “Tell me of reason you are awake at late hour.”

“I wanted to thank you for your help today.” A warm fuzzy feeling filled her chest. “You put your life, your work, everything on the line to protect Dylan. I can’t tell you how much that means to me.”

A faint smile lifted the corners of Kruger’s mouth. “Dylan is fine young man, but he vas not who I protected today.”

“What do you mean?”

Closing the book, he stared directly at her. “I knew vhat to you vould happen if Dylan had been arrested. I could not allow it.”

Tears blurred her sight. “You risked your life for me?” 

He cleared his throat. “You are my flesh and blood, hein?” 

Overcome with love, she stumbled to her feet and threw her arms around his scrawny neck. This worn out old man had gradually metamorphosed into the grandfather she had always wanted. “I don’t know how to thank you Grandfather.” The word suddenly sounded right. “I owe you so-”

He shook his head. “You owe me nothing. I did vhat vas right. But I ask favor of you.” He gave her a squeeze. “Is better?” When she nodded, he gestured toward the chair. “Sit, please.”

After a final hug, she tucked herself into the chair, sitting much like a little girl, knees and ankles touching, hands folded together in her lap. “Anything you want—”

A wave of his hand stopped her in mid-sentence. “Do not too quick be. I vant you first to hear my proposal.” He eyed the bottle of Schnapps. “Drink?”

“No, thank you.” She waited while he splashed a dollop into a shot glass and took a sip. 

He gave her a pained look. “I have little time left.”

She swallowed hard but waited in silence.

“I vant you should stay here with me in my final days.”

The request stunned her. He had been willing to sacrifice his well-being and all that he worked for to help her, shouldn’t she do the same for him? She would if she didn’t have a crisis to avert. “I can’t. I have to go back to report a potential disaster to people who can do something about it.”

“Send your young man. He vill return for you.”

She wanted so to please him, but at what price? He needed her now, but so did the world. “The world is on the brink of a terrible viral epidemic. As much as I want to be here for you, I have a deadline to meet or more people may die from the Hemorraghic Fever.” She ached with regret. “I wish I could send Dylan and stay with you, but I have to take care of this myself. My editor would not take the story from another source. I must do this.”  

“Do not so hasty be in your decision.”

“I have no other choice. Lives are at risk. Would you want me to be so uncaring of other men’s children and grandchildren? You, a doctor who has lived to save lives? Would you expect me to behave any differently?” 

Kruger slowly lowered his head into a quivering hand. “Nein. You should go and do vhat you can.” 

“A short time could make a world of difference in this epidemic. I will leave right away—tomorrow—return as soon as I can and remain with you as long as you need me.” She reached out toward him. 

He raised his head and looked at her through tears. “I am in advanced stage of prostate cancer. Two months more I have to live.” He placed his hands together as if in prayer. “I vant you should return immediately to me after you complete assignment.”

“Come with me!”

“Out of question.” Kruger took another shot of Schnapps and stared stone-faced at the far wall. “I cannot travel in present condition.”

Of course not. She had asked on impulse. “I understand.”

“Before you go, I must to ask one more thing. Tell me of your mother.”

She thought for a long, hard minute, thinking how hard it was to sum up her mother’s life in a few sentences. “She was an incredible woman. Loving and loyal and fun to be with. I can’t say enough about her. I lost my world when she died.” Leah reached into a pocket and pulled out a billfold. From it she withdrew a picture and handed it to her grandfather. 

“She is most comely.” He smiled sadly. “Much like you.”

“People would always say I looked like her.”

He reached across the desk and handed her back the picture. “It should hurt me I could not know her, but instead I have you. You are mein kind and mein herz, my heart.”

She placed a hand over her heavy heart. “I want you to know, no matter how far I go, in my heart I will always be here with you.”

With a raised hand, he silenced her. “Vhatever happens, you are vonderful granddaughter to love and to admire until day I die.”

She staggered to her feet and over to his chair, again enclosing him in her arms. He felt so bony, she was afraid to squeeze too hard, or she might crush him. He placed an arm around her and pulled her closer. She nestled against him. Now that she had finally found him, she was unwilling to let go. She would return no matter what happened. 

She would be back in time to say goodbye. 

* * *

Leah closed the door behind her, slipped from her slacks and shirt and quietly slid into bed beside Dylan. The touch of his skin, which usually acted as a calming balm, did little to console her grief. A lump swelling in her throat quickly melted into tears.

Dylan gently turned her to him and bundled her into his arms. Unable to contain her pain, she bled it out in convulsing sobs. He held her until the spasms slowed.  

With his fingers caressing her, her dark spell gradually lifted. Exhausted, she rested her head against him. In such a short time, he had become the light that could lead her out of her darkest moments. 

“What happened?” 

How could she explain that her tears came from pain mingled with joy? That she had finally found the grandfather she had sought for so long—only to have to leave him? “I told Kruger we’d be leaving tomorrow. He didn’t take it too well.”

Dylan pressed her closer. 

“I never thought I’d say this, but I hate to leave Kruger...” Sadness silenced her for a second. She wiped an errant tear from her cheek. “I came here hoping to find a grandfather I could admire and love. What I found was that broken down old man out there with his terrible past. And now I’m torn about leaving him.”

Tenderly, Dylan ran a finger along the line of her cheekbone. 

“I came looking for answers and all I found were questions, yet I feel better about what I’m doing and who I am than I’ve ever felt before. Explain that.”

“Maybe it wasn’t answers you needed all along.  Maybe what you needed was to question yourself, to push yourself beyond your limits.” Dylan tilted her chin up so her eyes met his. “By finding what you expected, you may never have learned anything new about you.”

“But what have I learned?” The question was rhetorical. He sat staring at her while she considered. “I’ve learned that I’m not alone, that I have a family.”

He started to speak, but she hushed him with a finger to his lips.

“I’ve learned how to forgive....and, most importantly, how to trust. For years now, I’ve carried around a suitcase...make that a steamer trunk...full of hurt and resentment. Not only did my father abandon me, but so did my grandfather, and every other man I had ever known.” 

She wiped a tear from her cheek. “I didn’t realize how much those bottled up feelings were coming between me and everyone else. I needed no one. Trusted no one.”

“Even yourself?”

“Primarily myself. How can you trust anyone else if you can’t trust yourself. So, I put up walls and acted as if I was okay alone. And that worked. No one came too near. I even had myself fooled.”

She stared at the ground, shaking her head. “If you act like you don’t need others, no one is going to open their heart to you. It’s self-prepetuating, you create what you least desire. You create what you believe. But it was only fear that kept me imprisoned. Fear of getting close to someone and having them abandon me, too. When you returned against all odds with the vaccine, for the first time ever I began to believe not everyone would leave me. You had the chance to escape, but you made the choice to return. And for that, I am eternally grateful. Because of you, I’ve learned to trust...to forgive,” she reached out and took his hand in hers, “and to love.”

He blanched. “Before you say anything more, there’s something I think you ought to know about me.”

Her heart skipped more than one beat. “What is it?” 

“I’m not the man you think I am. Not that I haven’t done a few good things, but I’ve also never completed anything in my life.”

“What do you mean?”

“I told you about Jason, but what I failed to mention was that after he died, I began to drink heavily, and my life fell apart. Because of that, I was forced to leave the service. Then when Katie broke our engagement, I left school—just weeks shy of graduation.” He released a deep breath. “There, you have it. I’m a perpetual dropout, and I might not be able to live up to what you expect.”

She took his face in her hands. “I don’t know about that. So far, you’ve stuck by me.”

“That’s not because of anything I did, it’s because of you. Because you’ve shown me I’m not necessarily a loser or a bad luck charm. The acceptance I see shining through your eyes has given me the courage to take real risks and not run away.” He hesitated, looking deeply into her eyes. “I have one more risk I have to take.”

“What is that?” she asked.

“I need to let you know...I love you, too.”

She wrapped her arms around him and joy temporarily banished her sadness.  

* * *

Leah must have dozed off because a knock on the door startled her awake. Dylan made his way to the door and opened it a crack. Light streamed into the room.

“I vant you should awaken Leah and meet me in the laboratory, schnell!” Kruger demanded.

“What’s wrong?” Dylan asked.

“Just do vhat I ask.”  

Dylan closed the door and shuffled toward the bed, stumbled over a chair leg, knocked into the table and lit the oil lamp. “Are you awake?”

“It would be tough trying to sleep through that,” she joked. She rubbed her eyes against the light and sat up. “What do you think he wants?”

“I don’t know, but he sounds serious. Get dressed and we’ll find out.” 

A few minutes later, they made their way across the darkened yard to the laboratory. Kruger stood in front of the laboratory table, waiting for them. His hair was uncharacteristically disheveled, his face was as pale as the white-washed walls. 

“What’s so important, Doctor Kruger?” Dylan asked.

Kruger gestured at the table. “These vials represent years of vork, of isolation, of secrecy.” He picked up a vessel of clear fluid. “These formulas vere my religion. My children. mein Leben.” He placed the vial back on the table. “Until you arrived.”

Still sleepy, Leah shuffled up behind Dylan. “What’s changed?”

“Everything, mein kind. Everything.” The doctor stared out the darkened window. “Before you, I believed I did something important that vould benefit all mankind. Now I vonder if vhat I did vill be used for destruction.”

“I hope I didn’t make you feel badly about...”

“Leah, dear, you are not cause for my feelings. You only held up mirror for me to look at myself and my life. Vhat I see, I do not like.” Kruger’s attention had focused on the laboratory table with its rack of test tubes, Bunsen burner, neat stack of microscopic slides, and culture plates. “I prided myself with being research scientist, part of Project Paperclip. I thought vaccines I vould make to save vorld from biological disaster. Now I question vhat happens if wrong person gets hand on vork. I cannot live vith this thought.”

Still half-asleep, she tried to clear her head enough to grasp the significance of what he was saying. “But–”

Kruger looked at her with tears glistening in his eyes. “You are vonderful granddaughter. You make old man proud. Can you ever forgive vhat I did?” 

She hesitated for only a moment, then knew what she had to do. Whatever happened, she had to make her peace. “Grandfather…” Her voice broke with emotion. “I want you to know...I forgive you.”

“Thank you, my dear child,” Kruger whispered. He reached for her hand and placed it in Dylan’s. “For my granddaughter I turn over care to you. Now away from here take her. I heard from river people, soldiers are on their vay. I thought Hernandez might be bluffing, but bluffing he vas not.”

The impact of his words shocked Leah fully awake. She tried to wrench her hand out of Dylan’s, but he held fast.

Kruger ignored her. “To confiscate and destroy my vork they come, but I have prepared. I had laboratory wired to explode if my vork was detected. I must to detonate bomb as soon as you go.” With a sweep of his hand, he indicated his resolve. “I have no intention to change mind, so do not question my decision. I must destroy all this before it falls into wrong hands and can be used for more death and destruction. You must at once go and report vhat you know to your government. I vill remain here.”

Leah finally wrenched her hand free of Dylan’s and grasped Kruger’s arm. “You can’t do this. It’s not right!”

Kruger tried to remove her hand. 

“Please don’t do this,” she pleaded. “Your life’s not over yet. I still need you.”

Kruger swallowed hard, but stood his ground. “I vant you should go now.”

Pain knocked the wind out of her. “No!” She clung to Kruger.

Kruger shot Dylan a telling look and pried her fingers free. Dylan gripped her arm.    

“Please come back with us,” she begged.

“I cannot,” Kruger said with resolve. “Away from here, I have no life. The CIA vill try to silence me. I must vith my formulas remain.”

“Please, Grandfather, please!” she begged. “Don’t do this, come with us. We’ll protect you.” She wasn’t sure what she meant, but she would come up with a plan later.

“Too late, mein kind.” Kruger thrust a labeled vial full of solution into Dylan’s free hand. “Take this.” 

“What is it?” Dylan placed the vial in his pocket.

“I make more potent vaccine than one presently used for menoccocal meningitis. It is all I can offer vorld.” He shoved Dylan’s shoulder. “Now take Leah and go!”

“Won’t you reconsider, Doctor?” Dylan asked. “You can come with us and still detonate the compound.”

“If soldiers thought I survived, they vill to follow me and place you in danger. I vant to choose way I die. You should leave now.”

Dylan tugged at Leah, but she struggled to loosen his grip. No matter how hard she tried, he held firm and urged her out the door. 

“Vait,” Kruger shouted from behind them. “Take this.” He handed Dylan a velvet sack. “It is her grandmother’s legacy. Now go!”

Against Leah’s utmost resistance, Dylan dragged her from the laboratory. 

“Please release me! Let me go!” She fought to free herself, but in spite of her struggles, Dylan marched her relentlessly forward.

As they passed the experimental monkey cages, she dug her heels in and managed to slow their progress. “Even if you won’t release me, can’t we let them go?” 

Dylan hesitated, studied the simians for a second too long. In his distraction, Leah saw her opportunity to turn back to the laboratory before it was too late. She twisted away from Dylan, but he grasped her wrist and yanked her toward the dock, refusing to answer her pleas about the monkeys, except to point out they might be infected and could spread disease.

All the way to the launch, she struggled to free herself. 

At the boat, he pushed her on board and shoved off shore, keeping a hand tightly clamped to her arm while she clawed at the gunwale, trying to get out. “We can’t do this. We have to stop him.”

Once off shore, Dylan jumped in beside her, breathing heavily. She lurched for the side, but he stopped her escape with a firm hand on her shoulder.     

“It’s too late. He’s made up his mind. I could see it in his eyes. There’s nothing you can do,” he said.

Tears of fear and frustration streamed down her cheeks. “I can’t let him die like this. I just can’t...” She choked on her emotion.

The engine failed to start, but Dylan managed to push the boat away from the island with rapid strokes of an oar while keeping an eye on her. “We have no choice.”

They had only gone about a quarter mile off shore when a tremendous blast shook the boat. Leah sprung to her feet, almost overturning the craft. She let out a horrified scream just before Dylan pulled her down and sheltered her in his arms. Flames and debris shot into the air where the compound had been. Waves on the normally peaceful water rocked beneath her feet. The stench of burning buildings reached her. 

Flames licked the sky and crackled close by. She stared helplessly at the inferno, with Dylan’s arms tightly roped around her. When he finally released her, she slid to the seat and buried her head in her hands. She continued to weep until long after Dylan had refueled, fired the engine and navigated beyond sight of the burning buildings. 

* * *

Safely downstream, Dylan fingered the black velvet sack by his side, the sack that Kruger had given him. Perhaps this gift would cheer Leah up. “Are you at all curious about what Kruger gave you?”

Leah wiped her swollen eyes. “I don’t remember him giving me anything.” she listlessly asked.

“You were too preoccupied to notice Kruger toss this to me just before we left the lab.”

“What is it?”    

“I’m not sure. Let’s check this out.” He released the gold drawstrings holding the sack shut and tipped its contents into a box on the deck. A hail of gold and silver trinkets, red and blue gemstones poured out and clanked against the container’s bottom.

The sun sent rays of rainbow colored light bouncing off the jewelry. “Oh my! I’ve never seen anything like this.” Leah ran her hands through a dazzling array of emeralds, rubies and sapphires. A multifaceted diamond threw off laser-like beams of light. She picked up a broach. “Look at this. I know something about jewelry, and it must be at least fifty years old. They don’t make jewelry like this anymore. It’s out of fashion.” She held it up to the light. “This must be the jewelry Kruger mentioned.” 

Dylan fingered a bangle. “You knew about this?”

She nodded. “He told me that he and my grandmother had converted their cash into jewelry in an attempt to smuggle it out of Germany before the Nazis could stop them. This must be the sack she left with him.” 

“And now it’s yours.” He reached into the sack to make sure it was empty. “Wait. There’s something more in here.” He pulled out a ring-sized box and peeled back the lid to reveal a delicate filigreed gold ring with a setting of fire opals. A tag dangled from the band. “What’s this?” Turning the tag toward him, he read, “‘To Leah, Your grandmother’s ring. She would want you to have it.’ Signed, ‘With Love, Your Grandfather’.”            

Leah took the ring he held out to her and solemnly studied it. “It’s beautiful.” Tears again welled in her eyes.

Dylan slipped the ring onto her ring finger. It slid on easily and fit. The ring sparkled between them. “Will you marry me?”

She stared down at the ring. “I would love nothing better. As a matter of fact, I would travel to the ends of the earth with you. I’d even brave the Maranon again.”

A big grin spread across his unshaven face. He ran his hand over the stubble. “I thought you had enough of that river?”

“Why? Many of my fondest memories are there. I feel like I grew up on that river.” 

“And so did I.” He held Leah’s eyes with his. Hers glittered like the jewelry. “I love you more than you can imagine.” He leaned forward and embraced her. She had become more valuable to him than all the jewelry in the world. From this day forth, he would never let anything, not all the jewels in Germany, come between them.

* * *

DEADLY AMAZON DISEASE CONTAINED

by Leah Roberts, Los Angeles Daily News Staff Writer
CUZCO, PERU— API- The Hermorrhagic Fever that spread throughout the Amazon basin has finally been fully contained according to government reports. The last known case of the disease was an elderly Amazon woman who died three weeks ago. 

The authorities have confirmed that an ex-Nazi Brazilian doctor was responsible for spreading the deadly disease that maimed or killed scores of Peruvians in the past two months. Dr. Frederick Von Schotten’s experiments with microbes led to the development of a hybrid of the Ebola and Handovers viruses. He is suspected of using this hybrid in experiments with the indigenous people of Peru, by doing so,  creating the recent outbreak of Hemorrhagic Fever. 

Sources say that at the time of his death at his jungle home in July, Von Schotten was working with rebel Peruvian soldiers to sell his secrets to an unspecified terrorist organization. Both the US State Department and the United Nations have appointed inspectors to investigate these allegations. Gail Rutledge, newly appointed special envoy to the United Nations said in a news conference Thursday, “The world is appalled by news that human subjects were being used in such deadly experiments, and we will do everything in our power to ferret out the truth of this matter.”  

Dr. Von Schotten was involved in Nazi experimentation on concentration camp victims at Buchenwald during the Second World War. Shortly after the war, Dr. Von Schotten disappeared from Germany and later resurfaced in Houston, Texas where he worked at a hospital doing biological research for the CIA under a program known only as Project Paperclip. When this clandestine project was exposed by the press in the late 1950s and congressional hearing were held, Von Schotten abandoned the United States for Brazil. The CIA’s role in the experimentation is still unclear. Congress is considering an independent investigation into the matter.

OBITUARY

DR. HEINZ KRUGER 

German Scientist and Researcher Dr. Heinz Kruger died in a fire at his Peruvian home on July 25,2002 at age 88. Dr. Kruger is best known for his research into smallpox and other communicable diseases and was one of the foremost scientists in the world working on developing vaccines for communicable diseases.

Dr. Kruger is survived by one granddaughter, Leah Roberts of Los Angeles. He will be fondly remembered as a learned and courageous man by his granddaughter, an Los Angeles Daily News correspondent who was visiting him in south America at the time of his death.

The End
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