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Prologue
 
    
 
   Straining against the wall, the masked man pushed against the heavy stone door. Set into the wall, it seemed a natural part of the cave, unrecognizable unless one knew it was there. The more he pressed the more the stone gave and slid. A crack appeared along one side. Slowly the crack widened until it was large enough that he was eventually able to get a finger hold in it. Exerting all of his strength, he slowly pulled it open enough to step inside. 
 
   The dust of centuries left a fine carpet across the floor, the fixtures and the artifacts inside. Lighting a torch, he found himself inside a room filled to the brim with treasures of every kind. 
 
   He quickly scoured the expanse and saw that it extended some distance out beneath the sandy floor of the desert above him. 
 
   Slowly he circuited the room and finally returned to the center of the cavern. He had seen the covered podium placed in a position of importance in the middle of the cave and wondered what it contained under that cloth covering; but left it to the end of his examination of the area. 
 
   Carefully removing the dust covered linen that shrouded the item beneath, he discovered a large tome, bound in hard leather, with vellum pages. Lifting the book he read the first entry:  
 
   Friday, 21 September 1492
 
   “My name is Christopher Columbus, named in part after my uncle and in part after Saint Christopher, the patron saint of sailors and travelers. But I go by Kit… a name which I have been called since I can remember… a name that honors my mother’s English heritage.
 
   “Recently my uncle asked me to be cabin-boy on the ship Santa Maria. The purpose of the trip is to find gold! …That and a new route west to the Spice Islands. 
 
   “Though I am nearly old enough to be enlisted as a sailor myself; he insisted that he have someone he could trust by his side. How could I refuse? But before I could accept, he told me that if I decided not to take the position he would give it to Pedro do Terreros instead. However, I told him I was honored by the post (which pushed Pedro to the Pinta), and since then have worked hard to show that I am grateful for it...”
 
   His heart skipped a beat as he took in what he had read. ‘Could it be…?’ he wondered to himself. 
 
   Quickly he flipped to the end of the book. His heart pounded as he found the final entry, clearly written in a different hand than the rest of the book.
 
   “My life began anew on the 17th of February in the year 1535, the day my father was murdered…” 
 
   “…The sea fog engulfed them…”
 
   …Despite his ever-growing concern for his son, Christopher (known as Kit in his youth) heeded to the safety of his crew and ordered the sails lowered to half mast as the ship slowly sank into the thickening mist around them. Shortly, even his own crew was difficult to spot. There they drifted along for half an hour while they waited for the fog to lift. With every second wasted, Christopher’s impatience grew.
 
   The emergence of a stiff wind blew past and as the sails billowed, the fog thinned with it. 
 
   “Ships!” shouted someone from the main deck. Before they could even be identified, Christopher knew who they were…Singh Pirates… and they had his son! 
 
   Christopher realized he had no means to outrun them, and frankly he didn’t want to. Like a wild boar caught in a snare, he was going to give it his all; come what may.
 
   The lifting of the veil of sea fog from before their eyes allowed the Singh to spot them as quickly as they were spotted. Ships were ordered to maneuver into position. 
 
   Then the flag dropped and the crack of cannon fire sounded as the waves of sound bounced off of Christopher’s ship seconds before the blast hit. 
 
   Men flew like matchsticks. Railings shattered and those not caught in the cannonball’s path were pierced with shards and splinters of wood and metal.
 
   The sudden surge in motion caused the few that were standing to drop to the deck. Those that were dead or supporting themselves unsteadily by the broken railing shortly found themselves without sure footing and slid off the broken side into the water. 
 
   Then as quickly as the sound had dissipated, their cries cut through the ensuing silence as it filled the air again. 
 
   A few were caught unaware during a game of chance, a sport that was expressly forbidden during working hours. A dozen of these men were brutally butchered during the opening salvo, like a bolt from the blue, dispatching their souls to their final rest. 
 
   The wind that pushed their back, died at that moment and they were stuck to fight where they were. 
 
   “To battle!” 
 
   “Return fire!” 
 
   Two of the pirates hauled up young Kit to watch the destruction of his father’s ship. 
 
   It was at that moment that Christopher saw him. “Son!” he called across the waves. Yet Kit was too far away to hear his father’s voice. 
 
   One of the two men that had dragged the young man to the deck allowed his attention to be momentarily diverted from the captive in his arms. Kit used that split second to step into the instep of the other, temporarily crippling him. As the diverted man turned back, Kit twisted and hit him hard on the nose with the palm of his open hand, giving him an upward blow. The blow forced a sliver of the nasal bone cavity into the man’s brain, killing him even before the man had time to drop to the deck. While the pirate’s body fell, Kit sprinted forward and dived overboard as another volley of cannon balls flew through the air. 
 
   The sea ran red. Shark fins sliced through the water looking to feast on the dead and dying. 
 
   Kit swam strong, as a monster of a great white brushed passed him, pulled elsewhere by the overwhelming scent of spilt blood. Another smaller shark swam around him and decided to try a nibble; however, a powerful hit to the nose sent it on its way. As Kit clambered up the side of his father’s ship, the sharks began their feeding frenzy.
 
    
 
   As if the sharks were a similitude of the fight above, relentlessly the two factions tore at each other like beasts scratching and clawing for dominance. 
 
   Seeing his son ‘safe’ on his own deck, Christopher began to respond with more fury than before. For every hole the pirates carved into Christopher’s hull, they returned two that carved theirs. For every volley that came, two were rained upon the other. 
 
   It wasn’t long before Christopher had destroyed the pirates’ rudder and burned their sail… yet these ‘brothers of the seven circles’ came on. Cannon fire rained down upon Christopher’s ship and soon his own sails were ablaze.
 
   Despite the flames, the pirates came on. 
 
   With a solid bump the ship he stood upon jolted as his and the pirates’ ships were connected and fastened tight. Like a tidal wave unchecked, an onslaught of men came pouring over the sides. They came on with inhuman horrors; brutal for the sake of savagery. Their scimitars cleaved swiftly and viciously. 
 
   Yet Christopher would have nothing of it. He would not give up his ship. He saw his son take up the sword against the scimitar and smiled grimly to himself. Dropping his Captain’s coat to the deck to give his arms more maneuverability, he launched himself into the foray, working his practiced arm against those that stood in his way.
 
   As he fought his way towards his son, one man stood aloof, watching him. The one man that was Christopher’s equal: Kabai Singh. 
 
   Laughing out loud Kabai exclaimed, “At last a worthy foe!” 
 
   Meanwhile, like an unwavering oak Christopher stood against the onslaught. His well practiced sword singing in his mighty arm as he parted those scurvy dogs like Moses did the sea. 
 
   Kabai stepped forward, his opponent elected. As he approached the captain, he scooped up the discarded coat and wore it on his smaller frame, showing his contempt for Christopher’s authority and as a means to infuriate and unnerve his opponent. Whether ‘friend’ or foe, all were threshed before his wrath as he approached the one man that he deemed worthy to fight him. 
 
   Kit moved forward to help his father but as Kabai locked swords with Christopher, the sails fell, veiling them in flames. The heat of the fire was too intense to move forward and other pirates continued to steal his attention as engagement after engagement wore on him.   
 
   Yet, through the flames and scorched sailcloth, he could make out the two engaged swords, parrying, striking, blocking. 
 
   The rest of Christopher’s crew had been dispatched or were in the process of the same, as more pirates went through the ship and stripped it of its goods; tossing overboard anything they deemed unimportant so as to make certain nothing was gone through twice. Gone were Christopher’s riches, his personal chests tossed into the boiling sea.
 
   Yet, the fight continued, each a master of his own weapon, each equaled in skill and strength, the one fighting for the destruction of evil, the other attempting to promote the opposite. 
 
   The deck itself began to burn as the two continued in their eternal quest, each knowing that the outcome of this fight would decide both their fates. Then, whether by fate or providence, Christopher’s foot fell through a burned portion of the deck, the wood splintering beneath; fire dropping onto the powder kegs below.
 
   Kit looked up in time to see Kabai’s final thrust as Kabai dropped his sword through Christopher’s neck. His father continued to thrust as life slipped from him. Yet both opponents knew his time had come.
 
   As Kit’s father slumped down, eyes wide as death approached, the Singh released the weapon and turned his back from the man as if he were of lesser caliber, not staying long enough even to see Christopher’s body hit the deck.
 
   The flames continued to climb, but Kit didn’t care. Leaving his sword in the pirate he had just dispatched he hurried forward, ignoring the flames that were steadily climbing around him. 
 
   Unknown to him, time itself was done with the fight, and like a pestilence, the inferno raging on the main deck had swept through the remainder of the ship; infecting the hull, the boards and the powder-kegs. 
 
   As Kit ran and jumped through the flames, he snatched up his father’s sword, and with a wild cry of “Revenge!” he lunged himself at the retreating form of Kabai Singh and buried the sword in his back. 
 
   At that moment the powder kegs exploded. The ship blew apart into a thousand pieces and Kit was thrown into the sea.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1
 
    
 
   ...1492...
 
    
 
   “My name is Christopher Columbus, named in part after my uncle and in part after Saint Christopher, the patron saint of sailors and travelers. But I go by Kit… a name which I have been called since I can remember… a name that honors my mother’s English heritage.
 
   “Recently my uncle asked me to be cabin-boy on the ship Santa Maria. The purpose of the trip is to find gold! …That and a new route west to the Spice Islands. 
 
   “Though I am nearly old enough to be enlisted as a sailor myself; he insisted that he have someone he could trust by his side. How could I refuse? But before I could accept, he told me that if I decided not to take the position he would give it to Pedro do Terreros instead. However, I told him I was honored by the post (which pushed Pedro to the Pinta), and since then have worked hard to show that I am grateful for it.”
 
    
 
   When Kit arrived on the island of Cuba he was amazed by what he saw. The ship had entered on the southwest river and found it deep without any large boulders to impede the sailing. Flora reached right to the edge of the water, giving the appearance that the tide didn’t even exist. The whole of the river was lined with rich vegetation; trees of every shade of green overshadowed the banks and flocks of brightly colored parrots briefly overshadowed the skies. The greater surprise came by way of the people of Cuba. A handful of tribesmen came down to the water’s edge to visit the strangers. They were generally naked, with just a few of them wearing a loincloth. However, they were painted. Some of them were painted over their chest while others only had a few stripes around the eyes, or across the forehead. 
 
   One of them caught Kit’s attention immediately as he simply dived into the water and swam to the ship. There was no fear in his eyes, and having arrived at the outer hull of the ship, he simply surveyed the ‘impassable’ tower of wood in front of him and proceeded to climb it. 
 
   Kit was one of the two men that helped him over the gunwale onto the main deck. He communicated with them that he was friendly through spoken word and then through signs as he realized they did not speak his language. He was dressed only in a cotton loincloth, and like the others had paint on his face, but unlike the others, his single red paint line followed the tip of his hairline down his forehead, covering his nose and continued to the base of his neck. He was built magnificently and not nearly as dark as those people of the Canary Islands. Instead he was almost bronze.  He was obviously young, probably late teens or early twenties. He called himself Caribo.
 
   Kit liked him immediately. Anyone who had the courage to swim out to such a vessel that was filled with strangers was either incredibly brave, reckless, or both. What wasn’t there to like?
 
   Caribo became the official spokesman for the party, through hand signs mostly, and as the days passed both Kit and Caribo expanded their vocabulary of each other’s language, Caribo instructing Kit in his native tongue and Kit in return teaching the young man Spanish. 
 
   The Admiral had gifts laid out, from small trinkets such as glass beads to samples of European food including apples and hard sea biscuits. In return the Cubans laid out a variety of gifts for the ship, and although the native gifts included spices, fish, and some native volcanic ore… the one item the crown required was not among them— gold. 
 
   True, a few of the natives wore ornaments and carried emblems made of the precious metal, but it came to light that the items were acquired through trade rather than mined on their island. 
 
   As the crew tarried among the Cuban people, Kit become bored with the ship and wanted to stay on the island. He took it up with his Uncle.
 
   After a bit of weighing the pros and cons of such a venture, Admiral Columbus agreed. “Keep in mind Kit, that my mission is to find gold and spices enough to make this trip worthwhile to the crown,” he admonished, referring to Ferdinand and Isabel. “So, be careful and learn what you can. We have a lot in the way of trade items, including these glass beads that the natives seem to like so much.” He paused for a moment as if deciding whether or not to let Kit in on a grave secret. “And… I’ve heard that there’s a golden city around here somewhere. The Cubans believe it may be southwest.” His eyes dropped for a moment. “It would be wonderful if you found out some clue that leads to it…” he trailed off.
 
   So, Kit found himself guest in Caribo’s house. There he dropped his supplies and took in his living arrangements. 
 
    
 
   It was on the 1st of December, 1492, when Admiral Columbus told Kit of his plans to leave Cuba. Kit implored his uncle to allow him to stay behind, that he may learn the locals’ language and later travel with Caribo to seek out the city of gold. His uncle deliberated long on it, and in the end gave his permission.
 
   “The situation is a tricky one, Kit. I need to find the city, but I want to find it for ourselves, not for the Crown. But…”
 
   “But what?”
 
   “But I fear for you. When I’m gone, you will be utterly alone.”
 
   “I am a man now.  I can do this! I want to do this, uncle!”
 
   “Yes,” admitted the admiral, “you are a man now.” He paused while he churned over the many thoughts that flitted through his mind. 
 
   With a mighty sigh, he gave his consent. “Fine. Go have an adventure… and Kit…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Above all else find us that golden city!”
 
   So Kit stayed behind while his uncle moved on to Hispanola, founded the outpost of La Navidad and eventually left via the Niña for Spain. As his ship departed, the admiral pondered aloud, “Now what will I tell his father…?”
 
    
 
   That same night Kit planned to retire early to rest up for the upcoming trip. However, Caribo had other plans for him. 
 
   Caribo steered him first back to the center of the village where a large banquet was displayed that contained a little of everything from the island. Kit was pressed onto a small stool that sat on a palm mat. Caribo sat on the palm mat near him. Kit looked around and realized that only one other person had a stool and that was the chief of the village. Obviously, he had been given a place of honor. He bowed to the people in respect and upon straightening the third time, the people let out a wild welcoming yell. Drums began to beat, creating a rhythmic atmosphere.
 
   A carving of a pregnant woman dominated the center of the plaza and fires had been set on the four corners of the square. There they cast dancing shadows across the whole plaza, making the carving seem alive.
 
   Kit sat in awe of it all, but sudden movement to his left pulled his attention from the statue. Into his field of vision moved thirteen women, dressed only in long grass skirts that hung down from their waists. Their breasts were bare and painted in ceremonial colors and feathers adorned their hair. They wore leggings as well, that were made of strings of shells that fell from their calves and hung down to their ankles. 
 
   The women began a hypnotic dance, their moves gyrating to the beat of the drums, with the spectators chanting together in chorus. The tinkling of the women’s shells gave a lighter edge to the whole experience while the painted chests of the dancing women captivated all of Kit’s attention. As if on cue, the drums stopped and just as quickly as it had begun, the dancing was instantly over. 
 
   As the dancers left the stage, a new figure entered. 
 
   Now the villagers took up a new chant. Only this time it started as a whisper. 
 
   The man was also naked aside from a decorated loincloth, feathers, and paint. The one difference that made him stand out was that he wore a strangely carved wooden mask, which was in the shape of some sort of animal or demon. Caribo hurriedly explained that he was the zemi, a local shaman. He was there to ask their local deity for a blessing on the food.
 
   Straightaway the chanting stopped and the zemi presented the chief with a long stick that was about the width of a thumb. Then leaving the stick with the cacique, the zemi hurried away to collect the carving of the pregnant woman. “The figure of the Cemie”, explained Caribo, “The local deity”.
 
   Kit was in awe. ‘What next?’ he wondered to himself. 
 
   Caribo answered the unspoken thought with a point of his hand. With the shaman holding the Cemie in front of him, the chanting stopped as the chief stood and brought the stick up in front of him. Then placing the stick into his mouth, he abruptly shoved it far inside and whipped it out again in time to avoid vomiting all over it. As he regurgitated his meal the whole place erupted in cheer! 
 
   Kit started to stand but Caribo pulled him down. “It is the purging of impurities of the body and soul,” he made him understand, “to give place for the spirit of Cemie.”
 
   ‘Great,’ thought Kit. 
 
   The swallowing stick was passed onto the next in line. One by one the villagers took the stick and purged themselves. 
 
   As the purging took place, naked women served bread, first to the zemi, then to the cacique, followed by the other people. “The sacred bread is a powerful protector,” said Caribo, obviously pleased with the whole ceremony.
 
   Following the bread, fermented mango drink was given to each member of the tribe, all sipping from the same gourd.  
 
   Finally, the swallowing stick was placed into Kit’s hand by Caribo on his left. Kit swallowed hard and then, dropped the stick down his throat. 
 
   He knew he didn’t need the stick. He needed only to think about how many other mouths that stick had been in to cause him to regurgitate. 
 
   As he pulled out the stick and vomited his last meal, or the lack thereof, the crowd quieted. A woman came and carefully wiped his mouth with the dyed and finely decorated cotton cloth from her sash; her bare chest leaning upon his shoulder. Then, taking a broken piece of the bread, she placed it gingerly into his mouth, caressing his lips with her fingers. 
 
   Kit took it all in stride, and slowly chewed as he felt hundreds of eyes upon him. As the woman finished her part in the ceremony another took her place. 
 
   This new woman brought the gourd to his lips, and tasting the fermented mango, he nearly spit it out, but forced himself to take a swallow. As he did so, she straightened up causing Kit to follow her with his eyes. 
 
   A loud cheer echoed through the village. 
 
   Caribo, having finished the ritual immediately before Kit, clapped his hand on Kit’s left shoulder. “You are now one of us!” he announced. 
 
   Then came the feast. And what a feast it was!
 
   The Cuban diet centered on wild meat or fish, and there were lots of different fish; and much to Kit’s chagrin, they tended to eat their fish either raw or only partially cooked. However, he shortly found out that the fish wasn’t so bad… as they also ate snakes, various rodents, bats, worms, and birds. In general, any living thing they could find with the exception of humans. Ducks and turtles rounded out the protein side of the meal. 
 
   Aside from the meat, Cassava bread which they made from grated yucca seemed to be the staple of the Cubans. Additionally, this coastal tribe used maize. They also presented squash, beans, peppers, sweet potatoes, yams and peanuts.
 
   Then there were the fruits and berries. So many different varieties; so many different flavors. Kit could barely stand by the end of it. He was stuffed.
 
   He needn’t have worried. There was no need to get up, as next came an oral history lesson: the singing of the village epic in honor of the cacique and his ancestors. As the tale was spun, sweet water was passed around to help down the various culinary works.
 
   The tale continued and Kit found himself enthralled with the poem. He didn’t notice the rhythmic accompaniment until later, but then at one especially gripping moment the poet paused. It was then that the maraca, a piece of hardwood, which was beaten with pebbles, really stood out as the rift in a musical sonata.
 
   Finally, the night was over, and Kit and Caribo were lying in their respective hammocks. The excitement of the next day was nearly too much for Kit. Though he was well fed and should have been sleeping with ease, he was wide awake. 
 
   ‘Maybe I should go over any last minute preparations,’ he thought. ‘Let’s see,’ he continued to himself, ‘I have to get this hammock unstrung… I’ll need to bring the cassava juice with us in a gourd…’ This was a poisonous juice that was squeezed from the cassava root that the locals used to poison the tips of their arrows. ‘…then there’s my father’s gifts of the pistols, …and the espada roperas …’—yawn— ‘…and the…’
 
   And that was the last conscious thought Kit entertained until the following morning.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
    
 
   The following morning was a flurry of activity. Kit and Caribo needed to get their transportation needs taken care of, followed by the stocking of provisions.
 
   Caribo was quite proud to show Kit their new boat, having worked most of it himself. 
 
   He led Kit down to the river’s edge and there he proudly displayed his dugout canoe. It was long, sleek and well designed. Caribo had carved a depiction of how they met alongside the outer edge. Kit was duly impressed, and well he should have been; for Caribo had been working on the craft for the past few months, and it was beautiful. 
 
   It did not strike Kit as odd to travel the ocean in this craft for he had seen just what amazing work the Cubans could do in their dugouts.  
 
   The Cubans loved to travel. Typically, they could be found travelling the rivers and the sea in search of fish. Additionally they were great traders well known on various islands and the mainland. 
 
   The Cubans’ primary form of travel was in a dugout canoe. The dugout canoes varied in size from small (fitting just two members of the tribe) to large (in which seventy to eighty people could all fit the hollowed out trunk). Not only were the canoes propelled by their streamlined swath and deep paddles, they also used sails made from the woven leaves of the moriche palm or cotton. 
 
   The Cubans were very proud of their cotton and grew and produced it for use in all areas of life from ceremonial to the mundane: from ceremonial sashes to fishing nets, hammocks, and sails. 
 
   In this case Caribo had made his canoe of the Ceiba tree, commonly called the Kapok... a wood that is naturally very buoyant. He made it slightly larger than the average two-man canoe in order to leave room for their supplies. 
 
   Kit suggested and received consent from Caribo to supplement the woven moriche palm sail with a cotton sail. The combined effort really caught the wind and looked as if it would do well on a long voyage. 
 
   In addition to food and water, stored mainly in gourds, Caribo also brought indigenous weapons of his own make. 
 
   Though the Cubans themselves were a peaceful people, they did have enemies and on occasion needed to defend themselves from the Caribs; a neighboring tribe reputed to be cannibals.
 
    
 
   Caribo understood the Caribs all too well, being half Carib himself. 
 
   His mother was Carib by birth, but she adamantly refused to participate in the ritual ceremony of victory that the legend of cannibalism originated from; a legend that the Caribs permitted neighboring tribes to believe in as it helped in their fight against their enemies. 
 
   Though they did not eat human flesh, victims of the Caribs were ritually sacrificed and bled, with the victim’s blood ceremonially drunk.  
 
   Then one day Caribo’s mother found a man that had made landfall on their island as a result of a storm, who was a trader by profession, who told her of others that lived on neighboring islands. Though he was captured and killed, the idea of escape was planted in her mind and allowed to germinate.
 
   When she was finally old enough to make a getaway, she ran away, and by chance of ocean currents, ended up on the island of Cuba, where she met Caribo’s father. 
 
   There they fell in love. 
 
   The Caribs noticed that they had lost one of their own—to the Cubans, no less—and wanted her back. But Caribo’s father wasn’t going to give her up. 
 
   A mighty battle ensued between the Cubans and the Caribs and in the end, the Cubans won. However, Caribo’s father died, never knowing his new wife carried the physical representation of his love inside of her. 
 
   Many months later, the widow that had renounced the Caribs to stay with the Cubans had her son. Thus, when Caribo was born, his mother named him “Caribo” which in the native Cuban tongue means “not of Carib”, in reference to the life she left behind. 
 
   Despite the name, and the great demeanor of Caribo, his features still betrayed the high cheekbones and nose of the Caribs, features that shamed him and caused him to try to hide them through face paint. 
 
   Kit never knew the history of his friend and really wouldn’t have cared aside from the friendship that Caribo demonstrated.
 
    
 
   Caribo packed his weapons into the vessel while Kit stored the food and water. In went the bows and arrows, along with the cassava poison for the arrow tips. He added some long cotton ropes for defense and some spears with fish hooks on the end. Since there were hardwoods on the island, he was also able to add a war club made of macana. 
 
   The hammocks were packed, along with two espadas that belonged to Kit. The last item to be packed were the two silver pistols Kit’s uncle had given him. 
 
   Most of the tribe saw them off, and it surprised Kit to find that he had grown so fond of them. However the feeling of adventure overwhelmed him; and tossing his head back, he gulped in some of the salty air while a smile of anticipation crossed his face.
 
    
 
   The Caribbean Sea is connected with the Gulf of Mexico by the Yucatán Channel, a passage 120 miles wide between Cuba and the Peninsula itself. The ocean’s currents were in their favor as well as the wind. Caribo and Kit found that they really had little paddling to do, despite the drag that was caused by the Sargasso kelp that seemed to cover the majority of their trip. 
 
   The trip was somewhat long and for the most part uneventful as they passed their time in conversation. It was early in the afternoon of the next day when they finally saw it: land! The northernmost tip of the Yucatán! Unbeknownst to Kit, he was the first white man to reach the New World.
 
    
 
   The decision to head south was a difficult one. 
 
   “The water seems to want us to go that way,” Caribo rightly pointed out to Kit as he indicated north.
 
   “True,” he assented, “but my uncle asked me to search out the Golden City he had heard about,” replied Kit, “…and I would not be here had it not been for my uncle. The rumors are that the city is that direction,” continued Kit, pointing south. “Besides, we can always go north again later if we don’t find anything to the south; and the waters will help us along our way,” he concluded, his argument made.
 
   Caribo studied the landscape. “Then we will go south, as you say,” he finally consented. 
 
   Their southern meanderings along the coast took them many days in their canoe.
 
   Eventually they arrived at the mouth of a large river. 
 
   “What do you say?” Kit asked his friend. “Do we explore it or keep going south?”
 
   “I am tired of this southern trip. We haven’t found anything. Let’s explore,” Caribo frankly replied.
 
   “Agreed,” said Kit. So it was decided. 
 
   The river was huge and flowed from the west. Caribo was tired of paddling against the current and said so, but Kit wanted to press on. The current in that part of the outer fringe of the river wasn’t too strong, so Kit offered. 
 
   “Tell you what. I’ll paddle for a time and you sleep.” 
 
   Caribo didn’t need to be told twice, and without a word, and with a grunt of assent, he laid down his paddle and folding himself down into the canoe, drifted off into a deep sleep.
 
   It was the lack of motion that woke him a few hours later.  Groggily he stretched and yawned as he tried to wake up. He realized his companion wasn’t in the canoe and sitting up, searched him out along the shore. When he saw Kit his pupils widened.
 
   More through reflex than through anything else, he swept up his bow and arrow and brought it to bear upon his friend and partner in travel. Without even consideration for the logistics of such a long range shot from such a primitive weapon, he let the arrow fly. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
    
 
   The arrow sped steadily… ever closer to Kit’s head. Yet Kit had no idea of the projectile that was on its way. 
 
   Kit stood under a large tree with grayish bark, shiny green leaves and spikes of small greenish flowers. Above him hung green and greenish-yellow fruits that looked like small apples. The tree leaned inward a bit from the shore, an obvious natural windbreak, and had small crabs clustered around its base.
 
   As Kit reached up to pick its fruit, the arrow narrowly missed his head and caught the fruit a half second before his hand closed on it.
 
   Everything seemed to happen in slow motion as Kit’s heart sped up and he whirled around to discover who was shooting at him. 
 
   To his surprise it was Caribo.
 
   “Don’t move friend!” Caribo called out, nocking another arrow. “If you want to live, friend, keep your hands where I can see them and slowly walk toward me.”
 
   Kit didn’t know why Caribo shot the arrow at him, but did as he was told. He considered his weapons and realized there was no chance to get at his pistol before Caribo could let fly another arrow. The last one was so close to him that it cut a small apple out of his outstretched hand before he could even close on it, and that was from over 150 meters! He considered his swords, and realized he had left them in the canoe. Slowly, with his hands in view, he walked toward Caribo, altogether forgetting the fruit.
 
   As Kit approached Caribo, he kept his hands out with the palms showing. When he was about half the distance between the tree and Caribo, Caribo immediately relaxed, dropped his weapon, and even let out a hearty laugh. “You really had me scared my friend. I thought I would surely need to build a funeral pyre for you.”
 
   Kit stopped and eyed his ‘friend’ quizzically. His obviously confused look sent a new wave of laughter through Caribo.
 
   “Please tell me the joke,” Kit commented drily. 
 
   “Caribo regained some composure and began, “I woke to see you about to pick the fruit of the manchineel tree. It is a deadly fruit.  It is a deadly tree.”
 
   “What?” burst out Kit. “But they’re just apples.”
 
   “No,” corrected Caribo. “They are not apples but a fruit that resembles the apple,” said Caribo in reference to the fruit his people received as gifts when the Europeans had first arrived, “…however, this fruit is very dangerous. It is a very bad fruit. It will kill you.”
 
   Kit finally relaxed, allowing himself to take in the situation. 
 
   Caribo came near and he explained. “The manchineel tree and its parts contain strong poisons. The Caribs use the sap of this tree to poison their darts (and are known to poison the water supply of their enemies with the leaves). As a form of torture they tie victims to this tree and leave them exposed to the outside... especially the rain.”
 
   Kit stared on incredulous.
 
   Seeing that Kit either wasn’t understanding or didn’t believe him, Caribo continued, “Contact with the manchineel tree can cause very bad problems. Just touching the milky sap makes you feel like you are on fire. You get raised skin and red burns.  But that is not all,” warned his friend, “the leaves, bark, sap and fruit of the tree are all poisonous. Eating the fruit, as you almost did,” he reminded Kit, “though the smell is good, and I am told the fruit has a very good taste, is deadly. Swallowing even a tiny amount of the fruit will cause the tongue to have bumps and the mouth and throat will close tight making brave men faint and die in agony. Even standing under the tree is bad if it is raining. The water burns as it passes through the leaves and fruit.”
 
   “If this is so dangerous why hasn’t it been abolished?” asked Kit. 
 
   This time Caribo looked quizzical. 
 
   “Destroyed,” Kit answered his unvoiced question.
 
   “Ah! Cutting this tree will cause the sap to squirt. Burning this tree makes the sap to be carried in the smoke and burn the eyes and skin of people that are close to the smoke. If the sap, or smoke from the burning tree enters the eyes it will make you no longer see,” Caribo finished.
 
   ‘Blindness,’ thought Kit, ‘practically death in this environment.’ Openly he stated, “Warning taken.” Then as an afterthought he added, “Thank you, my friend, I owe you my life.”
 
   “It was nothing, my friend. But remember it.” Caribo smiled back.
 
   Several hours later the two of them were further along the river. As Kit trailed his fingers in the water, he commented to Caribo, “I just saw something I don’t believe I saw.” 
 
   “What was it?” asked Caribo. 
 
   “Well, I can only describe it as a living greenish-gray log with eyes on top of its head!” 
 
   “Be wary of this animal, Kit. My people know its smaller cousin and he will grab you with his many teeth and drag you underwater, never to be seen again.”
 
   “A lovely place, this river,” replied Kit, sarcastically, as he pulled his fingers out of the water. They stayed quite vigilant after that.
 
   As they followed the river, they eventually came to a large lake. More than 100 miles long and averaging 45 miles wide, its western border lay only 12 miles from the Pacific Ocean. 
 
   The size of the lake was amazing in itself, but Kit and Caribo were even more amazed to see sharks circling the dugout canoe. Caribo dropped his hand into the water and cupped out a handful. Tasting it his face lighted up. “This water is fresh, not salt,” he said with a surprised look to Kit. 
 
   “Hmmm. Freshwater sharks…” Before Kit could finish what he was about to say, a strange creature leapt out of the water, with a shark in close pursuit. The fish had the appearance of a saw in front, as if it were used to cut down large trees.  “…and a saw-head fish. The wonders of this world never cease to surprise me!”
 
   In the distance beyond where the saw-headed fish landed was an island topped by twin volcanoes. The place was a haven of beauty mingled with just enough oddities to keep the boys heads turning in every direction. As they neared the island, howler monkeys announced their approach. Like a siren to the local inhabitants, men came pouring out of the forest and into dug-out canoes. Shortly the many canoes had pulled up along side of the boys and through words and gestures the boys were made known to follow them. 
 
   Kit and Caribo resigned themselves to fate as they dug their paddles into the water after the head canoe. 
 
   “At least we haven’t been killed by them yet,” said Kit, trying to sound jovial despite the circumstances. 
 
   “Yet…” echoed Caribo pessimistically, as he sized up the tribesmen around them. 
 
   The tribesmen led the boys past the towing volcanic cones of the island to the far shore. There they were prodded and directed towards an ornate building of some magnitude where they met chief Nicarao, a rich ruler who lived in Nicaraocali the ruling city of the tribe. 
 
   “Who are you? Where do you hail from? Why are you here?” The verbal interrogation lasted some time before the guards lightened up. 
 
   Once the king and his guards realized that the boys were just adventurers in search of gold, the tribunal relaxed. Jokingly, they called Kit and Caribo ‘chontal’, a term meaning ‘foreigner’, but relating to a lesser tribe east of them. In the end the Niquiranos were very friendly and helpful. 
 
   Yes, they knew of the Golden City, but claimed it was north, not south, and that it sat on a large lake named Texcoco. In fact not only had they heard of the city but they had been tribesmen of it when it was still part of Teotihuacan. 
 
   However, as Teotihuacan fell, on the advice of their religious leaders, they traveled south until they encountered the lake with the two volcanoes rising out of the waters. There they stopped and built anew, finally founding their great city of Nicaraocali. 
 
   However, the boys were warned to not approach the Golden City, which the Niquiranos called Tenochtitlan, as the Aztec that lived there was a blood-thirsty group. 
 
   Kit and Caribo thanked them for the advice and inquired what was west of them.
 
   The reply from the Niquiranos was an astonishing one. Less than a day’s walk west was the ‘Mighty Waters’.
 
   “Can it be that we are on another island?” asked Kit, amazed. “It seems that every island is larger than the first.”
 
   Caribo passed the question onto the Niquiranos and replied, “No. they say that this is no island as they have never found the end thereof. That the land stretches very far north and south, but only a short distance west and east.”
 
   “Well, what do you say?” asked Kit.
 
   “I say we see these mighty waters,” replied Caribo.
 
   “That’s what I was hoping you would say,” replied Kit. 
 
    
 
   The mighty waters were mighty indeed. Yet a larger surprise awaited them: one of the most beautiful beaches on the Pacific. The pure white sand was bordered by tropical forests on one side and the Pacific Ocean on the other. There they found thousands upon thousands of sea turtles. They had stumbled on their mating and nesting areas. The huge numbers left them in awe and again filled them with wonder. 
 
   “I suspect I know what we will be eating tonight,” remarked Caribo drily as he took in the grand scene.
 
   Apart from the beautiful beach, the area behind them was made up of tropical dry forests and mangroves. There they found the forest full of an array of animals including monkeys, garrobo negro, coyotes, raccoons, iguana verde, skunks, and legartijas. Hundreds of birds also made this small Eden their home, some of which feasted on turtle eggs.
 
   They rested along the beach for a few days, playing in the surf, having found sport by being towed out via grabbing two sea turtles below the upper shell, just behind the head, only to let go and ride the surf in… belly style on a piece of driftwood. Kit soon bored of this amusement and decided it was time to pursue his quest of exploring this New World; never knowing that he had made yet another historical first, setting foot in the Pacific Ocean years ahead of the rest of the Old World explorers.
 
   They made their way back the way they had come, deciding that travel via canoe was easier and quicker than by foot. 
 
   True to their word, the Niquiranos had not only guarded their canoe, but had also supplied them with a number of trinkets and supplies in exchange for some of Kit’s brightly colored glass beads. 
 
   The return trip down the river and the subsequent travel north following the coastline was a delight to them, as they were finally moving in the direction of the flowing water.
 
   It wasn’t many days later that they passed the place where they had first made landfall and decided to travel south.
 
   Again everything was new to them. As they rounded the Yucatán Peninsula they decided to make landfall again. According to the Niquiranos, somewhere in this area north was the Golden City of Tenochtitlan which sat on Lake Texcoco.
 
   Luck was on their side for they shortly came to the stone structures of the Maya. 
 
   Kit and Caribo decided it was best to approach unseen. Pulling alongside the sea cliffs, they carefully hid their canoe and hiked the remaining distance to the closest building. 
 
   The city was built of massive blocks of gray stone and was protected on one side by steep sea cliffs and on the landward side by a wall that averaged eight to sixteen feet in height. The wall was also exceptionally thick and long on the side parallel to the sea. The part of the wall that ran the width of the site was slightly shorter and thinner on both sides. Kit realized that constructing this massive wall would have taken an enormous amount of energy and time, which showed how important defense was to this people at the time they built the city. 
 
   On the southwest and northwest corners there were small watch towers, showing again how well defended the city was. There were five narrow gateways in the wall with two each on the north and south sides and one on the west. Near the northern side of the wall a small natural sinkhole provided the city with fresh water. 
 
   It was through that northern opening past the impressive wall that Kit and Caribo entered the city.
 
   The first free-standing building they found was something to be admired. There a stone step ran around the base of the building which sat on a low substructure. The doorways to the building were narrow with columns that appeared to be used as support of the building. Beyond, the walls flared out and there were two sets of molding near the top. 
 
   They entered the building closest to them but found it devoid of all life. Looking around, ample sunlight filtered in from two small windows, onto a small altar at the back wall. The vaulted room made their conversation sound distant. No other voice could be heard. 
 
   “Where were the people?” Kit wondered aloud as he craned his neck to take in the lofty structure.
 
   They climbed to the outer wall for better view. Before them stretched a vast city with temples, pyramids, and other buildings undreamt of in Europe. The buildings seemed to rise straight out of the jungle, with huge fruit bearing trees between them, lining the avenues, giving shade.
 
   “It’s a great city, but there are no roofs of gold…” Kit started, 
 
   “…and no people,” finished Caribo.
 
   “Well then…?”
 
   “Then come, let us explore,” Caribo agreed. 
 
   They explored other buildings and other rooms, with similar results. It was as if the entire city had quite abruptly and of one accord, left everything and disappeared. 
 
   It was on such reconnoiter that Caribo first heard humanity. “Kit. Do you hear voices?”
 
   Kit strained to hear what Caribo heard and surprise crossed his face as he too heard the distant shout of many voices. 
 
   “I do! Let’s go!”
 
   They followed the sound as they wended their way through the immense city. Then, having found the place where the voices were coming from, they climbed the great outer wall for a bird’s eye view of the event inside. 
 
   They found themselves overlooking a huge open stadium where a ballgame was being played.  
 
   Played inside a long, narrow alley and flanked by brightly painted walls, the nearest side sported a large stone ring. 
 
   Kit and Caribo watched the game for some time from their hiding place. The game seemed structured and was definitely the cultural affair of the city. 
 
   The rules didn’t make much sense at first, but as Kit and Caribo continued to watch, the rules made more sense to them. To begin with, the players couldn’t use their hands at all. They had to pass the ball by kicking or bumping with their bodies. 
 
   Points were lost by a player who let the ball bounce more than twice before returning it to the other team, or who let the ball go outside the boundaries of the court, or who tried and failed to pass the ball through one of the stone rings placed on each wall along the center line. 
 
   Points were gained if the ball hit the opposite end wall, while the decisive victory was reserved for the team that put the ball through a ring. However, placing the ball through the ring was a rare event—as the rings were set six meters off the playing field, or as Kit observed it, about three times his own height—and most games were likely won on points rather than by getting the ball through the ring.
 
   Kit and Caribo were undecided as to what they should do; show themselves or leave while they had the chance. It was Caribo that eventually sold Kit on a plan. He volunteered to go forward and make contact with the people of the city, saying that he was a better choice, being less of a shock to the people than a white boy would be. Kit finally gave in, reluctantly, and Caribo stepped down into view. 
 
   Kit had a bad feeling about this.
 
   As Caribo stepped down, a mighty cheer went forth from the crowds signaling the end of the game. Just as Caribo turned the corner of the giant stone Jaguar that guarded the entrance to the court, one of the spectators had just descended from the viewing stands to leave. Unfortunately it was one who had dealt with the Caribs before… and not with positive results.
 
   “A Carib!  A Carib within the city walls!” shouted the man that first pointed him out. The cry went before the onlookers. 
 
   Before Kit had found any means to do anything to help his friend, Caribo was roughly grabbed and hauled into the arena. 
 
   Caribo tried to explain that he was not a Carib, that he hated them as much as these people obviously did. He pleaded; he tried to resist, but he was forcibly maneuvered to the far end of the court, where a huge stone slab lay. 
 
   A gang of four large natives hoisted him up the high far side until step by step they reached the top. There, despite Caribo’s best efforts to escape, they forced him down and stretched him out upon the altar stone, while others tied his hands and feet. Caribo was to be sacrificed.
 
   Even as the realization of his dire circumstance filled his head, a shout echoed out and was taken up by the others into a deafening chant: “Kill him! Sacrifice him! Kill the Carib!”
 
    “Kill him!”
 
   “Sacrifice him!” 
 
   “Kill the Carib!” screamed the crowd.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Caribo struggled in vain against the cords that bound him to the altar stone. The gang of men that had dragged him up there now moved aside and an older high priest came forth brandishing a jade knife in his hand. 
 
   He raised both hands and spoke to the crowd. “This Carib, this man eater, has defiled our great city by entering during the great games!”
 
   “…I’m not a Carib, nor a man eater,” screamed Caribo, truly terrified now.
 
   “Quiet! Insolent devil!” shouted the high priest as he hit Caribo across the face.
 
   The strike had its desired effect as Caribo grew silent. 
 
   The crowd also quieted as the priest yelled, “Now for the removal of this vermin…”
 
   Caribo knew his time had come. He began to do what most men do in their hour of need; he turned to his God. 
 
   “Oh great and wondrous Cemie…” Caribo began praying aloud earnestly.
 
    As he prayed, Caribo watched the high priest raise the knife.
 
   But as he raised it above his head, the old high priest stopped to listen; his arms poised for the plunge but held still as Caribo’s words washed over him. 
 
   ‘What was this? A Carib that believed in Cemie? A Carib with a God?’ He paused for just a moment as thoughts passed through his mind.
 
   The crowd grew tense with excitement. Without knowing that the pause would incite them all the more, the priest continued to think… continued to listen, waiting for the Carib to finish his prayer.
 
   “I commend my spirit to you…” Caribo nearly whispered the last words, having finished his prayer. Then looking up into the priest’s eyes, he saw something there beyond the hatred. Taking courage from the look, he repeated, “I do not eat human flesh, but I am now ready for the next life. Do what you will to me,” he finished, allowing his eyes to close for a moment. 
 
   But the knife didn’t enter into his flesh.
 
   Opening his eyes again, he turned them up to stare into the priest’s eyes.
 
   The old high priest was taken aback all the more by what he saw in the reflection of the young man’s eyes. He read sincerity, honesty and a pure heart. He wavered.
 
   The crowd had had enough waiting. The chant took up again, slowly at first then repeated faster and faster. “Kill the Carib! Sacrifice him!”
 
   The old high priest looked away from the boy on the altar and glanced over the crowd. The young man’s prayer had affected him. ‘Could he really believe that his God would save him?’ He asked in thought. What he saw next caused him to drop his knife. ‘Not only had the boy’s God answered him, He has sent His angel to save him!’ 
 
   The high priest saw Kit as he entered the stadium.
 
    
 
   While Caribo was taken from him, and drug up to the altar for sacrifice, Kit quickly made his way down to the main part of the arena. 
 
   As he ran to Caribo’s aid, he filled his pistols; for Kit had come to the realization that he would rather die trying to help his friend than live with the knowledge that his lack of action was through his own cowardice.
 
    
 
   As the old high priest dropped his knife, he let out an exclamation to his own God. Then dropping to his knees, he begged his God for forgiveness for the evil act that he had nearly committed.
 
   As the knife clattered upon the stone it gave way to a silence that overtook the whole stadium as one by one the people noticed Kit. 
 
   Kit stopped and, guessing that they were awed by his light hair and pale skin quickly came up with a plan that if it worked would pay off in saving both Caribo’s and his lives. He quickly yelled to Caribo, in his own language, “Tell them that I am come from God… that I am His angel and that I am opposed to this sacrifice. Tell them I will send a mighty thunderclap as a sign.”
 
   His voice cut through the stadium and instantly more murmuring came forth. Many people dropped to their knees. 
 
   Caribo took courage and did as he was told. As he yelled the last words, all eyes that had moved to take him in now moved back to Kit. A great hush filled the auditorium as they eagerly awaited this ‘miracle.’
 
   The golden haired angel in their midst slowly turned as he studied the crowd. In his hand he held a short stick. Then, as if supplicating the Gods themselves, he lifted his arm high, the short stick pointed up towards the heavens. The stick flashed with brilliant light, not unlike the flash of light that precedes a storm, and suddenly a mighty peal of thunder crashed forth. The angel neither flinched nor cowered from the flash nor from the thunder. 
 
   The opposite was true for the whole of the city. As one body, every living soul in the city immediately prostrated themselves to the ground in reverence to the angel that had come.
 
   Having fired his pistol and seeing the result, Kit silently thanked his own God. Aloud, he called out to Caribo, “Have them cut you free!”
 
   Caribo passed along the message and the old high priest quickly retrieved his jade knife. This time the old man used the knife to save a life rather than take it.
 
   As the cords came free, Caribo pulled himself upright, rubbing his wrists.
 
   The old man quickly bowed himself down before him holding out the jade knife. “Please take it, my son,” he begged. “Please have mercy on an old fool that had been taken in too many times by the evils of the Caribs and the Aztecs.”
 
   Caribo accepted the gift and frankly forgave the man. Then, calling to Kit, he asked Kit to come forward. 
 
   “Are you sure, Caribo? Now’s the best time to make our departure,” he coaxed.
 
   “I don’t think they will try anything at this point. They really believe you are an angel sent from above. I believe we have nothing to fear from them.”
 
   Kit wasn’t too certain, but having trusted his life to his friend before, he accepted his friend’s judgment and slowly climbed the steps to finally stand before the prostrated multitude. There, reaching down, he grabbed the old man by the arm, and applying a bit of force, helped raise the old high priest from the ground. “Have him call out to the crowd and tell them to rise,” he said to Caribo whom he used as his translator.
 
   Caribo consented and told the old man Kit’s wishes. “With trembling voice the old man called out to the multitude. “The angel has asked that I, as your high priest, speak on his behalf to this his chosen family…” he begun. Caribo translated to Kit as the old man spoke. Kit started to smile, laughing to himself. Gaining more confidence as he saw Kit’s smile, the old man continued, “He has asked that I command all of you to rise.” As he spoke, he raised his arms and Kit did the same. The crowd slowly rose to their feet, still in awe with the golden angel from above.
 
   “What now, my friend?” asked Caribo. “They will be expecting some words of wisdom or direction.”
 
   Kit considered it for a second. “Well, let’s start with the obvious,” he said to Caribo. “Tell them that human sacrifice is wrong. That it is an abomination…I mean evil,” he corrected, realizing he was again using words that Caribo wouldn’t understand.
 
   Caribo translated and Kit mentally prepared his next line as the old man embellished the first.
 
   “Now tell them that they are blessed for passing this test that was given them. They are blessed for believing they had a Carib and allowing the man to be free. Explain that you are only in the form of the Carib for the test, and to do you no more harm, but to treat us as they would like to be treated.”
 
   Caribo again translated and the old man’s smile openly broke forth as he realized that the test was for him and he had gained favor with God through passing such a grand test.
 
   “Finally tell them that we will take on the forms of men, allowing ourselves to be as men, and that if any man designs evil against us they will drop dead through lightning and thunder.”
 
   Caribo smiled broadly at this and dutifully translated.
 
   As the old high priest finished, Kit had him dismiss the crowds. Then asking the old man for assistance they were led to their new furnishings, being given the best in room and board. 
 
    
 
   There was no way of knowing that fate had designed more for them at that time. For as they were gathering the will of the people in their favor, a group of Aztec were approaching the city, in hopes of acquiring slaves and sacrifices, as well as wealth and power. 
 
   The next day found Kit and Caribo well rested and well fed. Their garments had been removed and cleaned, and new garments had been laid out for them. As Kit pulled on the wrap around kilt of the Maya, he laughed to himself and thought of what his father Bartholomew would say. 
 
   His weapons were left untouched. In fact everything was left exactly as they left them, with the addition of fresh fruits and meats that were delivered for their enjoyment.
 
   As they were dressing, a shout went out through the city: “Aztecs!”
 
   The old priest hurried to their quarters. “I do not know in what manner that we have offended you, unless you are still unforgiving of the test, but I beg of you to have mercy upon us; this our city, our sons, and our daughters.” 
 
   Kit realized that through their act they had placed themselves into this awkward position. He quietly said to Caribo, “Looks like we have to help them or they’ll think we’re frauds and we’ll be killed. I suspect that we will have better chances with the enemy. What do you say?”
 
   Caribo sighed. Gathering up the weapons, he handed Kit his espadas and pistols while he donned his own club, jade knife, bow, and arrows. “I will tell him to take us to the enemy.”
 
   As the three of them walked down the central plaza towards the main gates where the Maya were attempting to keep out the oncoming hoards of the Aztec enemy, the whole of the city hushed and, like Moses at the Red Sea, parted to allow them to pass, their faces turning from hopelessness to hope itself. As they approached the gate, Kit prepared his pistols.
 
   This immediate difference in behavior among the Maya caused the enemy Aztec to stop, leaving them bewildered as to the change in the multitude. The Aztec knew something was going to happen but they could not have even guessed as to what it was. 
 
   As the main stone door to the city was dragged aside, there in the doorframe stood next to the Maya high priest what appeared to be a Carib and a pale man.
 
   The Aztec viewed them with scorn. The old man spoke up quickly before the Aztec warrior could say anything.
 
   “This is an Angel of God incarnate before you,” he said indicating towards Kit. “If you do not leave he will strike you dead.”
 
   Caribo hastily translated to Kit.
 
   The Aztec warrior realized that the other was translating. “If he is as powerful as you say, then why does he need a translator,” he replied to the old man. Then as to show his indifference, he spat on Kit. “Do your best white child,” he taunted.
 
   To Kit the answer was obvious. This man meant business. He needed to die.
 
   Even as the spittle struck Kit’s boots, he had raised his pistol and fired it. The man’s face showed surprise as he looked down at his chest, the pain reaching him about the same time the thunder of the pistol reached his ears. Frothing at the mouth, blood surged forth as he coughed and dropped over on to his side. He landed in a heap and the momentum rolled him on to his back; dead. 
 
   No hand had touched him. There was no weapon protruding from the hole in his chest. He was simply dead.
 
   Fear alighted on the faces of the warriors that surrounded him, and they panicked, trying to get as far away from the destroying angel as they could. Stumbling over one another, they ran, not daring to even look back; leaving their dead warrior chief at the gate of the Maya city.
 
   Kit meanwhile had walked forward to examine the body. Careful to keep a distance in case the fellow wasn’t quite dead, he took out both swords and held them crossed together in the form of a scissor over the man’s neck. 
 
   While he thus protected himself from the body, Caribo searched the man for any weapons, drawing them off of him. Clearly, the man was dead. 
 
   As Caribo stepped away from the body, Kit looked up to see that a large crowd had formed behind him. Smiling, he turned and raising his swords above his head he crossed them again, to show they had nothing to fear. 
 
   A great cheer went forth from the people. The angel incarnate had protected them. He had struck the evil man dead and returned to them, giving them what they interpreted as the angel’s sign of protection. 
 
   Kit and Caribo had won them over.
 
    
 
   That night a great ceremony was held for Kit and Caribo. Seated together at the place of honor, they were presented with the story of Popul Vuh, which contains their story of the creation as told by the Mayas. Kit found the story much like the European version of creation, except that instead of an apple tree, they used a cacao tree.  
 
   The actors did an excellent job portraying their representation of the creation, and Kit felt that the whispering translation provided by Caribo was monumentally unnecessary. 
 
   In their version of the rest of the myth, immortal ball-playing twins were beheaded by the gods of death. One had his head hung on a cacao tree. The magical head managed to mate with a woman who later became the mother of twin gods. Those two twin gods defeat the gods of death and then end up in the sky as the sun and the moon.  
 
   “They believe we are the representations of those two, Kit,” Caribo said intuitively. 
 
   Kit chuckled to himself. “I wonder which one of us is which,” he sarcastically whispered back. “After all, we’re supposed to be twins.”
 
   “I suspect they believe you are the sun, being the palest, while I am the moon, in representation of the dark,” responded Caribo.
 
   “We need to work on your understanding of sarcasm,” responded Kit. 
 
   “What…” started Caribo, but he lost his train of thought as they were interrupted by the old high priest as he presented Caribo with a large mug of frothy something. 
 
   The drink was the drink of the gods, of the cacao tree, brought to earth as a remembrance of the deeds of the Gods. It was made up of coarsely ground paste of cacao beans… mixed with spices, water and chilies. Kit shortly was presented with the same drink.
 
   The whole of the stadium waited expectantly as they watched Kit and Caribo.
 
   Kit looked around and said to Caribo, “Well, let’s make it look good. Drink up my friend…” 
 
   Together as one, they took a long swallow of that spicy, yet bittersweet, cold and frothy drink. The foam traced a moustache across Caribo’s upper lip. 
 
   A loud cheer echoed forth. The drink left a decided aftertaste that Caribo wasn’t particularly fond of, but Kit could stomach it.
 
   However, the ceremony wasn’t over. 
 
   Two artisans immediately came forward as Kit and Caribo emptied their drinking mugs. As others whisked the mugs away and they turned them upside down to show that they were indeed drunk, the artisans moved in; presenting them with gifts: 
 
   For Caribo he found two wrist protectors made of fine metal and inlaid with gold and stones, designed to be worn in battle or ceremony. Caribo was delighted with them.
 
   For Kit, the gifts were decidedly smaller… yet of more intrinsic value. Two rings. 
 
   Each ring consisted of two bands fused together into one, made of different material. The inner band was a closed band made of a special mixture of gold and other metals that allowed it to be sized to the wearer. The outer band was designed to stay somewhat open and made of indestructible metal that fell from the heavens. The face of each ring was made of that same heavenly material: a meteorite.
 
   The one was in the shape of a skull; intended, as the high priest declared to the onlookers, “to cause fear in the hearts of your enemies”. 
 
   The other in the shape of Kit’s crossed espada roperas, the fore-runners of the rapier, “as your sign of protection to be given to those you bestow it upon”. 
 
   Kit slipped the death’s head ring onto the ring finger of his right hand; and then onto the ring finger of the left hand he placed the other. 
 
   The crowd erupted in joy once again, and the whole of the place celebrated long into the night. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
    
 
   The following day Kit and Caribo decided it was time to leave. They made their wish known to the high priest who insisted that they stay. The high priest made it very clear that the city was theirs to do with as they desired, but in the end they convinced him that their desire was to leave. The old man eventually gave in, seeing that he could not dissuade them, and made arrangements to supply them with everything they may need on their journey. 
 
   As Kit and Caribo finally left the walls of the city they saw that a new carving had been placed there at the gates, in reverence to them: that of crossed swords, the sign of their protection. 
 
   “I’m going to miss that city,” stated Kit as they launched their craft into the waters of the Caribbean. 
 
   “As will I, my friend,” agreed Caribo, “providing that I am not trussed up for sacrifice again,” he added.
 
   Kit laughed as he grabbed up his paddle. “True,” he agreed. “I prefer you alive than trussed up …and cut up.” Smiling at his friend’s discomfort with the conversation, he placed the end of his paddle into the water.
 
   They continued with their heavily laden craft up the coastline. They noticed that the land was shifting, indicating that they were sailing around some sort of peninsula. The land began to slope south of them as they traveled west. Then the coast started to drift away, sloping northward, and they turned their craft to follow the shore. They passed several coastal cities, but they had been told the Golden City was inland, set on a large lake. So they passed by the cities, without so much as a look back. 
 
   When the land was once again west of them, they started looking for the river that would bring them to the City of Gold. Despite Caribo’s reservations of finding it, Kit was determined to search out the city so that his uncle could visit it upon his return. “Besides,” he told Caribo, “we don’t need to enter the city… I just want to view it from afar.”
 
   Not one to turn down adventure, even though the result may be death on entering the city, Caribo agreed. 
 
   Not too soon thereafter, as they traveled up a smaller river that seemed to generally head west, they came across a smaller, less ornate city than that of the Maya. This city was made mostly of wood huts; rather than of stone. The only building of any substance was a small pyramid, covered in silver and jade. It stood in the center of the village. 
 
   The city itself was not visible from the river and would never have been seen by the two of them had it not been for the pyramid. Thus thanks to the dense foliage and the curvature and rolling beauty of the terrain they were able to get quite close without being seen.
 
   Being forewarned by the Maya of more northern Aztec tribes, they were leery of making themselves known.
 
   Kit and Caribo decided to wait until nightfall before continuing on their journey. As they had found a nearby cave to spend the night in on the riverbank, that they were able to drag the canoe into, they decided that they would spend some time first spying upon the small city’s inhabitants that flourished nearby.
 
   That night in the small Aztec city there was a great ceremony. Fires were lit all around the village, and a large bonfire was burning at the top of the small pyramid. Before the temple was a large stone slab, with a stone bowl at its base. From their vista the view was incredible.
 
   It was Caribo who noticed the prisoners first. One man and one girl. The man was beaten and appeared to be a prisoner of war. The girl looked to be drugged, but otherwise unharmed. 
 
   He pointed them out silently to Kit, who nodded to Caribo to show that he had seen them too.
 
   Turning to whisper in the other’s ear, Kit said, “Let’s break them free if we can.”
 
   Caribo disagreed. “We should leave them be,” Caribo told Kit. “The Aztec are evil men. This will end badly for us. It will be our blood that will be spilt,” he warned him, remembering his own near-sacrifice.
 
   However, Kit was not willing to leave any prisoners with a group that enjoyed the spilling of blood. Caribo attempted again to sway Kit’s mind, reminding him that the natives know the land and would surely catch them no matter how well the canoe was hidden… but in the end he could not sway Kit in the slightest. 
 
   Caribo finally agreed to wait and see what would happen. However, he would not consign himself to help aside from staying as lookout.
 
   While Kit worked on an escape plan to help the prisoners, below them a wooden drum reverberated the air. Firelight cast eerie shadows as dancers swayed faster and faster. 
 
   As quickly as they began, the drums stopped. Within the ominous silence, two guards pushed past the dancers and grabbed the beaten man. They cut the cords that bound him to the waiting pole, but not the cords around his wrists. 
 
   They forcibly dragged him to the table while a third caught one of his legs. He tried to get out, twisting this way and that, kicking with the free leg, but eventually he was tied into place, his back against the cold stone slab, his eyes wide with fear. 
 
   A grandly feathered figure approached him, wearing a mask upon his head that resembled a large cat of some kind. Then chanting something that Kit and Caribo couldn’t make out, he unsheathed a large jade knife. The chanting was taken up by the rest of the tribe and soon the noise escalated until the sounds of the jungle were drowned out.
 
   “It is too late for him,” Caribo pointed out. “We should leave,” he smoothly restated.
 
   Kit ignored his remark. Instead, he supplanted his own, “Ok. I’m going to get her,” he said to Caribo. 
 
   Caribo caught hold of his shoulder as Kit started to stand. “Think about it Kit. This can only end in heart-ache and death,” Caribo tried to reason. 
 
   “That it may, old friend. But not for myself. I know though that if I do nothing, that girl,” as he pointed to the girl below, “will die. And I will always have the guilt of knowing that I could have done something and did not.” 
 
   Caribo let go, nodding his head. He knew that there was no stopping Kit. In the end, he clapped Kit’s shoulder and simply said, “I will be waiting here for your return, my friend.” 
 
   Kit understood. 
 
   While Caribo watched, Kit disappeared into the darkness. 
 
   The tribe was enthralled with the ritual that was going on before them; so much so that they paid no attention to the drugged girl. It was easy enough for Kit to get close to her. 
 
   As Kit approached, his focus was diverted from the ritual and the guards to her perfect silhouette. He sucked in a lungful of air that he held as he beheld her. The light shone on her figure, and suggested a beautiful form, one that excited him in a way that he never knew anything could. But the form was only a silhouette; the flickering fire light hid her in shadow with her back to Kit. 
 
   Kit quickly stole to her side, worrying that he was making too much noise; worrying that at any moment he would be discovered. The reality was that any sound of his approach was drowned out by the chanting from the natives; he needn’t have been concerned.
 
   The two guards that were guarding her had stepped in front of her to better see the ritual that was transpiring on the altar stone in front of them. The opening left Kit with a few seconds to make his move. He silently pulled out his espada.
 
   Like the silent footfalls of a cat seeking out its prey, Kit advanced. He slid forward and before the girl even realized he was behind her, clamped his hand over her mouth, pulling her toward him. 
 
   Her eyes widened as she saw the pale man at her side. Her heart began to beat wildly as she saw what she perceived to be the most handsome and gorgeous man-creature imaginable… one that left her previous ideals far behind. Yet there was only one reason someone would be there to save her… he must have been sent from her father. Her imagination flew with the beating of her heart.
 
   What she was thinking didn’t matter nor register to Kit at that moment. He was too occupied with the task at hand. Using his espada as a knife, he quickly sliced the bands that held her. Then as he reached down to help her up, to Kit’s annoyance, she fainted.
 
   The girl’s sleeping body rolled over and Kit froze where he knelt. The moment, like the sound of his arrival passed unnoticed to the throng as they focused their full attention on the sacrifice before them. 
 
   Looking around he relaxed and brought his attention once more to the prostrate form lying at his feet. Despite the failed light, the shadows, and the obvious air of gloom that hovered around them, Kit was mesmerized. 
 
   She was beautiful, almost angelic in her looks. The dark hair, the olive skin, the long lashes that outlined the large eyes all were in perfect balance to each other.
 
   It took him a moment to compose himself, a moment that seemed to stretch into infinity, and then quickly to Caribo’s relief, while he watched the affair from above, Kit lifted her up and threw her over his shoulder as he backed back down the path into the edge of the jungle. 
 
   The darkness surrounded him as he struggled with his load, not wanting to lose speed yet having to compromise with the weight of the inert form and the lack of visible light.  Off into the darkness he continued until he passed the path that he had descended. 
 
   Quickly, he realized his error and backtracking a bit found the path that led up the hill. He climbed steadily with his burden, away from the crowds, toward the hiding place of Caribo. 
 
   As Kit arrived at Caribo’s side, the chanting stopped. Something about the quiet drew their attention back to the bound man. Kit gently set the girl down and turned to watch, drawn by the intensity of the air around them. 
 
   There, the decorated bearer of the jade knife purposely held his weapon high and shouting one last word, that was lost to the cheer of the crowd, and then plunged the weapon into the man’s chest. 
 
   The man screamed and the crowd joined in. 
 
   Swiftly the Aztec plumed murderer plunged his free hand into the man’s chest where the knife held it open. Dripping of blood, he removed his hand from the cavity and held the victim’s still beating heart high above his head. The man on the table turned his head and followed the arc of his own heart for a second or two before finally succumbing to death.
 
   Caribo called out the name of his deity as Kit echoed his words with his own thoughts. 
 
   “We must get out of here,” Caribo hoarsely whispered to Kit, not able to tear his eyes from the gruesome sight. 
 
   Kit couldn’t agree more. 
 
   Scooping up the girl into his arms, Kit and Caribo started back for the cave. As they were stealing away the obvious departure of the girl was noticed. With a wild yell, runners were sent out into jungle night to search for her. 
 
   Kit tried to hurry.
 
   Kit’s arms were tired from the climb and the added burden of trying to run with a woman cradled in his arms was wearing on him. He tossed the girl upon his shoulders instead. Caribo, meanwhile had grabbed up his pack, and together they raced through the night in search of the path that led to the riverbank… to their cave… their place of refuge. 
 
   Through the dark of the jungle forest they ran as they tried to put distance between themselves and their pursuers. 
 
   Caribo was now in front as he tried to help Kit over an especially tricky part of the path. As he hurried forward, a root from some dark tree caught Kit’s foot. Kit felt himself slip as his burden shifted across his shoulders. He stumbled and fell into Caribo. 
 
   They fell heavily together, the girl’s weight pulling them down as Kit’s sore muscles strained to keep her aloft. 
 
   In the course of the hard tumble they came to rest under the canopy of a large bush; arms, legs and branches of the bush all intertwined. The pursuit was nearing. Kit tried to get untangled and realized he couldn’t see a thing. Then the reason dawned on him. The bush they had fallen into had bounced back into shape, and covered them, which hid them from view. 
 
   Drawing back the thick wave of branches on the far side of the path, near the back side of the bush, a small opening into the earth was evident. A cave. Safety. Kit whispered to Caribo, “We go in there.” Kit was too sore to go on. 
 
   Having need of a safe place of refuge, Caribo agreed and gathered up some small rocks. He threw them within the small opening. Meanwhile, Kit prepared his sword for any unexpected surprise. Nothing appeared. Without hesitation Kit slid inside. 
 
   Caribo passed in the girl, who by this time was finally awake. Kit reassured her that she was safe, not thinking about the fact that she wouldn’t be able to understand him yet. She looked around wildly and tried to beat him with her small fists, however, as Kit held her flailing arms, his soothing voice and the emotional drain from so many hard experiences in the last few days so overcame her that she shortly melted into his arms into a deep sleep. 
 
   Caribo, meanwhile, found some loose rock to block the entrance, which he placed in such a fashion that it left it looking like the entrance had never existed.
 
   The warriors shortly ran past the path, and Kit and Caribo eventually followed the girl’s example and slept from sheer exhaustion. 
 
    
 
   The next day, Kit awoke to the sound of a loud yell and opened his eyes to find Caribo attempting to gag the girl. Angry, Kit started to yell, but Caribo quickly shushed him, indicating that there may be searchers outside looking for them. 
 
   “What happened,” Kit demanded in a harsh whisper. 
 
   “The girl tried to steal my jade knife while I slept,” Caribo quickly explained to Kit, as he accused her, “which woke me up. She tried to get away, which was when I grabbed her.” Then showing his hand he continued, “As I reached out to stop the girl she bit me!”
 
   “And the yell I heard?”
 
   “That was me,” Caribo admitted, looking somewhat ashamed. “But I tell you it hurt. So now I will gag her.” Meanwhile, as he talked, to forestall any further bites, he attempted to gag her.
 
   “Caribo! Just let her go.” As Kit moved in to stop the gagging, he came between the girl and Caribo. Lashing out, the girl’s elbow caught Kit square in the mouth, splitting his lip. Blood gushed from Kit’s wound as the girl spit out the cloth that Caribo had attempted to gag her with.
 
   Caribo reached for the flailing limb, and that time was rewarded for his effort by catching the girl’s arm. With her arm in check, Caribo scooped up the fallen, dirty cloth and once again tried to force the gag into the girl’s mouth. 
 
   However, Kit again intervened and stayed Caribo’s hand; urging him to let her free. Not convinced, but willing to let his friend have his way, Caribo dropped the gag. 
 
   With Kit’s help the girl was finally able to get away from Caribo and the gag, and having done so, scrambled for a corner of the cave.
 
   There she glared at the men, taking them in. Again, she was amazed at how handsome the pale one was, but she wasn’t going to let him take her back. Staring him in the eyes, her first words were simply, “Who sent you? My father?”
 
   But being unfamiliar with the language, Kit simply shook his head as he asked Caribo for a translation. Caribo had none. Additionally he was done with the whole situation and retreated to his own corner. 
 
   When she realized that they knew nothing of her language she found herself confused. If they weren’t sent from her father, then who were they and why did they rescue her? She sat down to think. 
 
   On the other side of the cave Caribo largely ignored her. 
 
   Kit sat in between, facing her. There, bleeding, he considered the girl that he found so attractive yet so unattainable in language and friendship. How could he make her believe that they were there to help? As he thought, he fingered his rings and looking down at them, saw the crossed espadas. “Of course!” he said aloud, causing Caribo to look around for a second. Then taking up his weapon, he took hold of the blade and, handing the handle side out to the girl, urged her to take it.
 
   “What are you doing?!” began Caribo. Kit flashed him a dirty look and Caribo caught Kit’s determined face. Resigning himself to Kit’s whim he turned away and scornfully added, “Whatever.”
 
   The girl was shocked. Here the pale one was giving her a weapon… leaving him open to attack. 
 
   ‘It must be some trick,’ she thought to herself. She glanced at Caribo for confirmation, but he purposely scowled and again turned his head as she looked his direction. The girl wasn’t going to take the weapon, so Kit left it as close to her as he dared, then backed up to show that she had all power to take it up or not as she desired. 
 
   Looking it over the girl tentatively reached out and, hoisting the espada, felt its weight as she passed her other hand along the side of the hard steel. Then, taking the weapon in hand, she laid it down by her side, and returned to sit and ponder what it all meant. 
 
   As Kit watched her and Caribo continued to (try to) ignore them, her thoughts went round and round as she considered all that had happened. True, she was in a cave with them, but the realization came to her that, aside from trying to keep her quiet and themselves safe from discovery, they hadn’t tried anything with her… even though her fainting spell had left them every opportunity to do so. Additionally, despite the obvious refusal of the darker one to help her, neither of them drew weapons to harm her, but instead had given her power to harm them. The enigma of the situation left her speechless. 
 
   Looking up into Kit’s face from across the cave, she spied the blood dripping from Kit’s split lip and decided to show him that she was sorry; so instead of fleeing from him, she gathered up the rag that Caribo attempted to use to gag her, and tentatively approached Kit.
 
   Kit tensed as she approached, fearing the uncertainty of the situation, but lost the fear as she reached out the rag and wiped the blood from his chin she had spilt with her elbow to his face.
 
    
 
   They stayed there for two nights, as the girl recovered from the drugs she had been given. This bought them some time to allow the search for them to lessen, as they dared not go out too soon for fear of the Aztec hunters. During this time, Kit learned that his original assessment of the girl had fallen short. She wasn’t just beautiful, she was radiant! 
 
   Kit passed those two days attempting to learn some of her language, while really just basking in her presence; enjoying her voice and overall closeness.  By the end of the second day, all he really knew about her was that her name was Miya and that she was the daughter of an important man who lived near the coast, and that she didn’t want to tell them anything more about her past. But that didn’t seem to dampen Kit’s spirits in the slightest.
 
   Finally, through want of water, having exhausted what which was in the skin that Caribo always wore on his side, they finally were forced to make their way out again. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
    
 
   The trio left in the gathering darkness. A full moon lighted their path as they made their way from shadow to shadow. Caribo scouted ahead, followed by Miya, with Kit bringing up the rear. Not that he minded. He had a great view despite the flitting from shadow to shadow. One might say his attention wasn’t completely tuned into the surrounding bush. 
 
   As Caribo cautiously approached the path to the cave and verified they weren’t being watched, he motioned the others to join him. 
 
   They followed the final path to the cave where their craft had been stored and hidden.  
 
   It was obvious to Kit and Caribo what they would find, or rather not find, long before they arrived at the chamber where they had hidden the canoe. Branches from the camouflage where strewn about and broken, mingled with footprints where they were tossed and shattered. The drag marks of the canoe were as evident as were the remains of some of their supplies. 
 
   Their canoe had been discovered and taken away. 
 
   All of their precious supplies were also gone. Every last bit of their supplies had been taken… aside from the items that the Mayas had given them—the wrist bands and the rings; as they wore them, their weapons—the bow and arrows and jade knife on Caribo, the swords and the pistols …powder and ball… on Kit, and the few items of trade and necessity that they carried with them in their pack. 
 
   Caribo angrily kicked out at the remains of the broken branches.
 
   Kit looked pensive and attempted to lighten the mood, “At least we’ll be able to travel light.”
 
   Caribo started to make a nasty reply and then seeing his face in the still of the water, stopped short instead and laughed out loud. “You are right, my friend. Perhaps this is best. We wanted adventure and now we have more chance of it. I say we start into the land instead of following the ocean. Let’s see what’s inside.”
 
   “I agree, Caribo, but we should see what our newest member to our little group says,” suggested Kit, in reference to Miya.
 
   Caribo’s face became more somber. “I do not wish to disagree, Kit, but I feel that we would only be leading her into more danger if she came with us…” Caribo began ticking off items on his fingers as he continued, “We have almost been sacrificed, we have seen sharks and the large living toothy logs, we have had to run for our lives from murderers…”
 
   “And we have rescued this girl,” interrupted Kit, “and we are now responsible for her safety, whether it leads her back home or along the rest of the voyage with us.”
 
   “She hates us. For my part I say we leave her.”
 
   “I will not, Caribo! I would not leave you… I will not leave her.”
 
   “Bah!” and with that, Caribo allowed the girl to stay with them. But he had many reservations.
 
   Despite Kit’s reservations, as he longed her to stay some time with him, they posed the question to Miya: home, coast, or forest.
 
   She immediately chose the forest. Caribo tried anew, wondering if maybe she misunderstood. After all, the forest seemed to be the most dangerous path. And he was more than willing to let her go home. Again she replied forest. Caribo gave in, and Kit glowed with pleasure. Caribo just shook his head in wonderment.
 
   As the trio traveled, the girl recovered well. Caribo still wasn’t convinced that they should keep her with them, as she would ‘slow us down’ yet the opposite was proven true. She was very familiar with the fauna and flora of the jungle which made it easier for them to continue their trek without wasting so much time in searching for food. Not that she shared her food with Caribo willingly. She especially seemed to take joy in trying to make the boy’s life miserable. Kit enjoyed every second of it.
 
   Caribo would have been blind not to notice the increasing conversation that Miya and Kit began that first day and continued as they traveled…although it was mostly a monologue on Kit’s part. Though the walk was somewhat tedious, the torrential flow of words on his side was enough to force her, willingly or not, to learn his language. Through it all, Kit also learned some of her language and soon they were able to converse quite freely with one another. Even so, it was still mostly a monologue on Kit’s part.
 
   It was just time until the question of where she came from, and what led up to her capture was breached. Though Kit tried hard not to ask her any of the hard questions, and treated that subject with the sacredness of taboo, Caribo felt no injuncture and largely through curiosity and in a small part through teasing Kit about his flirting, he broached the subject.
 
   As Kit surmised, Miya’s response to Caribo would be; Miya wasn’t willing to talk about it.
 
   Caribo appeared to give up, but a few days later he brought up the topic in another way altogether. “Miya, how did you learn so much about the foods of the jungle? Didn’t you say you were from near the coast?”
 
   “Ever since I was young, my father would take me on excursions into the jungle,” Miya curtly replied.
 
   “Oh, really? To where?” asked Caribo casually. 
 
   “Just further up the river where our city stood.” 
 
   “Yet far enough to know the different kinds of plants and their uses,” Caribo insisted.
 
   “Yes,” replied Miya, showing signs of some sort of inward struggle.
 
   “And why did he do that? Take you along, I mean. Just for the sake of education?”
 
   Miya decided to come clean, in hopes of shutting him up. “He had hoped that I might be able to favor one of the Kings of another tribe further up. The King was Aztec, and needed a wife. My father had hoped that by knowing the plants and their uses, I might be of more use to him alive rather than dead.” She paused for a moment before continuing.
 
   “Dead?” inquired Kit, taking advantage of the break to interject something on his part.
 
   “Yes,” she continued, scowling at the interruption. “According to Aztec thought, the pregnant woman was like a warrior who symbolically captured her child for the Aztec state in the painful and bloody battle of birth. They are considered as female aspects of defeated heroic warriors. Women dying in childbirth become fierce goddesses who carry the setting sun into the netherworld realm of Mictlan. My father was afraid that once I had been given over to the other man and had produced his heir, that I would be killed, as a heroic warrior in childbirth.”  She took a long breath and continued. “However, as a shaman woman, a healer, I would have had more power… power to keep myself alive at all costs. So I studied plants until I was left without time to study more.” She searched Kit and Caribo’s faces to see how they were taking all this. They looked a little confused.
 
   “So you were betrothed,” Caribo simply stated, understanding the way the tribes work, hoping that Kit would give up his flirtatious advances with her.
 
   “Yes,” she answered in a low voice, as she turned her face from Kit, in an attempt to hide her expression.
 
   “So how did you end up a sacrifice of the Aztecs?” Kit inquired, changing the subject somewhat.
 
   “The man that my father wished me to marry was an evil, ugly, old man.”
 
   Kit inwardly chuckled at her description. “I take it you didn’t like him,” he simply said. 
 
   “I did not love him and did not want him to touch me,” she responded, curtly. “Even the thought of him crushing me in his arms made my flesh wish to leave the bones of my body. I cried many long nights and finally I was told that on the morrow I would be handed over to him in order to make an alliance between the two Kingdoms.” Miya’s voice choked a bit as she continued her story. “I decided that I would never allow him to take me. So that night I stole away. I went to a place where I knew another tribe was… where I knew they preferred the sacrifice more than the stealing of virtue. There I allowed myself to become captured. They took me, drugged me, and left me tied. It was as I had hoped. I looked forward to my departure from this world.” Here she paused… then continued, “Until you came.” 
 
   Kit glanced over at her as she said the last words and saw that she had turned a bit darker… a darker shade of red. Miya had blushed. 
 
   The admission made the three of them a bit closer. Caribo was suddenly more willing to help out, and Kit understood what drove her a bit better.
 
   They continued to wander north, never finding the Golden City. When the subject came up about it, Miya was shocked. They were looking for the self same city of the King that wished to wed her. When Kit and Caribo found this out, they drove her crazy by trying to drag information out of her. 
 
   “Why do you want to go to that evil place?” she hissed back to their requests for information. “Is it not enough that I have been there and know of its evil? That I was willing to take my own life over being made its queen?”
 
   Kit and Caribo grew silent. 
 
   “What is it that drives you so, Kit? Answer me!”
 
   “My uncle, Admiral Christopher Columbus, asked for my help in finding the city, so that he may find enough of the gold to win favor in the eyes of the King and Queen that sent him.”
 
   Miya was taken aback. Then she laughed. “Gold?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, gold,” replied Kit.
 
   “Gold, like this hanging from my ears?” she countered, tilting her head so that the long black hair fell back revealing perfect ears adorned with hanging gold figurines of a pregnant woman.
 
   Kit swallowed as his eyes traced the curvature of the ears, past the figurines, down the neck… He didn’t believe he could speak coherently for the moment and nodded instead.
 
   Her laughter flowed over him. “You silly man, the gold comes from a place of digging. That place of digging is in the kingdom of my father. What you seek is not the Golden City, but my home.”
 
   “Really? Your father is the king over the gold mines of this strange land?”
 
   “Yes!” she laughed again. “Does that shock you? Why is this gold, as you call it, so important to you?”
 
   “It has great value in my land, being a substance that is difficult to acquire in large quantities,” responded Kit.
 
   “Then you have not seen the mines of my father. To him it is as common an item as… as these trees,” she finished.
 
   “Can we go there? Do you want to return home?” Kit asked.
 
   “Not yet,” replied Miya. “I, like Caribo and yourself, wish to do some exploring first. I want adventure.”
 
   “Adventure,” repeated Kit.
 
   “Yes! Adventure. Then we will see the house of my father. When you are ready to…” Miya left her sentence hanging and instead turned away as a full body blush crept from her head to her toes. 
 
    
 
   Eventually, the jungle turned to more open spaces. The open spaces became more prominent and eventually turned to sand. They found themselves on the edge of a seemingly never ending desert. 
 
   Together they traveled west until they came to the edge of the great waters once again. Continuing north, they eventually realized that they were on the eastern side of a great inlet. Finally, they came to a large river headed north. They decided to follow it, naming it Colorado for the red color of the silt in the water that spilled past them. They followed the Colorado River north for some time, watching the landscape change once again from desert to more temperate and back to desert again. The river began to curve eastward and they continued to follow. 
 
   As they worked their way east, they came to a deep chasm that seemed too unreal for words. They spent quite a long time there, largely due to the journey itself, but also through exploring as they traveled. There, they slept in the cool caves they found on the southwestern side of the canyon. Then continuing on, they left the canyon behind them. The river turned a bit north. A beautiful arch that seemed to cover every hue of the rainbow lay before them. Yet they paused only as was necessary and continued to follow the river east. 
 
   They passed some ruins of various ancient people, and eventually came to an area of flat mountains. Kit called them mesas because they looked like large tables. 
 
   They had only traveled but for a few days east in the land of the mesas when they were captured. The Hopi found them asleep and surrounded them by the time they awoke.
 
   They took Kit’s swords from him, but left his guns in the holsters around his waist. They marched them off to their village, a mass of square rooms that seemed to be built one upon the other. Ladders made of thin poles were the means of moving from the one level to the next, and were pulled up out of reach when nightfall came. There, the Hopi banished them into a square mud hut on the ground level while they made preparations for that evening. 
 
   Shortly, the Hopi guards brought them food, and cut their prisoners hands’ free to eat it. It was painfully obvious that because the guards had them surrounded they didn’t believe there was any chance of the prisoners escaping.
 
   However, for the trio of prisoners, the evening preparations by the Hopi never happened. The moment Kit was out of view of the open doorway, he hurriedly prepared his pistols. Watching through the slats in the walls of the shed, the trio prepared for their opportunity to escape. 
 
   The moment soon came as the tribe sat down for a great feast. As the women brought out the food, the prisoners’ guard became distracted, letting his gaze follow the woman rather than the hut’s open doorway. Immediately, Kit burst out, sweeping the guard off his feet.  Caribo came out next, and seeing the guard down, kicked him in the head, causing the guard to lose consciousness.
 
   The tribe stood as one and a warrior ran towards Kit, spear brandished. 
 
   Kit slowly made a production of raising his pistol and, having aimed it at the fellow, waited until he was close enough that Kit could not miss. At that moment, Kit fired his weapon, and watched the warrior fall lifeless to the ground. Shocked, the other warriors stopped as they examined their comrade. One however, decided that it must have been a coincidence for his compatriot’s untimely death and immediately came at Kit. As the warrior raised his arm to throw a spear at the pale one, Kit aimed, fired his pistol and dropped him dead.
 
   The warriors now knew without a doubt that Kit had some means of killing them from a distance that was faster than they could throw a spear. What they didn’t know was that he had not reloaded and therefore had nothing more that he could have done had they decided to charge him. 
 
   Thankfully, Kit won the ruse. They scattered. As Kit and Caribo coaxed Miya out of the hut, a fearful woman was pushed out toward the fallen men. Kit watched her, but did not point his pistol at her. As soon as she confirmed they were dead, she looked up at them. Kit raised his hands to show he meant her no harm. Then he took a step toward her. He stretched out his hand in an attempt to raise her to her feet. 
 
   Suddenly, the woman stared at Kit’s hands, as if seeing the rings for the first time. She then prostrated herself on the ground and scooted backwards to the crowd. 
 
   Once among the crowd, she told them of the rings as was evident by the gesturing involved. One of the men she told decided that it was best if their prisoners left, and gathering the prisoner’s things, threw the whole lot of it into a great pile in the middle of the clearing where their dead comrades lay. 
 
   Kit decided to leave and urged Caribo and Miya to gather supplies. As they collected their items, Kit reloaded his pistols. As he finished reloading the pistols, he looked at their supplies and noticed that the tribesmen even left his espadas for him. 
 
   As Kit fastened his belt that housed his swords, the same woman that had seen the rings returned with a pile of gifts for them: silver and gold. They thanked her, and collecting the items, they left, grabbing a bit of food from the table as they did so. They were only followed far enough to ascertain that they left the tribe’s territory.
 
   The trio continued to follow the river as before. As the sun set upon the landscape around them, something in front of them stood out in gleaming gold color. It appeared from a distance to be a tall building made of gold.
 
   “Could that be the Golden City?” Kit asked his companions. 
 
   “I do not know, my friend, but I suggest that if it is, it would be wisest to approach during the daylight,” replied Caribo very practically.
 
   “I agree with Caribo, Kit,” intoned Miya, “I would not like to have to fight or run from another group in the dark. It is better for us to wait until morning light.”
 
   “Well, then,” decided Kit, “we will just make camp here.”
 
   The following morning Kit was awake before first light despite his anticipation of seeing the golden city ahead. His curiosity led him to climb a nearby hill.
 
   When Miya awoke she searched for him, and found him sitting on the top of the hill that separated them from the view of the ‘city’. But a ‘city’ it was not. It wasn’t even man-made. In front of them stood a tall stone tower. As she approached he heard her and stood up, only glancing back briefly to see who it was.
 
   “I guess the light from the setting sun made it look like a golden city,” stated Miya, walking over to him. 
 
   “I think so too,” replied Kit, staring at the incredible sight of so many natural monuments.
 
   “Are you disappointed in not finding your golden city, Kit?” asked Miya, wrapping her arms around him from behind.
 
   The touch caught him off guard, and he started to turn. Then thinking better of it, he placed his own strong arms over her own, holding them to him. “No,” he replied, “I am instead grateful; for this is much more incredible than man could ever dream of.”
 
   Catching one of her arms in his he quickly slid her out and around so that he could pull her into him. There he held her in a strong embrace; while the morning light cast their shadows back toward camp.
 
   He could hear her heart beat rapidly against his chest. She started to raise her chin and he began to lean to meet her lips. As the two of them were in motion to kiss, a voice boomed out, “Kit, Miya, where are you?”
 
   The tension was lost and both found each other with huge smiles. Miya giggled.
 
   “Over here, Caribo,” called out Kit, then sighing to himself, he promised to Miya, “…and later we pick up where we left off.”
 
   Caribo found them silhouetted against a backdrop of tall flat topped mountains. “Mesas,” said Kit to him, referring to the flat-top mountains around him. “That’s the Spanish word for table. They look like tables to me.”
 
   The trio stood in awe as they looked out across the plains at the various sized mesas.  
 
   The mesa they had seen the night before was not the closest one nor was it the biggest. It just happened to be the one that the sun had caught with its rays. They decided to climb it as they wished to see the surrounding area better, to give themselves an idea of what terrain they still had to cross. As they approached the mesa, Caribo spotted an eagle overhead. “That is a good sign,” he said.
 
   “What shall we call this place?” Kit asked to no one in particular. Miya had at that very moment spotted the eagle’s nest about two-thirds of the way up the side of the tower of rock. “Eyrie” she called out, pointing; that being the term for ‘eagle nest’ in her language.  Kit, entirely having missed the point, instead assumed that she was answering his question. 
 
   “Eyrie,” repeated Kit. 
 
   “Yes, eyrie,” repeated Miya, thinking he was trying to learn the word. 
 
   “I like it,” said Kit. “What do you think Caribo?”
 
   Caribo just chuckled. “Call it whatever you want to, but I plan to climb it.” 
 
   So Kit called the place, Eyrie, much to Caribo and Miya’s amusement.
 
   Miya opted to stay on the ground. She saw no reason for climbing the rock, only to have to climb back down. Instead, she settled herself against a small outcropping of rock a way off from the pillar while still in its shadow, where she could watch the boys climb. 
 
   The pair was about half-way up the Eyrie when Miya was grabbed from behind.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
    
 
   The Eyrie was a beautiful place of brightly colored reds and yellows rock. The whole of the structure was lava-rock mixed with sandstone and towered a thousand feet straight up. At the top was a large dome that seemed to be situated around the middle of the structure, allowing one to walk around the edge between the dome and the Eyrie’s wide lip. 
 
   Unbeknownst to the duo, the Eyrie was formed through volcanic action back in a time when the area was covered in water. The volcano erupted underwater and as the magma was blown out, the sides of the tower were formed, causing the water to super-heat around it. Cooler water rushed in to replace the hot, which caused the lava that erupted from within to harden almost immediately into place. Slowly, a lava tube was built from the floor of the sea, and having reached a thousand feet up, it was capped off as gases from within slowed the flow to a stop; forming a large bubble chamber and with adjoining smaller bubble chambers at the very end of the tube.  The expanding gases then helped drop the remaining lava back down the tube, leaving a hollow center that eventually hardened. Outside of the tube, collected sand turned to sandstone as the sea slowly withered away. Inside the tube, ground water seeped into the tube to make a deep pool of fresh clean water, which stayed even with the current water table: a natural well.
 
   Kit and Caribo found the climb to be exhilarating. The footholds were nearly nonexistent and the going was slow and treacherous, but that only added to the fun of making their way up. It, however, left them with their eyes fixed to the stone wall in front of them rather than to the danger that had crept up on them from below.
 
   As Kit and Caribo took off to climb the rock tower, Miya, settled herself into the shade of the same, a little way back so that she could watch them. 
 
   She never heard the man creep up behind her. Without warning a hand clamped over her mouth as she was pulled to her feet. She tried to scream, she tried to bite, and she tried to flail her arms and legs to no avail. 
 
   She was shortly hauled back to a group of braves. They pulled her into a small wash that was shrouded in plant life to wait with them. The plant life along the edge of the wash prevented them from being easily seen from the two climbers above.
 
   One of the more ornately decorated braves thumped his chest and said something to the others. Then, having tied a knife to the small of his back, he started out after Kit and Caribo, taking care to climb just off to the side of the other two, where they could not see him.
 
   Kit and Caribo continued to climb. As they neared the eagle nest, the bird saw and attacked them, trying to knock them from the side of the cliff in an attempt to keep them from stealing her young. 
 
   Kit instinctively let go with one hand as he tried to cover his head from the talons of the bird. The unexpected loss of support on that one side caused him to slip a bit and he slid a few feet down before catching himself. 
 
   Below, Miya had other concerns. Her captor had tied her up while the first brave continued to cover her mouth. She knew that at some point the man who had her had to release his hand from her mouth and she waited for the moment. Finally it came. Her mouth was uncovered and a small wad of soft leather was quickly shoved in. In that split second when she was free to make noise, she let out a loud, yet short, scream.
 
   Caribo chuckled. “It sounds like your woman saw your fall, my friend.”
 
   “My woman?” asked Kit, trying to sound surprised. “What do you mean by that?” he said back to Caribo, as he jumped sideways to try to get to a small ledge that looked a bit more promising for the climb.
 
   “I am not blind,” Caribo chuckled, scrambling up to within a few feet of him.
 
   “Then you approve?” asked Kit, chinning himself up enough to get one arm over the ledge.
 
   “Whether or not I approve is of no consequence.” Caribo replied, with a hint of merriment in his voice. He clawed at a small outcropping of stone.
 
   “Well I want your approval all the same,” Kit replied. 
 
   “If I did not approve, I would have made it very clear to you,” Caribo replied. Looking up he added, “Race you to the top!”
 
   As they arrived at the top, Caribo swung up his leg as Kit pulled himself up. The result was a nearly a tie with Kit just a hair ahead of the other. As Kit pulled himself over, he just lay there panting for a bit. 
 
   Caribo rolled his body heavily up on the flat ledge and flopped himself over to do the same as Kit, while he caught his own breath. Above them, a few clouds were slowly flitting across the sky, leaving shadows below on the hard desert ground.
 
   As they watched the sky, Caribo turned his head and noticed the large dome of rock in the middle of the mesa. “Looks like neither of us won,” he said. “There is still more to climb,” he continued as he pointed out the dome to Kit.
 
   “Well, then...,” said Kit, “Let’s get to climbing.”
 
   Caribo started off for the dome. The dome was of a different texture than the rest of the mesa. It was smoother, as if it were the top of a soap bubble, which wasn’t far off from reality.
 
   Once the two of them had climbed to the top, Kit decided to look for Miya. From the top of the bubble he was unable to see straight down the side of the Eyrie and decided instead to climb down to the ledge to look for her. However, he couldn’t see her. He walked around the edge and peered down, going the opposite direction from the brave that had just reached the top. 
 
   Far below, the hidden Navajo braves saw the white man. ‘Who is that?’ they asked themselves. ‘Is it the Great Spirit?’ ‘Is it a Wind Walker?’ As quickly as the pale man appeared, he disappeared from view, heading in the opposite direction of the chief’s son who had just arrived at top.
 
   As Kit rounded the corner of the dome, Caribo descended. He noticed right away that there was an opening into the dome. Peering inside, he could see that the dome was a huge room with an arched roof. Off to the sides of the large room stood two smaller rooms of smaller arches, which connected to the main room. The floor in the middle of the room was fairly flat and quite large with a six foot diameter indented circle in the middle.
 
   Caribo decided to show the place to Kit and started to call him when he saw the chief’s son.
 
   As the chief’s son’s eyes fell on Caribo, he pulled out his knife and leapt forward. Caribo yelled out, “Kit!... We have company! Ughh!” The last part was added as the brave slammed into him, forcing both of them into the domed room, the brave’s knife deflected by Caribo’s wrist guards. The two of them went sliding out of control depositing them within the indented middle circle. 
 
   Kit started running when he heard Caribo’s warning. As he ran around the dome, he heard a terrible cracking sound. 
 
   As Caribo and the chief’s son slid onto the center of the floor, it began to crack from under their combined weight. The crust that formed the top of the lava tube was extremely thin there at that center six-foot section and unable to support the combined 300+ lbs of the two muscular men. 
 
   Pouncing forward, the brave attempted to put Caribo into a strangle hold. As the arms tightened around Caribo’s head and chest, Caribo managed to slip out and quickly grappled the brave instead. Finding himself locked in Caribo’s arms, the brave threw himself backwards.  Neither men were going to go down without a fight and twisting like wildcats the two grappled and fell, and grappled and fell; returning to do it over and over again. With every roll, the cracks grew longer and deeper. 
 
   A shadow fell across the men as Kit arrived at the scene. Having sized up the situation, he jumped to his friend’s rescue and pulled back on the brave which dislodged Caribo. Freed of his antagonist Caribo backed against the far wall while he gasped for breath through his bruised throat. 
 
   As he wheezed a heavy thud brought his attention back to the pair as the brave’s head rebounded from the floor where Kit had driven it. 
 
   Leaving the brave behind, Kit hurried to Caribo’s side. As Kit attempted to help his friend, a scraping sound caught Kit’s attention and he turned in time to find the brave recovering his knife. Leaving Caribo, Kit launched himself toward the brave, determined to end the fight one way or another. The brave in turn must have had similar thoughts as he jumped forward. Meeting halfway the two slammed into each other as they grappled to keep the knife from each other’s throats. The fight was about to yield to the victor when, with a final loud crack, the floor finally gave way! Kit and the brave fell through into the darkness below. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Kit fell first. As he did so, he tried to imagine what might happen when he hit whatever was below him. He turned his body so that he was falling feet first and he placed his hands to his sides. Looking up for what he expected was the last time; he saw the silhouetted body of the brave falling above him as the only source of light gradually faded into the background. It was because of this posture that Kit survived the fall at all.
 
   When Kit entered the water his body sliced through the surface like a hot knife through butter. The force of the frigid water instantly enveloped him. 
 
   A second after he sliced through the water, the body of the Indian brave slammed into the surface. Only the fact that Kit broke the surface of the water first made it possible for the brave to survive at all. The impact instantly knocked him unconscious and the cold water started its process of slowing the blood. It was a few seconds later that Kit started kicking and trying to catch some air. The kicking forced his body upwards and as he shot back up to the surface, he came across the body of the chief’s son. 
 
   The moment his head broke free of the water, Kit started gulping in fresh air. With one hand, he held onto the Navajo, and with the other he scrambled to find a hold of any kind. 
 
   The age of the lava tube that made up this incredible well that Kit discovered had also caused the sides to calcify and corrode according to the waxing and waning of the earth’s water table in relation to the desert floor. The resulting movement of water height during those thousands of years had created a small but firm ledge that started a few feet below the outside landscape and extended down for several yards. It was this small ledge that Kit’s fingers were able to anchor themselves to. 
 
   Pulling with all his might Kit dragged the unconscious brave from the water despite the numbed feeling that was creeping throughout his limbs. Feeling around him, he realized that he had a thousand-foot climb to make. He stood on the narrow ledge and tried to find a handhold within the tube, but instead found only smooth walls. Despite that, no panic beset him. Instead, he thought about his predicament and assessed his options. 
 
   He was stuck on the bottom of a thousand foot well. He had no means to escape. He was very wet and very cold. He had plenty of water, but no food and no way to keep warm. He quickly realized he would die of cold long before he starved.
 
   ‘Well, if I can’t go up, and I can’t go down, I might as well dig my way out,’ he thought to himself. He recalled that his pistols and espadas were with Miya. He really had nothing on him that might serve him. Or did he? ‘The rings!’ he thought to himself. ‘The rings are made of metal… so if I tap the walls…’
 
   Caribo was frantic. Kit and the Navajo brave had fallen through a large hole. He was afraid even to get close. But he had to try. Lying on his belly he inched up to the edge. “Kit! Are you well?” he called down. 
 
   “Kit! Are you well?” The reply came back repeating itself, bouncing off the walls as an echo. 
 
   Then Caribo heard a sound. A faint call of “I’m alive… don’t worry about me but help Miya!” repeated itself. 
 
   As Caribo backed away from the edge to descend the tower, Kit began tapping his ring against the volcanic rock. Bit by bit he made his way around the circle of the ledge. Little by little he found himself a bit more dejected, a bit less sure. As he was to give up hope, he located it: a hollow sounding spot. A natural small side chamber formed by a gas bubble when it was closed over as the lava continued its course. It was too high to kick, which would have been best, as legs are stronger than arms, but having no other option he started hitting the hollow spot with his fists. Cracks started to appear as the metal rings struck the face of the wall until his hand finally went through the surface into a dark nothingness.  
 
   Working on the opening, he made it large enough to crawl inside. On the other side of his opening he uncovered a tunnel that was large enough for a seven-foot tall man to walk through. To one side was a small opening into a larger chamber that led into an immense cave. But he didn’t care about that. (What he looked for and what caught his eye) was at the far side of the opening: where a small pinpoint of light shone. Kit nearly cried.
 
   He returned immediately for his burden, the other man who fell down with him. Hoisting him up into the small chamber, Kit climbed back up beside him. Then, thinking it through, Kit lay on his back against the pinpoint of light and using his legs and feet kicked against the rock. It did as he had hoped: a large piece broke free and suddenly he could see green. 
 
   The green came from a large plant that took advantage of the water below to grow healthy and strong against the side of the Eyrie. He pulled free a few more pieces of the crumbling stone and made an opening that was wide enough to allow him to carry the man out of the chamber. 
 
   As he stepped out of the chamber past the bush, he looked back and realized that the bush effectively hid the opening in such a way that it was impossible to know there was even an opening there. The heat from the sun immediately warmed him, and picking up a small piece of broken obsidian, he held it close to the other man’s nose. There he saw the tell tale marks of his breathing as he fogged up the cold black stone. Hoisting up his burden again, he headed off in search of Miya.
 
   “Miya! Where are you?” Kit called out, as he rounded the corner to where he had left her.
 
   Without warning a band of men arose from a low spot in the ground. They all stared at Kit and then prostrated themselves on the ground.  One of them, remembering Miya, slipped back and cut her free, pleading for her forgiveness.
 
   Miya spat out the soggy leather gag from her mouth and ran to Kit. 
 
   Kit meanwhile laid the unconscious brave down and, as he saw Miya, ran forward and swept her up into his muscular arms. This time they kissed, and there was nothing and no one that they were aware of to interrupt them. As their kiss ended, a call was heard from above.
 
   “Kit?” came a voice from high above. Hanging like a fly on a window pane Caribo was steadily making his way to the ground. 
 
   Kit looked up. “Hello, Caribo!”
 
   “‘Hello!’ you say! I should shoot you for scaring me like that!”
 
   “So, what are you waiting for? An invitation? Come on down!” Kit called out. “I made it in less than five minutes, with him on my back most of the way. Beat that record!” he taunted. 
 
   “I believe I’ll just continue to climb!” called back Caribo. 
 
   As Kit and Miya untangled themselves, an old man approached Kit and bowed himself to the ground. 
 
   “Kit, do you know the language of the Pueblos?” asked Miya.
 
   “I do not. I am familiar now with the tongue of the Cubans, and the tongue of the Mayas, but have not had a chance yet to learn the tongue of this people. Do you speak it?” Kit responded. 
 
   “I know Natuahl, an Aztec dialect. I will try that and see if he speaks it as well.”
 
   “Aye, let’s give it a try,” replied Kit.
 
   Kit asked Miya to ask the old man to rise, and as the old man rose, he did so with an astounded look upon his face.
 
   “May I ask you a question, O great one?” he reverently intoned as he took in Kit’s features. Miya translated.
 
   “You may ask,” Kit simply replied, trying to guess what sort of trouble he had landed himself into this time.
 
   “Are you the Great Spirit?” the old man asked almost silently.
 
   As Miya translated the question to Kit, he wondered. “Why do you ask that of me?” replied Kit, still trying to fathom what the old man was getting at.
 
   “I saw you at the top of the rock,” he replied through Miya, “and then you were at the bottom,” he continued. “There was not time for you to climb and no man can survive such a fall,” he continued, saying the words that the other braves were thinking.
 
   As Miya finished translating, Kit laughed. The laughter brought up the old man’s eyes, and Kit composed himself quickly. “I am made of flesh, as yourself,” he stated, grabbing the man’s hand. “I am no spirit.”
 
   “But, I see the sign of death upon your hand,” responded the chief. 
 
   “This one in the shape of a skull is to cause fear in the hearts of your enemies,” replied Kit via Miya. “As for the other…” Miya continued, grabbing up Kit’s hand to show the old man the ring.
 
   “I do not know the other sign.”
 
   “The other in the shape of his crossed swords is a sign of protection to be given to those that I bestow it upon.” 
 
   “So you are the defender of all that is evil?” persisted the old man.
 
   “Yes,” responded Miya, not allowing Kit to even answer.
 
   “Then you are the Wind Walker,” the old man stated, satisfied. Miya translated the name literally. 
 
   “Kit Wind Walker.  I like that name for you Kit,” she added of her own accord. 
 
   “I am beginning to like that name too, Miya,” said Kit, momentarily lost in her eyes.
 
   “Kit Wind Walker,” repeated Miya. “Yes, I really like that name.”
 
   Kit just blushed. 
 
   The Chief continued, and Miya continued to translate for them. “How is it that you know not the tongue of the people?”
 
   “I speak the language of the gods,” replied Kit through Miya. “It is a blessing when people can use the language gifts the gods have given them. I have therefore chosen to let this girl be blessed of the gods. For this reason she translates for me.”
 
   Having settled the first account, the chief then turned an arm out toward the unconscious man on the ground. “And what will you have of him? He is my son, and he did not know that this was a sacred home to you. Will you restore his spirit to his body?”
 
   “Your son…” began Kit. Then realizing that this may be a great way to make life-long friends, Kit started over. “This girl that your men had with them is a servant of mine and with her help I will see if I can restore your son’s spirit to his body.” He thought for a second longer and added, “But it may take some time and even then the Great Spirit may not wish to let his spirit come back to his frame.”
 
   “The old chief nodded his head. “As the Great Spirit dictates.”
 
   An old woman, the medicine woman of the tribe, approached the chief and with an accusing finger pointed at Kit. “We do not know that he is a Wind Walker. He may instead be an evil servant sent from the great mischief maker. Let us do our rituals first and if the chief’s son is not recovered, then we will let them do theirs.”
 
   The chief reluctantly agreed. 
 
   The rest of the braves each laid a hand under the brave, and as a body of four, carried the brave back to the chief’s hogan, a specially built home constructed of logs, bark, and packed earth in a round dome-roofed shape, according to instructions found in the Navajo creation story: the sections of the hogan corresponding to the structures of the universe; the earthen floor representing Mother Earth and the round roof symbolizing Father Sky. The four posts of the hogan representing the four sacred mountains: Blanca Peak in Colorado, Mount Taylor in New Mexico, the San Francisco Peaks in Arizona, and Hesperus Peak in Colorado. According to their own history, the Navajo people believe that the Creator placed them on land between four sacred mountains where they have always lived since as the Navajo people have been instructed by the Creator never to leave their sacred homeland.
 
   As such a representation, the hogan constitutes one of the most sacred places for the members of a Navajo family and binds them to the land of their birth, and is the site for all religious ceremonies, which sanctify it through use. A traditional hogan can never be abandoned unless it is struck by lightning or someone dies in it from a cause other than old age. In essence, the Navajo family's hogan dwelling is a microcosm of their homeland. 
 
   As the brave was laid down in the center of the room, with his head facing east, the chief ordered the women to gather sands of different colors from around the area. 
 
   The Navajo used healing ceremonies to cope with the uncertainties and dangers that occur in the universe. They were performed to bring the dangerous powers that move around them under control and to restore physical or spiritual imbalances in an individual. These curative ceremonies, which could last up to nine days, must be performed in a hogan by a specially trained medicine person. The medicine person often used sand paintings and herbal remedies made from local minerals and plants to heal the patient. 
 
   Plants must be collected for each individual ceremony; they cannot be gathered in advance or stored in a kit. For example, a medicine person must walk to the spot where a plant is growing and tell the plant the name of the person who is sick. Each plant is addressed as an individual with offerings of corn pollen, songs and prayers. The use of local plants for Navajo ceremonies illustrates the need for the Navajos to remain on their sacred land.
 
   Offerings of turquoise, white shell, jet and abalone are made to sacred sites such as rocks, springs, buttes, herbal gathering areas, and trees, to obtain blessings and protection.
 
   So without hesitation, the women were sent out in search of those curative sands. While the women were gone, collecting the sand, the chief said a prayer of consecration of the lodge, to remove any evil spirits within the dwelling. 
 
   When they returned, the medicine woman spread out the sands around the man and placed them in patterns of symbols of life: the bird, the fish, and the wolf, each representative of the various sacred elements of air, water, and earth. At his head, the sun was drawn of yellow sand, representative of the final element: fire. 
 
   Then the medicine woman breathed into the man’s mouth, in an attempt to give him the breath of life. 
 
   Kit, meanwhile, sat observing the ritual. In whispered conversation he asked Miya what was happening, and though new to the experience, Miya understood the symbolism, and correctly explained the acts they performed.
 
   By the end of the day, the chief’s son was no better. He also had the chills. The medicine woman had a large fire stoked up and placed wet pine and cactus into the flames, which filled the hogan with healing steam, the pine making the air a bit easier to breathe. As the steam escaped, the whole of the Hogan became a large sweat bath, a place of intense heat that allowed one to sweat out impurities. 
 
   Finally, before retiring for the night, the medicine woman mounded up sand on the four corners of the bed while invocating her deity for help. 
 
   The chief would not leave, but had his hand on his son’s forehead. The brave was obviously burning up from fever, and nothing that the medicine woman had done seemed to help. 
 
   The following morning the braves came in and lifted the fallen chief’s son and turned his body so that his head was now facing south.
 
   This time they found the medicine woman wearing a dress made of evergreen fronds. The old chief intoned an exorcism of the body, demanding any demons that resided within to depart. Following that, there was a second Morning Prayer ritual. 
 
   The trio was left without anything to do. Caribo suggested that they explore the region, and Kit had Miya explain to the chief that they wished to look for the sacred medicine that might heal his son. 
 
   The chief consented as long as a certain number of braves went with them. That day the trio ventured out, east, searching for the best route to travel. The route took them through unfamiliar country and along the way they found an area with black shale; petroleum rich rock. Collecting a few small samples, Miya stashed them into her bag before continuing on. 
 
   When they returned to the village several hours later, Caribo was left on his own and Kit and Miya stayed with the brave. 
 
   However, as the day waned, the patient was not any better. The fever was still not done and the healing had apparently not completely taken place. The medicine woman again prepared a sweat bath. But as it did not revive the patient, she began the preparation of the many offerings.
 
   The third day found the brave as before, but this time able to drink a little water. Though he could swallow, he was still quite unconscious. Kit took great hope in this. The brave was moved so that he was now facing west. The morning ritual of exorcism and prayers took place as before, with one exception. Kit noted that this time instead of leaving just colored sand many of the offerings (the kethawns) were strategically placed around the body. The offerings were samples of turquoise, white shell, jet and abalone. 
 
   By the end of the day, following the sweat bath, the patient had still not awakened. 
 
   This was followed by an amole bath, a bath made by the soaking of the root of the local version of the yucca. Having accomplished her daily rite for the young brave, he was left for a time, which Kit supposed was to allow him to heal throughout the night.
 
   However, in a trice she was back, with a sapling in her hand and a mask on her head. This time she started an all night sing, a sort of vigil, as she waved the sapling over the brave. 
 
   A few hours into the repeating vigil Kit fell asleep. 
 
   The fourth morning found the brave turned north. Again the Morning Prayer ritual was done and again he was given a sweat bath.  This time they chanted a prayer they called the Hail way, which Kit was told was for those who had been damaged by water. However, as the patient was still unconscious the following morning took on a slightly different sphere.
 
   For the next four days the brave lay facing north. Each morning started with a song of exorcism followed by a great sand painting. Each day he continued to go in and out of fever. Kit began to be very afraid that he would not recover.
 
   Finally, on the ninth day the medicine woman tried two dances. The first they called the Dance of the Naakhaí and the second the Dance of the Atsálei. 
 
   It is on the ninth night, in the dance of the Atsálei, that [bookmark: dawn]the famous song, known as the House made of Dawn, occurs. This represents the culmination of the rite, the healing of the "one sung over." At the end of this ninth night, the "one sung over" inhales the "breath of dawn" and must certainly be cured!
 
   However the morning of the tenth day arrived and the patient was just as feverish as before. 
 
   “Enough!” said the old chief to the medicine woman. “It is now the Wind Walker’s turn.”
 
   The medicine woman spat at the two of them and quickly stormed out of the hogan. 
 
   Once she was gone, Miya slipped a piece of black shale into Kit’s hand and urged him to place it into the patient’s mouth. 
 
    “O Great Chief,” Kit approached, as Miya translated, “would you be willing to now allow the Wind Walker to help your son become less hot?”
 
   “Do whatever is necessary if it may grant me the Great Spirit’s blessing,” he replied.
 
   She nodded to Kit and he slipped the piece of petroleum shale between the youth’s lips. The natural acetaminophen shortly reduced the youth’s fever. He did not wake, but the difference in his breathing and temperature was apparent. 
 
   The chief stood amazed.
 
   The next few hours were somewhat frantic ones for Kit and Miya. Caribo just explored while the others worked. Thankfully, Miya was well prepared. As they had traveled throughout the various ecological regions, she had collected plants and fungi that she found to have curative properties or medicinal use. Her bag was filled with these wonders and she put many of them to use at this time. 
 
   However, as she was to use some of her many supplies, the medicine woman tried to stop her, “She is using plants that do not come from this sacred ground!” she declared.
 
   Kit hastily tried to console the old chief. Having Miya translate, he explained, “True that the plants that we are giving to the patient are not from here, but rather from the land of the gods, where higher medicine resides.”
 
   The chief consented and the medicine woman again left in fury. Compresses were made to cover the many wounds that had not wholly healed and more shale was applied a number of hours later. That night, as the patient was cared for by Miya and Kit, the fever broke, and he weakly opened his eyes, asking for water.
 
   The Great Chief was immediately by his side, as Miya used Kit’s supple leather belt to soak up water to be squeezed into the mouth of the brave. The camp was woken and all celebrated with the exception of one.
 
   The brave shortly fell asleep again, but by the middle of the next morning he was awake and though feeble, he was on the mend.
 
   “You have saved my son, oh great Wind Walker!” the chief said with tears of gratitude in his eyes. “Whatever you ask of me I will do for you.”
 
   “I ask nothing of you but your blessing as we travel from here, for now we must leave,” Kit replied to him, via Miya.
 
   “Now I know of a surety that you are more than a man, for no man can resist the offers of the world. I will hold your mount sacred and safe as a part of your remembrance. The mount of the Wind Walker,” he stated.
 
   “Kit Walker’s table,” supplied Caribo, shortening the name that Miya gave him. “I should have known that you’d get the place somehow.” 
 
   The chief continued, looking quizzically at the trio, not understanding the banter between them. “I pray that you tell me where you are going, oh Wind Walker.”
 
   “Tell him east, Miya,” said Caribo. “I found a river that way that looks promising.”
 
   “That’s what he will want to know,” added Kit, realizing that the chief would like the words to come from his mouth. Miya translated. 
 
   The old chief replied.
 
   “He wants to know how we will be traveling. Whether in an instant by air, or longer by land.”
 
   “Tell him that we will follow the land for a short time, and then we will wish to stand upon logs to stay on top of the water,” said Kit forming an idea in his head. Miya complied.
 
   “He says that he has been told the river to the east empties into a great water further to the east. He also says that he would volunteer his men to help us, if they are allowed to see this feat of standing upon logs upon the water.”
 
   “Perfect,” replied Kit. “Thank him for the offer and accept it. Looks like we have a raft to build my friends!” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Caribo led the party due east. The braves had never left their area of the four peaks and so were surprised to find the trio leaving the comfort of the Navajo lands. 
 
   As they followed the San Juan River, Caribo took them on a short excursion north, to show them a larger mesa he had found on his earlier excursions alone. 
 
   When Caribo motioned to the braves that they were considering climbing the larger mesa east of them, the braves asked to wait while Caribo led the other two on up. 
 
   Thus it was that only the three of them climbed the mesa. This mesa was much greener than those in the land of the Navajo, being covered in trees and plants, and Kit called it Mesa Verde in reference to its greenery; as Mesa Verde translates to Green Table.  
 
   They found signs of a lot of wildlife on the mesa. Mule deer were a common sight, as were wild turkeys. The trees sheltered squirrels, while the prints of skunks, and the occasional black bear where found as well. There was also a wide variety of birds in the mesa and within the canyons; including warblers, flycatchers, woodpeckers, jays, hawks, chickadees, titmice, and other species. More than once the trio spotted hawks, golden eagles, and peregrine falcons, which could be seen on the rim of the mesa along the valley. 
 
   Characterized by semi-arid climate, moderately high altitude, and pinion-juniper forests; Douglas fir, Ponderosa pine and sagebrush were found quite common there including an abundance of Gambel oak.
 
   From the top of the mesa they could see all around them. On one side was a large ravine, and it was there that Caribo pointed out the small natural stone buildings that were set into the far Cliffside. The men decided to climb down the ravine and up the other side to check them out; but to their surprise they found an even larger ruin right under their feet, set into their side of the cliff.
 
   The ruin wasn’t exceptionally difficult to get to, but they had to be careful, looking for footholds which were found carved into the rock face on both sides of the ruin. 
 
   The ruin resembled some sort of palace, with an overhanging cliff above and a sheer drop below. Multistoried dwellings filled the cliff-rock alcoves that rose 2,000 feet above the valley floor. Remarkably preserved, the cliff dwellings clustered together within the side of the canyon. The city was spread out over a space of many yards and Caribo and Kit found the place had over 150 individual rooms and they counted as many as 23 kivas (rooms for religious rituals). One kiva, in the center of the ruin, was at a point where the entire structure was partitioned by a series of walls with no doorways or other access portals. The walls of that kiva were plastered with one color on one side and a different color on the opposing side. As they stood there among the ruins, they called down Miya, to participate in their incredible discovery. Miya shortly joined them. 
 
   Sandstone, mortar and wooden beams seemed to be the three primary construction materials for the cliff dwellings. The mortar between the blocks was a mixture of local soil, water and ash. Fitted in the mortar were tiny pieces of stone called "chinking." Chinking stones filled the gaps within the mortar and added structural stability to the walls. 
 
   The people who had built the palace had decorated many of the surface walls with earthen plasters of pink, brown, red, yellow, or white… the first things that had eroded with time. Clay pots and earth-ware were still there in various rooms, evidence that the people that lived there had abruptly left. The whole scene was such that it left the trio in awe, yet wondering about the fate of such a people.
 
   They spent half a day just exploring the ruins, never making it to the other side. 
 
   As they noted the passing of the day, they decided it was smarter to return to their escort. Working their way around and back down the mesa, they eventually returned to where the braves were waiting and having spent the night in the shadow of the mesa, convinced them to return down the San Juan River before continuing east with them. 
 
   The Rocky Mountain cordillera extends southward with the San Juan and Sangre de Cristo ranges in the north and several other ranges stretching southward. With its source in those northern mountains, the Rio Grande River wends its way southward and its valley provides a riparian highway of green across the otherwise arid upland plateaus until eventually depositing its waters into the Caribbean.
 
   It was into those mountains that Caribo led the group to the headwaters of the San Juan River, over to the South Fork of the Rio Grande. Again, wildlife was plentiful and varied. Not just with deer and wild turkeys, but other mammals as well, including coyote, gray fox, mountain lion, black bear, elk, marmot, and porcupine. But the greatest animal that they came across during this long trek was the American bison. The animal was so large that it was impossible to look upon it without respect. Unlike the other animals they came across, Kit was unwilling to try to take it down with his simple pistols. However, the Navajo braves showed him their hunting skills as they dropped the large animal with their spears. 
 
   They arrived late in the day and having built a good fire to help them with the cold of the mountains as well as to ward off any beasts, they passed the night, well fed on Cutthroat trout, bison and venison.
 
   The next day Kit awoke with a clear idea of what he wanted. He grabbed a blackened stick from the fire pit, and using the side of a large rock as his paper, he drew out the plans for the raft that he wished to be built. 
 
   The raft was to be built following a design that came to him in dream. 
 
   He had the men chop down and lay out seven logs, with a one-foot diameter, with the undersides of the ends cut away so that the logs had a slight upward tilt on both ends. The seven logs were laid out with the longest one in the middle at 10 feet, and the shorter ones on the outside ending in 7 feet. On top of these logs, six more logs were fastened. The bottom seven logs were fastened together as one raft and the upper six fastened together as another raft. Then the two groups were fastened together as a whole, the one raft on top of the other. 
 
   For cordage, the Navajo sliced long strips from the buffalo hide, making a thick leather rope that only tightened and became stronger the wetter it became. Finally, Kit had a rudder made. When Kit had the first rudder made and attached, Caribo inspected it with much curiosity. 
 
   “And what is that thing for, my friend,” Caribo asked Kit.
 
   “To keep the raft straight. We will steer with it,” Kit clarified.
 
   “And what if the raft spins around?” asked Caribo in response. 
 
   Kit considered it and had another rudder made. 
 
   “There,” he proudly displayed to Caribo a few hours later. “One for each end. Now it won’t matter which way the raft spins, I can still take control of it and steer it straight.”
 
   “I see,” said Caribo. “And what if one breaks on a rock as we pass over it?”
 
   Kit sighed and sent Caribo away to hunt down dinner.  
 
   Later that day, a third rudder was finished that was strapped on to the center of the raft in case one of the other two broke. The rudders were also modified to be able to be tilted and secured into the raft in case of low-lying rocks. 
 
   When Caribo returned from hunting, all he said was, “I like the rudders. It’s a good design, my friend.” Kit smiled a large toothy smile.
 
   Finally, the raft was finished. The effect was that it resembled a boat from the side view. It sported a small shelter of buffalo hide that had been arranged on top to shelter them from weather and leather hoops had been added to give them something to hold onto in case of strong current or steep falls. 
 
   By that time, the chief and his son were able to make the trek out to see them off. The raft was slowly moved into place by rolling it onto another log that worked as a pivot point under the craft. Having slid the edge over the bank, the weight of the craft pulled the rest of the raft into the water. True to Kit’s word, the chief was able to see the trio stand on the logs that floated upon the water. As a final gesture, Kit helped the chief and his son onto the raft. Having ‘stood on the water’, they were anxious to get back to dry land. 
 
   There they presented Kit with a final goodbye present: a leather belt to replace the one that he had used to treat the Chief’s son, with a triangle buckle and a skulls head in the center that matched the skull on his ring.
 
   In gratitude of the chief’s work, Kit positioned the new belt in the place of where the old one resided. 
 
   “Now I will know when you return,” the old chief said to Kit via Miya. “Let this belt be a symbol of the fight against evil that you have sworn to do, o Wind Walker.”
 
   Kit was without words but Miya had the common sense to thank the chief profusely. Gathering his men, the chief and the braves prepared to return.
 
   The Rio Grande has been known by many names over time and in different parts of its course. Since the river’s discovery among European explorers it has carried the following names: Río de Nuestra Señora, River of May, Río de Nuestra Señora de la Concepción, the Río Guadalquivir, Río Bravo or Río Bravo del Norte, Río del Norte, Río Turbio, Río de San Buenaventura del Norte, Río Ganapetuan, Río Caudaloso, and at other earlier times as Río del Norte y de Nuevo México. The Pueblo Indians simply called it Posoge, which meant "big river." Kit called it likewise, translating the word ‘Big’ for the word ‘Grand’. 
 
   The Rio Grande is the twenty-second longest river in the world and the fifth longest in North America. The river flows a total of 1,876 miles.
 
   For Kit, Miya, and Caribo it just looked like one more step into adventure. 
 
   Holding up the crossed swords, Kit called out a goodbye to his friends, in what was taken as a promise to return.
 
   Then with a swift downward thrust of his right espada, he severed the leather band that held the raft into place. They were off.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Kit immediately found that he had a hard time trying to keep his raft in line. The water flowed fast through a broad lava-rock plain. The water wasn’t too rough or too swift, but for this first run it was enough to make the three of them take note on how the craft handled. 
 
   They found themselves fighting rocks rising out of the stream and erratic winds; and, as they continued down the river, found themselves surrounded by steep canyon walls. Above them prairie falcons and golden eagles soared. As Kit became used to the movements of the river, he turned the rudder over to Caribo, who later gratefully turned it over to Miya, who could steer so well that it seemed she must have been born in such a craft!
 
   As they became accustomed to the rolling of the craft, they were able to take note of their surroundings. Visible signs of wildlife were all around them, from antelope, to elk, deer, squirrels, raccoons and numerous other animals. There was no real spot to camp, so they continued on through the noon day. 
 
   At the end of the first 24 mile run, they found a flat area to rest for a time. Caribo nearly kissed the ground, being so thankfully for the solid earth again. Kit laughed as Caribo attempted to explain the difference between the relatively smooth ocean and large river travel in a canoe versus the uncontrolled and erratic rafting ride they just experienced. Somewhat frustrated at his friend’s determination to continue navigating the unholy craft, he set out on foot to scout the river further down, while Kit fished for trout. When he returned, Caribo looked grim. 
 
   “The water is very rough. Very rough. I do not know if we will be able to float it.”
 
   “What about waterfalls?” asked Kit.
 
   “Nothing too big, but the water is very hard,” replied Caribo. 
 
   Kit pondered the problem while they ate. Finally he stood and said, “Unless we abandon the raft now, we need to go on. But I won’t make you ride with me. Who wishes to walk? Who wishes to ride?”
 
   “I will ride with you,” Miya immediately responded, causing Kit to grin. 
 
   Caribo looked up from the ground that he appeared to be studying. “I will ride with you too, friend, but be forewarned… the river is rough. Very rough.”
 
   The area of the “very rough water” as Caribo described it followed steep canyons. That short and fast section of the river segment became one continuous rapid once the water flow hit the 2,000 cubic feet per second mark. In their case the water was well over the 2,000cfs mark. Caribo had reason for concern. 
 
   The trio set off again on their raft. As the raft entered the water, the force of the flow gradually steered them to the center of the run. 
 
   “Everyone grab hold of your lines!” yelled Kit over the sound of the rapids; while he tried to stand near the back of the boat with the rudder in hand. 
 
   Caribo and Miya each snaked a free hand through the loops of buffalo hide that Kit had installed for just such an emergency. 
 
   The rocking motion of the craft became almost a constant motion, and luckily the flow of the water was high and strong enough that the craft never dropped into a keeper sieve, a sieve of rocks that the water rushes past, that will hang up a craft or impede its forward flow. 
 
   Yet the blessing of having a high strong flow also presented its own problems. Kit found that the craft was very difficult to control and the constant bump and roll of the craft coupled with the white water crashing across his feet made the raft slippery and his footing unsure. 
 
   A swift, hard rocking motion forced Kit forward. As Kit fell, the rudder broke off in his hand, useless as it lifted out of the water. As Kit sprawled forward, he landed on top of the spare rudder. 
 
   There was no time nor means to replace the rudder with the spare but Kit had a different idea. Taking the broken stick in hand, he reached down and forced the rudder back into the water, making certain it was fairly straight. He then jabbed his two espadas into the rudder at angles from both sides which held it in place. Using the large stick that was the handle of the broken rudder, he passed it through the sword guards to hold it in place. The result was a fin that sliced cleanly through the water, allowing the craft to roll with the flow.
 
   The next six miles flew past and Kit looked forward to a break in the run. However, neither he nor Caribo had trekked that far, and so the next portion of the river was entirely a mystery to them. 
 
   Just as the trio was to enter the next run, Kit spied a good pull-off area to rest along the east bank. Caribo was feeling exceptionally sick, not enjoying the rapids, half as much as Kit and Miya. 
 
   The moment that the raft touched down against the bank, Caribo jumped off and called out that he would scout downstream. Kit considered the option and not wanting more surprises suggested that they tie off the raft and all take a small hike. The hike led the three of them down the gorge, which gave them a great vista of the turbulent water. It didn’t take Kit long to decide to sail alone. Miya wouldn’t hear of it, and though Caribo suggested scouting for them, Miya eventually made Kit realize that in the end it would be easiest and quicker to simply press on and hope for the best. 
 
   What the trio could only guess at was that this new section of river was to become one of their most challenging. It came with fluctuations in water level, along with large boulders and sharp turns, and quick steep drops making difficult rapids… all situated within a deep gorge.
 
   For the rafting trio, there would be no scout. Having made repairs to the rudder, Kit made a few minor changes to the raft for their comfort and safety. He chopped out a few foot holds to help him stand a bit better. He also used the additional strapping from the spare rudder to tie a line from the one side to the other. It was to be a simple safety line to help him grab hold of in case of extreme water. 
 
   This time Caribo kept his mouth shut; his reservations to himself. Once he helped push off the raft, he quickly took position near the center of the craft. Miya sat near him, not wanting to be so close to the edge. Kit took up the steering and they were off. 
 
   It didn’t take long for the river to grab them up and shortly they were caught with their hands full, rushing down the slipstream. 
 
   It wasn’t really their choice but soon they found themselves rushing towards upcoming falls. The falls themselves weren’t exceptionally high, but falls they were, and the higher river water forced a staggering volume of water over them. 
 
   The water pushed them forward, forcing them towards the edge. Maneuvering quickly, Kit was able to get them back into the center of the run where the force of the white water positioned their raft into the middle of the current, which made it possible to narrowly avoid hidden boulder dangers. 
 
   As the craft started over the brink, Kit let go of the rudder and dove for the safety line, wrapping it around his arm. The raft abruptly pitched forward and Miya screamed as she and Caribo were launched up from their seats. Even as they left their seats, the raft hit the water below and the surge of the torrent propelled them forward once more, pushing the raft back up, throwing them back down into their seat only to buck them suddenly backwards.  
 
   All of a sudden Caribo found himself flying. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
    
 
   The force of the raft hitting the water from the drop over the falls caught the trio off balance, causing Caribo to lose his grip on his safety straps. Miya and Kit were still fine as Miya had her safety line wrapped around her wrist and had dug her foot under a nearby log line as well. Kit had wrapped one of his large arms around the long safety line near the rudder. Caribo, though, was unprepared when the raft surged up again as its nose came out of the brink, from the surging water that flowed all around it. 
 
   The immediate rise in the craft tossed Caribo back, and spilling past Kit, he started to roll off into the water. 
 
   As Caribo rolled past, he reached out for anything, trying to stop his motion. As he grabbed out frantically, he was able to grab hold of the long safety line that Kit held onto, and having caught the line he grabbed it instinctively hard. The combined weight snapped the line on Caribo’s side and he started over the edge, still clutching at the cord.
 
   Thankfully, following the falls came a mile of relatively flat water. Even as Caribo sailed over the edge, the raft entered the calmer water and Kit was able to quickly gain footholds to help his friend back up into the raft. 
 
   As Caribo rolled back onto the craft and caught his breath, Kit dejectedly agreed with Caribo, “We need to abandon this raft. It’s going to kill one of us.” Then louder he called out to Miya, “Miya, steer the craft onto the shore.”
 
   “No!” called out Caribo.
 
   “What?” asked Miya and Kit in unison. 
 
   “Don’t steer for shore,” continued Caribo, earnestly. “I’m already wet Kit, and now I know that I can survive this.” He smiled weakly. “I say let’s go on.”
 
   “Are you sure?” asked Kit incredulously. 
 
   “I’m very sure,” replied Caribo. 
 
   “Well I’m still against it. It will kill one of us…” he hesitated as he looked at Miya, “What about you Miya?” asked Kit “You see the danger in this, don’t you?”
 
   “I love this!” laughed Miya. “This is the greatest adventure I have ever experienced! I say we go on!”
 
   “Well, then,” replied Kit, taken somewhat aback by Miya’s reaction, “I guess we continue on. In which case…”
 
   “In which case… nothing,” said Caribo cutting in. 
 
   “In which case,” continued Kit, smiling at Caribo’s insert, “help me get this cord retied. I suspect we may need it again.”
 
   The next mile of rapids seemed like a walk in the park to the trio. 
 
   But the park walk soon became a park run! As the raft entered the run, it seemed like there was no chance for an easy path through it. The waves made the water crash over the trio in such a fashion that Caribo wasn’t the only wet one. 
 
   It was in one such dip and surge that the raft slammed into a huge boulder. Without direction the log raft was left spinning out of control, with Kit’s hand off of the rudder.
 
   As it spun it hit another and then another boulder. Kit found himself facing back the way they had come. Quickly, he tried to run for the other end of the raft only to find that Miya had beaten him to it. With rudder in hand, she brought the spinning raft back under control. Seeing that she had it well in hand, Kit allowed himself to slump to the deck for a moment’s rest before joining her at the rudder.
 
   From then on, the rafting went very smoothly with the exception of a few dangers. 
 
   Yet, the rest of the rapids run, under the careful hand of Miya, went exceptionally smooth.  
 
   First they hit a boulder garden that gave their raft some air. Caribo let out a great shout there, finally enjoying the run.
 
   Then after a few miles they hit a drop. The drop was scary, but Miya had run them to the left of center which seemed to work best for them at their current flow condition. 
 
   With great skill Miya navigated the next stretch by running from right to left, avoiding a series of holes created by the boulder garden that characterized that rapid. 
 
   Suddenly the river canyon bent to the left, and featured a giant boulder that Miya kept to the right of her as she navigated the raft down a run to the left. That appeared to be the last significant rapid on that run, which found the trio following the canyon back to the right. By the time the river had finished the final end of the run, they were happy, having greatly enjoyed their flight down to the valley.
 
   Miya pulled in and docked the craft near the west bank. 
 
   That night the only thing of any excitement for them was watching bats fly overhead as the animals scooped up their dinner of insects on the fly. However, they were all quite tired, having worked muscles that weren’t normally worked.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
    
 
   The next day found them continuing down the grand river. 
 
   As trees and shrubbery flew past on the banks, spray washed over the edge of the raft, splattering the trio while cooling them. Kit, once again at the rudder, dipped it into the water, dropping it to its full length; feeling the resistance of the water.
 
   With the rudder handle in hand, feet braced, Kit rode the first rapid of the day. With a swift, straight motion the raft was up and into it, riding the wave. Elation spread through him. 'This is incredible!' thought Kit.
 
   The river dipped the front of the raft before lifting it again. He felt the splash through him while it sounded in his ears and spray cooled his body. 
 
   "Big rock on the left," called out Caribo, his voice urgent. Kit's hands were poised, waiting for the right moment to turn the raft. The rush of water filled his senses.
 
   With every wave they crested, adrenalin pumped through his body, taking him higher. Though the ride through the first rapid only took a minute or two, for Kit, time was suspended.
 
   "Ah! A rest," called out Caribo, as the raft plunged into calmer waters. 
 
   "What a ride!" remarked Miya jubilantly. Suddenly she frowned. She had full confidence in Kit; in his ability to steer them down the unknown river. Yet for a few minutes after the start of every day as they pushed the raft into the swirling water came whispered thoughts into the back of her mind, "What am I getting myself into? And why?"
 
   She knew the reason. It had started back in the Navajo land. The truth was that she was in love with Kit. Unconditionally ...irrevocably. But she also knew it could not be. After all she was the daughter of a king. And what were they? She knew that if they ever returned to her land, they would be killed for associating so casually with her. But would a quick death be so bad for them? It was better than the alternative which was much more likely... Even if they never returned, her father would send out men to hunt them down… and such a death would not come quickly.
 
   “What are you thinking about, Miya?” asked Kit, seeing the frown on her face.
 
   “What?” she began, looking up. She quickly composed herself, “Oh, nothing,” she lied, forcing herself to smile. Only the sadness behind her eyes betrayed her.
 
   The day passed as before, rapid after rapid with occasional moments of relaxation. Along the way another river’s confluence dumped its run-off into the river, which gave the trio quite a run for a time. 
 
   The area they were pushing through in the morning changed from the high mountainous canyons covered in pine, maple and oak to a slightly slower running section that allowed them to really enjoy the run. 
 
   Miya spotted a bald eagle that seemed to follow them for a time, and it was Caribo that spotted the bear as it fished in the stream. 
 
   Gradually, the valley deepened and the river slowed to a lazy run that gave way to birch and scrub oak as the landscape further out slowly changed from forest to grassland to areas of desert scrub. Yet the river run was still shaded with all sorts of large trees soaking up the river goodness. 
 
   As dusk settled over the river valley, the trio relaxed with their bellies full of fish and berries under a maple tree. Nearby, the raft was moored to a large pine that anchored it against the flowing water. Breathing the pure clean air, the trio soon settled into their deep soft buffalo hide, letting the lapping of the water against the rocks lull them to sleep.
 
   The next few days found them leisurely enjoying calmer waters. Many birds and animals could be seen and the trio’s spirits soared. The desert topography was nondescript, the summer temperatures hot, and the water slow moving and occasionally fairly flat.  
 
   At one point they sailed right into a portion of a beaver dam that was being built. As the raft caught a bit of the side of the dam, a beaver head popped up to see what came down the river, and immediately disappeared underwater again, obviously disappointed that the logs were already taken by some other animals; namely Kit, Miya, and Caribo. 
 
   As the raft departed, a beaver dived underwater only to come up again with a small branch to repair where the raft had dislodged a piece of the dam.  
 
   The trio sailed on, noting the scenery as they passed. They could make out the Caballo Mountains that lined the east bank off in the distance. 
 
   The slow ride was annoying Caribo, but Kit reminded him that it was better than walking. 
 
   “Not by much,” grumbled Caribo in response. 
 
   True, the elevation drop was insignificant with no hazards other than the heat and distance. Of course, an occasional snake was to be seen, basking in the sun: mostly rattlesnakes and copperheads. 
 
   The good news was that there were no significant whitewater hazards on that section of the grand river.
 
   The river by this time had started moving slightly east again. The ride continued to be fairly easy with occasional faster sections but for the most part leisurely. 
 
   Miya loved the varying landscape and would try to spot the eagles or hawks before the others. Kit took up the game and Caribo eventually joined in, finding that he had a good eye. 
 
   “Red-tailed hawk,” announced Caribo, his prostrate form stretched out across the raft’s deck. “Just over there,” he pointed.
 
   “How do you do it?” asked Kit sarcastically; knowing it was an art completely lost on Caribo.
 
   “Just searching,” Caribo replied. “I keep my eyes open and I am always searching.”
 
   Kit laughed. “Well, I don’t think you need to search much to know what’s coming up,” he warned. “I hear rough water.”
 
   “And I see men,” countered Miya.
 
   True enough, there just above them on a bluff, a number of braves could be seen. 
 
   “I’m going to pull in,” said Kit decisively. 
 
   “What if they’re unfriendly?” asked Caribo. 
 
   “I guess I’ll have my pistols ready just in case,” returned Kit. 
 
   Kit steered the craft toward the east bank and pulled into a shallow section of the river. The gentle rising slopes along the edge of the escarpment gave ample footholds for the braves to come down to where they waited. As the braves approached, the one in front held up his hands to show he was unarmed. Kit did likewise.
 
   “Who are you?” asked the brave via Miya’s translation. He couldn’t help but note the different color of Kit’s skin.
 
   “He is known as the Wind Walker among the Navajo,” replied Miya to the brave, shortly translating to Kit and Caribo.
 
   The brave tapped his chest and signaled the others. “We are known as the Pecos. We come from that river.” The brave signaled northward toward the head waters of the river’s tributary. We come in peace, in search of buffalo.”
 
   “Share with them some of our meat,” suggested Miya. “Food is the best way to win any friendship, whether it is beast or man.”
 
   “I agree,” said Kit. “Caribo…”
 
   “I am already doing so, Kit.”
 
   As they ate, the trio pumped them for information about the upcoming river. The Pecos knew some of it but weren’t much on long distance travel, although they had had visitors pass through that swore the river dumped into ‘the great waters’. As Miya correctly deduced, the offering of meat satisfied the Pecos braves. Once they learned all they could learn, Kit stood and said to the others, “We should get going. Miya, …”
 
   “I will explain,” she cut off Kit. Then to the braves she said, “The great Wind Walker gives his blessing with this meat that you have shared. May your hunts be swift and your bellies full.”
 
   The braves gave a farewell cheer and the trio clambered aboard their raft once again. 
 
   When the braves were out of earshot, Caribo asked, “So what did you tell them.”
 
   “Just what they wanted to hear,” replied Miya coyly, as she purposely lounged out on the raft, turning away from Caribo. Caribo scowled while Kit laughed. 
 
   “Looks like that will be a minor mystery for a while, aye Caribo?” Then winking at Miya, Kit added, “so let’s leave it for now and this place as well.” 
 
   Caribo scowled all the more. 
 
   Kit laughed again and said, “I’m sure it was nothing about you. Come on now. Help me push off, Caribo!”
 
   “Yes! Time for the straps!” agreed Miya, who was enjoying the concern her words caused Caribo. She rose and found her favorite sitting spot. Then she purposely stretched out in the sun near Kit. 
 
   “Here we go!” announced Kit, a wide smile splitting his face. As the ‘Rio Pecos’, as they called it, joined the Rio Grande, the current hardened and rapids soon were rocking the boat. The sheer joy of the ride even made Caribo’s scowling face take on a smile, causing him to forget what it was that made him scowl in the first place.
 
   The next week was by far the most spectacular for them. However, it started off slow as the ride once again became as smooth and enjoyable as before. 
 
   The river followed vast plains where all the buffalo were. Caribo mentioned such, stating that the braves had a good day’s walk ahead of them if they expected to find those animals.
 
   They saw other animals as well. Snakes such as rattlers, copperheads, and coachwhips were plentiful. Caribo shot down a wild pig that made a great morning meal; while the others spotted black bears, beavers, mountain lions, eagles, hawks, and falcons. 
 
   Plants were also as varied as the animals: cacti, yucca, sotol, ocotillo, and lechuguilla. Willow trees replaced the maples while pine and scrub oak continued to be predominant species in the lower canyons. Eventually the river entered into a last series of big bends and canyons where the river narrowed and the water became rapids once again.
 
   The scenery changed as canyon walls rose around them some with walls towering nearly 2,000 feet overhead. 
 
   Fast rapids with strong cross currents and large standing waves filled the narrow clefts. The trio found the waves were just a bit higher than they expected. Immediately below the first rapid they came across another smaller rapid with large standing waves that momentarily swamped the craft.  
 
   By the time they traveled down that rapid they found themselves facing a drop that Kit turned over to Miya to navigate, at her insistence. Yet even Miya’s skill was tried as the trio entered a section with large standing waves, whirlpools and strong cross currents that made navigation tricky. 
 
   Despite successfully navigating the earlier rapids, even Miya looked concerned as they approached a three stage rapid that dropped precipitously through a maze of large boulders. In the end it was more of a falls than a rapid.
 
   As the falls approached, Miya headed right down the middle. The rocks at the bottom loomed towards them as the raft slid over the edge of the first surge and slammed into the water below. Miya was thrown off balance and as she fell back, she pulled hard on the rudder, which turned the raft slightly from its forward position. 
 
   The water forced the raft onward as it rode the wave at the base of the falls just before clipping the largest rock in their path. With eyes wide they watched as the force of the water pushed the edge of the raft up against the rock and shortly the three of them found themselves on an increasingly tilting platform.
 
   “Miya!” screamed Kit over the roar of the falls. He scrambled up the tilting raft to her side, and the shift in weight of the raft made it slip a bit more into the brink. “Caribo! Get up here!” screamed Kit, realizing his one hope of righting the raft was in weight disbursement.
 
   Caribo quickly hurried to his side. As he clambered next to the other two, their combined weight instantly dislodged the raft and the water was able to lift and slide it from the rock. 
 
   Without warning, the raft broke free, with the exception of one of its corners. The result was that the raft dipped into the water on that end, turning as it did so, dunking the trio into the water as it went. 
 
   Kit was sputtering water when he heard from somewhere behind him Caribo’s yell, “Kit, grab Miya!” Kit looked around quickly and saw Miya just as she slid down the side of the bucking raft into the frigid water.
 
   Caribo leapt forward and with one hand, caught Miya, while the other grabbed for the safety line. Kit did the same a second after Caribo, but his hand missed her. The raft spun again as it crashed into another boulder. Kit found himself rolling. His right arm wound itself within the taut buffalo hide safety line, keeping him onboard. Without warning, a pair of legs slammed into his side, causing him to temporarily lose his breath. Looking up he saw who the legs belonged to: Miya.
 
   The force of the water as it broke into another large wave sent Miya’s body crashing onto the deck of the raft. As the raft sank into the trough at the other end of the wave, Kit was thrown off balance, his arm catching on the safety line. The raft had at that point slammed into a large boulder, causing it to spin. The crest of the next wave sent Miya rolling across the deck, only to slam legs first into Kit. Though badly bruised and with abrasions and cuts, she was still able to cling to the safety line. 
 
   Then the water calmed a bit. A collective sigh escaped from the trio as the raft steadied itself once again.
 
   Then came the lower falls. 
 
   Before they had time to really study it, they found that the river bent to the left; the current quickening. However, Kit recognized this. It meant that they were about to enter a ledge rapid, as the last twenty or thirty of them all offered the same make-up.  On a ledge rapid, a ledge would extend much of the way across the river, and by experience Kit knew the best course was to follow the fastest current. He hoped to sneak around the large waves created where the ledge ended in the channel and the main force of the current dropped quickly through the narrow opening between the ledge's end and shore.
 
   Unfortunately, he was caught wholly unprepared for that most menacing drop on that side of the lower falls.  
 
   The raft followed the bend to the left as the majority of the river poured over the ledge, but when it reached the spot where the opening typically was, Kit found a terrifying sight.  
 
   At the opening, the river made a two-stage drop, each one steep.  The first ended in large waves, and immediately below it, which he saw too late as he battled to stay upright in the large waves, the river divided around a massive, barely submerged boulder which evenly divided the channel.  
 
   Directly below the boulder, the river charged right into the shore, and a deep tree trunk divided this push as the inside lane eddied back to the base of the drop.  
 
   The outside lane offered the only escape.  Meanwhile, all the waves pushed toward the inside lane.  
 
   Kit fought for an instant, as an instant was all he had, but then realized he was about to go right over the boulder. His strength was failing. Throwing his weight against the rudder in an attempt to make a quick correction the raft narrowly made the inside of the steep drop, swamping the craft as it hit the eddy.
 
   As the water poured through the slats between the logs, the raft rode the circle of the eddy back to the base of the drop and passed again across the front of the dead tree.  With a loud crunch as the last of the craft swung past, Kit was able to bring back the rudder under control and align his craft once again. Finally they were able to get into the correct channel and shortly the rapids were behind them, with nothing but clear calm waters ahead of them.
 
   Kit slumped to the deck and pulled a somewhat surprised Miya to his side. She didn’t resist. Caribo watched in amusement and wasn’t surprised when Kit weakly called out, “Caribo, take the rudder. I need to rest.” 
 
   “I’m sure you do…” Caribo said under his breath as he purposely looked the other way. Kit took the opportunity to slide his arm under Miya’s head. Shortly Miya’s leg draped itself over his own. Comfortable and close the two relaxed in the lolling craft as the sun dried out their sodden bodies. 
 
   That was the last of their hair-raising adventure as the rest of the 236 miles of river was wide, slow, and (following their near death in the canyons) rather appealing to them. Finally, the trio found the salty water of the Caribbean. 
 
   As the raft left the fresh muddy water of the grand river, the salty air off of the Caribbean caught hold of them. 
 
   It took Miya only a moment to recognize where they were. As she realized how close she was to home, her heart quickened. Pushing her more macabre thoughts aside, she insisted to Kit and Caribo that they should go back home with her, to which Kit readily agreed as he had his own personal agenda. 
 
   However, Caribo wasn’t so excited about it. “Wasn’t she betrothed to someone else? What do you think they will do to us when they find out that we had her with us this whole time?” Caribo’s reasoning was sound, but though Kit had the same thoughts echo through his own mind, vocally Kit rebuked it.
 
   So it was that the majority ruled and Caribo found himself in company on his way to Miya’s home… and possible death.
 
   The journey back was an uneventful one. They hugged the shore and kept close to land as often as possible. Kit improvised a deer skin sail from which Miya had removed all of the hair. By hugging the land, they were able to avoid most of the current that would bear them the opposite direction. In a few days’ journey they were close to the land of Miya’s birth and she was growing more and more excited. That night they decided to rest a little distance from the city to give them a good rest and a chance to refresh themselves.
 
   As the trio bedded down, Kit and Miya held a whispered conversation as she told him of all the wonders of her home land that surrounded them. Unfortunately, they didn’t realize that warriors from her home city were also out that night and had surrounded them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Caribo woke to a long spear thrust up against his throat. 
 
   The man that carried the spear motioned for him to rise. Caribo looked around and saw that two others held Kit in the same manner. Caribo did as he was beckoned. 
 
   As Miya awoke a cry escaped her lips. Then, as quickly as the first cry came forth, she realized who the men were and the cry turned to relief. She suddenly hugged the man that was standing over Kit and started crying. 
 
   While Miya was artfully steered away from her companions, the man in turn pushed Kit into the arms of the other brave who made quick work in tying Kit’s wrists together behind his back. A gag was quickly stuffed into his mouth. Kit’s cries for Miya were stifled.
 
   Caribo and Kit were roped together and tied s if they were slaves. The rope was then gathered up at one end by a large man and a spear point prodded the two of them forward. 
 
   Working out the gag with his tongue, Caribo angrily spat, “Your girl friend gave us up as slaves.” 
 
   “No talking!” barked the command from behind and taking a stride forward the man who said it struck Caribo in the sides with a large stick. Caribo fell, but was up on his feet quickly, helped by the point of the spear carried by his captor. The guard recovered the now very dirty gag and forced it back into Caribo’s mouth.
 
   Kit’s mind was reeling, wondering how Miya could allow this to happen. 
 
   As it was, Miya was lost in her own little world, oblivious to what happened to her companions as one after another of her relatives, friends and subjects came up to her to welcome her home and ask where she had been. 
 
   Remembering Kit and Caribo, she turned toward her brother, the first brave she saw, and asked, “Where are my traveling companions?”
 
   “They have been taken to the city,” replied Tihuac, her brother. “Your father will be very pleased to see you, Miya,” he added, changing the subject. 
 
   “Ah, yes, father… I may have some explaining to do to him.”
 
   “I’m sure he will expect it,” agreed Tihuac.
 
   When Kit and Caribo arrived at the city they found themselves marched down a long street that ended near a large pyramid temple. There they were pushed into a small room that was heavily guarded from the outside. Having no other recourse, Kit resigned himself to sleep. 
 
   The next morning, Kit and Caribo were forcefully kicked awake. 
 
   “Time to die,” announced the guard.
 
   “Yeah,” Kit responded feebly.
 
   Meanwhile, in another part of the city, princess Miya was rubbed with sweet smelling fruit oils and prepared for a special ceremonial return. Additionally, there was talk of a special surprise for her, and she could hardly quell her enthusiasm. She knew her parents and could only imagine how well Kit and Caribo were currently being treated. Likely pampered even as she was. She couldn’t wait to see them.
 
   The crowds gathered at the base of the large temple to find to their astonishment that the rumors of the white beast were true. There, stretched out and strung up by his arms hung Kit, with Caribo alongside of him. 
 
   “Why do they wish to us kill, my friend?” Caribo asked.
 
   “I suspect they believe we are the ones who abducted Miya in the first place. And I believe they think the only reason we were close enough for capture was for an attempt on our part to gather ransom from them. After all, she is a princess.”
 
   “Abduction and ransom of a princess? We are doomed, Kit. Doomed. This will not be a fast death.”
 
   Caribo’s statement left them both pensive and mute.
 
   Tihuac came to escort his sister to the temple. He was ornately dressed. The two of them came in from the back side of the temple in order to avoid crowds, opposite of where Kit and Caribo hung ready for their execution. So it was that Miya wasn’t even aware of the situation until nearly the last second. 
 
   On the back side of the temple Miya and Tihuac climbed the many steps that led them to the area that held the seats where their father and mother would be waiting. As they approached the edge of the temple that would show them to the crowds, Miya’s mother rounded the corner in great anticipation of seeing her daughter. 
 
   The queen was dressed in splendid finery, and walked with a grace that becomes part of the natural fluidity of all nobility. Yet when she saw her daughter, the queen left her regality behind and rushed forward with her arms outstretched. As they embraced, Miya cried. Not alone in the wave of emotion, the queen joined her with tears that only a mother’s love could shed. 
 
   Finally pulling themselves apart, the queen insisted that Miya come sit with her and her father. As Miya rounded the corner, she practically ran into her father as he turned the corner to see what was taking his wife so long. 
 
   “Oh! My daughter! My daughter!” he began.
 
   Miya burst into more tears. 
 
   Finally wiping eyes, the king said, “I have missed you Miya. I do not know what happened that caused you to stray from the city and allowed these vermin to capture you. I will make things right for you,” he promised. “Come let us deal with your captors and their corpses will send a message to all that dare trespass here!” 
 
   As they headed for their seats, Tihuac pointed out Kit and Caribo to his sister. “See what we have done to your captors!” he proclaimed proudly. 
 
   As her eyes took in the lifeless looking form of Kit, Miya let out a loud scream. 
 
   “No! No! No!” she exclaimed becoming hysterical. 
 
   “There, there, daughter. We will dispatch them immediately,” replied her father embracing her. 
 
   As the words sank in, her hysterics softened. “They’re alive?”
 
   “For the moment,” replied her father. But I can remedy that right now.”
 
   “No, father. Please don’t kill them! No father! Please!” she begged him, clinging to his garments as she dropped to her knees in front of him. 
 
   The watching crowd quieted as this spectacle of mercy unfolded.
 
   “But why daughter?” he half whispered as he helped his daughter back to her feet.
 
   “Because I love him,” she replied, eyes turned up, with tears streaming from them.
 
   The king was taken aback. 
 
   “Love him?” he said incredulously. “Which one? Why? Haven’t they threatened you? Haven’t they harmed you?”
 
   “Please father, set them free. Please. They have never threatened me. They have never harmed me. In fact, they have saved my life repeatedly.” Then taking a deep breath she replied to his former question, “The white one, father. I love the white skinned one. His name is Kit.”
 
   Kissing his daughter, the king’s voice bellowed from above. “Cut the captives loose.”
 
   The guards looked up in surprise but did as they were told. 
 
   “What is the other’s name?” the king gently asked his daughter.
 
   “Caribo,” she replied, a smile starting to form on her face.
 
   Turning to the crowd, the king’s voice boomed out once again as the crowd silenced. “Kit. Caribo. Come up here at once.”
 
   Kit and Caribo exchanged glances and Kit started off, Caribo immediately in step behind him, with the guards trailing them a few feet behind.
 
   As they approached the final steps towards where the king and his family stood, the guards reached out to stop them; but princess Miya took that moment to run down the few steps toward them and flung herself at Kit, wrapping him in her arms while sobbing, “I’m so sorry! So sorry! I love you! I love you!”
 
   The crowd exploded in cheers!
 
   Kit used the only devise available to him to quiet her, and planted a long passionate kiss on her mouth.
 
   Feeling the effects of the near-death adrenaline, he swept her up into his arms and carried her back to place her gently at the feet of her father. Then, dropping to one knee, he bowed his head to the king, and said, “My king!” Caribo followed suit.
 
   King Tuluk immediately liked him. 
 
   “Stand,” he commanded them. Turning to Kit he continued, “My daughter tells me that you have saved her life.” He paused, eyeing Kit; reflective in thought. “Further, she says she loves you.” He paused again, thinking. “Can you tell a good story?” he asked, directing the question to both of them. “I would like to hear of your encounter with daughter from the beginning until this moment.”
 
   “Yes, king,” replied Kit and Caribo in unison. Kit looked pensively at Miya, but she only nodded her head.
 
   “So be it.” The king faced his subjects and spoke loudly to them, “We will now hear of the story of how our two young explorers met and returned the princess to us.”
 
   Taking turns, the two of them told the story of their many adventures. Kit paid attention to the king’s expressions as he spoke. As he watched the king, he noted that the king did likewise and watched his daughter’s expressions. But in the end, the story finished and the king embraced his daughter while tears streamed down his eyes. 
 
   “Is that how it happened, daughter?”
 
   “Exactly how it happened, father. They did not boast one single word.”
 
   “Then I owe them… and you…my grandest apologies. Will you ever forgive me, my daughter?”
 
   “I already have, father!” and having said that Miya found herself smothered in kisses from both parents.
 
   “What would you have me do?” he asked his daughter.
 
   “I wish your blessing on our union father. I wish to join myself in marriage to Kit.”
 
   “Then it looks like we have need of a different type of ceremony!” bellowed the king. “Come let us prepare!” and, gathering his family and his new soon-to-be extended family, he led them around the side of the temple and back to the palace.
 
   That night a great feast was laid out and the two were again asked to relate their many adventures. Kit included a bit of his own history this time and told of the many cities on the far side of the world. 
 
   By the rise of the moon, they were exhausted and ready to sleep a lifetime. 
 
   They stayed with the king’s family for many days. 
 
   It was a short time later that Kit asked King Tuluk for Miya’s hand in marriage. Kit gained his consent and preparations were made, during which time Kit and Caribo learned much of their hosts. For the whole of the kingdom was made up of miners, smelters, and traders of gold; having found themselves in a place that was rich with the veins of that particular ore. 
 
   Yet, the very fact that they had so much in abundance made the commodity seem common. 
 
   So when the king came to Miya asking what she wished as a dowry, he was shocked to find that she wanted her father to give him gold. She insisted that the gold was something that was of great worth for Kit in his land, and, as she wished to see the other lands, she wanted Kit to be able to provide for the two of them.
 
   The king consented, yet insisted on making a die for Kit, and used Kit’s rings as a type for producing two matching coins as the prototypes for the rest. 
 
   Thus, the smelting and production of the dowry began. It was a short time later that Kit was able to see his gift.
 
   The ceremony was luxurious and never were a man and a woman so lost in love as those two. 
 
   On the day of the ceremony, Kit was presented with two coins on gold chains. Miya placed his around his neck, and Kit placed the other around Miya’s neck. Then stating their undying love for one another, the king pronounced them wedded. 
 
   Caribo was not too concerned about being a third wheel during this period of romance; for he had found some romance of his own. The difference was that Caribo left his love behind when the day finally came to depart. Shortly, the three were outfitted to return to Cuba. 
 
   A large wooden chest was constructed and filled with some of the dowry coins, as a hope to help the young couple on their journey through life. Setting off once again in their trusted raft, the three set sail via the currents to Cuba.
 
   The trip was not a difficult one. The currents caught them and pushed them past where they had been deposited by the Rio Grande, past the shoreline and right back to Cuba.
 
   Upon arrival in Cuba, Kit found that his uncle had returned and was on Hispaniola. He said a fond farewell to his travel companion, Caribo, promising to return, and, taking his young princess bride with him, struck out for Hispaniola.
 
   Once there, he found a bustling outpost called La Isabela and Kit was surprised to find not only his uncle Christopher, but his father Bartholomew there as well. 
 
   The reunion made Miya’s heart leap out in homesickness for her own family that she recently had kissed goodbye. Especially for her wonderful father. 
 
   Little did they realize that future reunions would be fraught with heartache and pain. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
    
 
   …1494…
 
    
 
   The pirate ship was broken and listing. In moments it would be underwater. The last two survivors quickened their pace as they tried to move the valuables from the sinking ship to the longboat. The choppy waves from the passing storm made the task that much more difficult.
 
   James grunted under the weight of the third and final chest of stolen treasure that he had helped rise from the pirate’s ship. The chest was tied round about in thick ship cord and maneuvered by the main staff to the inside of the long boat.
 
   “Hold on one second,” called out Bartholomew. “Hold onto that cord.”
 
   He quickly lowered his own cord and scooted over to where James was, with one foot on the pirate ship and the other inside the longboat.
 
   “What the scittan is the matter?” asked James, working to keep his balance while he tried to maintain a firm hold on the cord that supported the incredibly heavy chest.
 
   “Let me check this. Just a second more.”
 
   “And…?  Come on… this thing is heavy. Curses, man! I’m about to lose my grip!” James started to pant, as perspiration rolled down from his brow. He tried to wrap the cord around his arm for a more secure grip. 
 
   “Ah! That you might do. I found the problem. You can lower the chest now James. Just place it over there. And then try to remove yourself.”
 
   “What do you mean by that!” snapped the tired and exasperated pirate. “Where do you want me to go?” James demanded, turning, panting from the weight. 
 
   “To hell, James,” Bartholomew responded coldly as he thrust his cutlass through James’ torso into his heart. “And send my regards to the rest of the crew,” he added as he withdrew the cutlass. Then while James’ eyes dimmed, even as he tottered, Bartholomew used James’ shirt to clean his cutlass before he returned it to its scabbard.
 
   As the cord around James’ arms loosened, his body hit the deck. Bartholomew gathered up James’ arms and dragged him to the side of the boat where he gently eased him into the English Channel. ‘No point in getting wet now,’ he thought to himself.
 
   For two years, Bartholomew had been cursed as a slave to these English privateers. Commissioned by the British government, the ship was responsible for looting and sinking countless Portuguese and French vessels. The brutality of his captors was unequaled.   
 
   It had taken time, but he was a patient man. Though nothing more than a slave to the vermin, he worked hard at the tasks at hand, biding his time to exact revenge. First, there was the fight he picked with the navigator. He had won, killing the man, and nearly lost his own life in the process, but instead ‘opted’ to fill in for the man as a navigator as he was learned in that skill. 
 
   The tactic worked and his slavery was lightened to navigation. Then, the untimely death of the boatswain left another opening to fill. By that time he had gained their respect through his large stature, quick mind, and roughness among the pirates. What they didn’t know and never suspected was that Bartholomew was only rough on roughnecks. 
 
   He hated pirates. That wasn’t to say that he hated every pirate, for wasn’t he a pirate himself? Living among pirates and stealing from the very men that had stolen from others? Yet in his mind the distinction was very clear. For he couldn’t stand cruelty done to others just for cruelty’s sake. 
 
   Finally, he was at the point where he needed to finish off the crew. He needed to instill fear. 
 
   So in the dark of night he murdered the captain. The next night he continued his slaughter of the first mate and two of the guards of the first mate. No one knew whom to suspect, and Bartholomew took the opportunity to gain support for himself by declaring that he would find the culprit. Yet the murders continued. Slowly, one by one, others died. 
 
   Then nature took over for Bartholomew. A mighty storm whipped up, which sent the men below and left the boat to be blown whither the weather decreed it. 
 
   That early morning, as the night shifted to light, the craft struck rocks offshore, filling the hold with water, drowning all but one man below decks. 
 
   Above decks, Bartholomew had weathered the storm in the Captain’s cabin and there he fared quite well. 
 
   As Bartholomew Columbus awoke to the light of the morning sun, he found that only he and one other survived: James.
 
   Now alone, and with riches beyond belief in his possession and at his disposal he decided it was time to return to home. But first he had to find out if there was any news on the venture that he had originally set out to do. Did his brother get support for the western sea crossing or not?
 
   He quickly assessed his situation and, realizing his potential for inviting threat through the greed of wealth, he decided to hide the treasure, only keeping enough to journey comfortably wherever the news may send him.
 
   Having hid his treasure, Bartholomew set off on foot, walking east along the northern coast of France. 
 
   Situated in north-western France, on the right bank of the mouth of the river Seine on the English Channel, Bartholomew entered a small community set between two large cliffs. There he found a chapel known as Notre-Dame-de-Grâce or Our Lady of Grace. The harbor people called their town after that chapel by the name of Le Hable de Grâce or ‘the Harbor of Grace’. 
 
   It didn’t take him long to secure new clothing and information about his brother. Christopher’s great discovery across the Atlantic was all the news, even in such a small Gaulish place as that. Not only that, but he also learned that his brother had recently sailed on a second voyage in search of gold. 
 
   ‘How ironic,’ thought Bartholomew to himself, ‘my brother is traveling so far in search of gold, when I have enough for three lifetimes hidden less than a day’s walk from here.’ Musing on the situation he made up his mind. ‘To Spain I’ll go. Perchance I can convince the crown to send me out to visit my brother.’ With decision made, he wasted no time, but immediately set off south for Spain.
 
   He journeyed south and used the time to acquire information with which to make a near complete picture of the temperament and level of frustration that he might find Queen Isabel to be in. Having arrived in Spain, Bartholomew set himself to be received at the Spanish Court. 
 
   ‘Thankfully I have money,’ he thought to himself, for he knew that without money he could never be received at court. 
 
   No common ruffian was allowed to the court. It took a combination of wealth or the appearance of wealth, a worthy cause or reason, and an invitation. The exception to the rule was for crimes against the state, in which the invitation to court would be the last visit ever made. 
 
   So, having made purchases to show off his wealth, he made it known to the courtiers that he was in town and desired to see the Queen. 
 
   A few days later, Bartholomew was cordially invited and received at the Spanish Court. 
 
   A short time after that, he found himself outfitting three store-ships for the colony in Hispaniola, named Santo Domingo, sent by the hand of Queen Isabel.
 
   Having outfitted his lot, he prepared to sail, all the while musing over the message the Queen gave him to give to Christopher: “Make certain he brings back gold this time. Remind him that by doing so he will be greatly rewarded…” Failing the task was left unvoiced, and unnecessary to explain.
 
   So, with a great show of the proceedings his fleet took off, he headed west until land was just out of view of the horizon. Then swinging north, the trio of ships made their first stop near the north-western edge of France, where two of the ships stopped to await Bartholomew and the lead ship’s return.
 
   Taking his ship alone into the channel, he docked near Le Hable de Grâce. Explaining that the queen had asked him to pick up additional supplies, he enlisted a number of his men to help him haul the chests aboard. 
 
   The weight made the men suspicious and more than one crewman jokingly asked the captain if the chests were filled with pirate treasure to which he laughingly replied an enthusiastic, “Yes!”… But none took him seriously as the thought of chests full of treasure was but a fanciful idea. Still it left much speculation for a day or two as to the contents of the chests; until other maritime matters required their attention. 
 
   So it was that Bartholomew made the journey without much incident and not too many months later found himself enthusiastically greeting his brother Christopher, the Governor of La Isabela. 
 
   After greeting, the two retired to a small private room to discuss the affairs of their lives.  
 
   “The Queen sends her regards,” said Bartholomew, as he took another sip from his mango drink. 
 
   “I bet she has. And what threat did she send my way?” queried his brother.
 
   “No open threat. Just that she expects you to return with gold. Really… such a little thing,” Bartholomew replied, watching his brother’s reaction with a small twinkle in his eye.
 
   “A little thing! If I were a man prone to using the Lord’s name in vain, I might well do so. There is no gold here, brother. None. I have searched these islands inside and out. They have fruit, cotton, some spices, and plenty of volcanic rock, but there is no gold.”
 
   “Then maybe the search needs to be broadened?”
 
   “I have tried that. Every trip out requires that I appease new native populations, all bent on destroying us. I am tempted not to return, but I am in need of supplies. If only there was some way to make gold…”
 
   “Yes,” replied Bartholomew. “We could do that…”
 
   “So you have moved on from navigation to alchemy?”
 
   “Something of that sort.  Let me tell you the story of my last few years…. It started out on that trip to London-towne to seek the aid of good Ol’ Henry…”
 
   Some time later Christopher jumped to his feet. “I don’t believe it!”
 
   “Every word is true. Come; let me show you my ship. I think I may have exactly what is needed.”
 
   As the two of them left, Christopher called over his man-o-arms. “I will be doing an inspection of the supplies of the ships that my brother Bartholomew sent over. I do not want to be disturbed. Is that clear?”
 
   “Perfectly sir,” the man snapped back. 
 
   “Then shall we proceed?”
 
   Bartholomew led the Admiral to the captain’s chamber where the three chests were.  
 
   Behind locked door, with curtains drawn, they examined the contents of the first. 
 
   A low whistle escaped Christopher’s lips. His eyes lit up and a broad smile crossed his face. All of his worries drifted away. 
 
   “Brother, this is exactly what I need. However, we’ll need to melt this down. You can’t give the crown their own coin back. It just wouldn’t look right.”
 
   “Agreed. I’ll get the men to set up a smelting operation. Do you have anyone here you trust?”
 
   Christopher saw the value in that. “Just two. But that should suffice.” Christopher thought pensively for a second and then smiled broadly once again. “I suspect that this calls for a celebration. But we can’t just celebrate this, as we want to keep it a secret. So let’s celebrate your promotion instead.”
 
   “My promotion,” said Bartholomew. 
 
   “Yes, Lieutenant Governor of the Indies. What do you think?”
 
   I don’t know that I’ve ever wanted to be a ‘lieutenant governor of the Indies’ but it does have a nice feel to it, and it gives us a reason to celebrate. I say, Yes!”
 
   “So be it!” and Christopher clapped him on the shoulders. “Now what are in the other two…”
 
   The other two chests were replicas of the first. Various ornaments and trinkets of gold, mixed with large amounts of coinage that was once meant as wages or bribes, with occasional strings of pearls, some loose or otherwise, mingled with precious stones, silver and other items of worth. 
 
   The last chest also held a small box that was obviously Portuguese royalty in origin. 
 
   “Have you looked inside this?” asked Christopher.
 
   “I have,” replied Bartholomew. “In fact I nearly took it with me when I went to visit Queen Isabel as I am certain that it must hold some sentimental value to her.”
 
   “Well, open it brother, let me see what’s inside.”
 
   What lay inside was a large brooch with a vieira or scallop shell design. The shell portion sat in the middle of two crosses; with the first ornate cross above, and the other below the shell. 
 
   “I am certain this is the brooch cross of Isabel of Portugal, mother of our current Queen!” exclaimed Christopher. 
 
   Bartholomew chuckled his deep chuckle. “I agree. It was for that reason I held onto it. You never know when you need the winning hand.”
 
   “Then we will save it. It will stay with me, and when it is necessary, this will be our pardon papers.”
 
   Soon thereafter, Bartholomew started up the smelting operations. The day they began was the day that the Taìno declared open warfare against the colonial Spaniards. The warfare lasted into the beginning months of the new year but it gave Bartholomew and his assistants ample time to work their magic. With so much going on, it was an easy operation to smelt the gold from the first chest into bricks and trinkets that the Spanish court would never recognize as their own. 
 
   Christopher was preparing the ships for their return to Spain when another surprise came to visit: Kit, accompanied by his new wife, Miya.
 
   It was Kit’s father, Bartholomew, who first encountered the young man. Oh what a homecoming for Kit! Who would have guessed that half-way around the world from home he would find his father waiting for him. 
 
   As they caught up with each other, Bartholomew noted the wealth at Kit’s disposal. 
 
   “Son, I would advise you not to let your uncle know about this wealth. Though he is a good man, he is under a lot of pressure by the crown to come up with gold to fund these trips.”
 
   “But we can’t just let him go home empty handed!”
 
   “We won’t. Let me share with you what has occupied my time since our last departure…”
 
    
 
   When Kit’s uncle found him, he also found Kit penniless aside from the rings and belt that he sported from his adventures. 
 
   At Christopher’s insistence, he postponed his trip a bit to allow his nephew time to catch up with his father. Stories were exchanged and, at least for Miya, new friendships were formed. 
 
   Finally, it was time to depart and so on the 10th of March, 1495 Christopher, Kit and Miya set sail for the Old World.
 
   The trip to Spain was an incredible one for both Miya and Kit. For Miya, because she had never lived on a ship before; though the raft experience prepared her somewhat. For Kit, it concreted his desire to become a merchant and captain of his own ship. 
 
   By the time they arrived in Spain, Kit was fairly confident that he could manage his own ship given the correct navigational help. So with money borrowed from his father, (having left the dowry money with Bartholomew in exchange) Kit and Miya bought passage north to the home of his mother’s family, the Standish of Portsmouth. 
 
   While Kit and Miya were acclimatizing themselves to the weather and customs of England, Christopher Columbus had gained exceptional favor with Queen Isabel, via the smelted gold, and was entrusted to make yet another run to the New World. 
 
   Having made his place in history, he took some time off to visit family, making the rounds from immediate to distant, enjoying a few of the pleasures of the life he had obtained. 
 
   Kit’s family, a very old family in those parts, took him in, but insisted on calling him by his given name, Christopher. Through their help he was able to begin the merchant trade, and so he began running under the British flag and going by the name of Christopher Standish, but he never forgot his Columbus (or as his father’s native city of Genoa would have rendered it: Colombo) roots and held that name (as well as the name of Walker— from Wind Walker) very dear to his heart. 
 
   By August of 1498, Admiral Christopher Columbus had returned to Hispaniola with his other brother, Giacomo. There he resumed his role of governor for the colony and new city of Santo Domingo. 
 
   The crown needed gold and he was the man to get it for them. 
 
   However, as Christopher took over his earlier post, he found that one of the men who had been with him in the earlier voyages had revolted. The man accused them of being pirates and exposed the smelter as evidence of the fact. Because of the many accusations against him and his brother, many of the Spanish settlers of the new colony were discontent, having felt that they had been misled by Christopher about the supposed bountiful riches of the New World. 
 
   Christopher needed to control the disintegrating situation and counseled with his brothers. In the end, a few of the crew attacked Christopher’s home and killed some of his servants, for which he had some of his crew hanged in punishment. 
 
   Too quickly, paradise wasn’t paradise. Christopher found himself repeatedly accused of being tyrannical, even to the point that they called him the ‘Tyrant of the Caribbean’. 
 
   Wracked by arthritis and physically and mentally exhausted, he decided to appeal for help. In October of 1499, he sent two ships to Spain, asking Cortes Generales of Castile to appoint a royal commissioner to help him govern.
 
   The response came quickly. Cortes appointed Francisco de Bobadilla, a member of the Order of Calatrava; however, this newly appointed servant of the crown had been given more authority that stretched far beyond what Columbus had requested. Bobadilla was given total control as governor. 
 
   On August 23, 1500 Francisco de Bobadilla arrived in Santo Domingo while Columbus was away, and Bobadilla immediately received many serious complaints about the three Columbus brothers. 
 
   The testimonies came from 23 people who had seen or heard of the smelters and had been convinced the pirate gold that was hidden from them somewhere on the island. But greed was not something that would be tolerated by anyone, so they formed a pact saying that they had seen or heard about the treatment meted out by Columbus and his brothers. 
 
   As a result of these testimonies and without being allowed a word in his own defense, Columbus, upon his return to the island, had manacles placed on his arms and chains on his feet.  
 
   There he was cast into prison to await return to Spain. As he was arrested he smiled to himself. ‘Time for the pardon papers.’ 
 
   The year was 1500 when Christopher Columbus was arrested and supplanted from his posts. On October 1, Columbus and his brothers, likewise in chains, were sent back to Spain. 
 
   Christopher and his brothers bore the imprisonment with dignity. Columbus refused to have his shackles removed during the course of his voyage to Spain, and used the time to pen a long letter to Dona Juana de la Torre, the aya of Prince Juan, a lady high in favor with Queen Isabel.
 
   Once in Cádiz, he sent the letter via Andreas Martin, the captain of the caravel, who permitted him to send it off privately by express. It arrived, therefore, before the protocol of the proceedings instituted by Bobadilla. 
 
   The letter read:
 
   “It is now seventeen years since I came to serve these princes with the Enterprise of the Indies. They made me pass eight of them in discussion, and at the end rejected it as a thing of jest. Nevertheless I persisted therein... Over there I have placed under their sovereignty more land than there is in Africa and Europe, and more than 1,700 islands... In seven years I, by the divine will, made that conquest. At a time when I was entitled to expect rewards and retirement, I was incontinently arrested and sent home loaded with chains... The accusation was brought out of malice on the basis of charges made by civilians who had revolted and wished to take possession on the land.... I beg your graces, with the zeal of faithful Christians in whom their Highnesses have confidence, to read all my papers, and to consider how I, who came from so far to serve these princes... now at the end of my days have been despoiled of my honor and my property without cause, wherein is neither justice nor mercy.”
 
   The tidings of his arrival, and of the ignominious manner in which he had been brought, reached the court at Granada and filled the halls of the Alhambra with murmurs of astonishment long before Christopher himself arrived on scene. 
 
   But Christopher and his brothers were not done with their trials. There they lingered in jail for six weeks before ‘busy’ King Ferdinand ordered their release. Finally, they were summoned before the king and queen at the Alhambra palace in Granada.
 
   Christopher, Bartholomew and Giacomo found that a number of returned settlers and friars (those that hoped to get in on some of the pirate wealth) were there as well. Testimonies were lobbied against Columbus, accusing him of mismanagement.  Only a small number of them were from the original colony, the rest being representatives of the families from across the sea. According to the twenty-three witnesses during his trial, Columbus regularly used acts of violence to govern Hispaniola.
 
   Then Christopher’s letter was brought to play. A courtier read the letter and handed it over to the King to be examined. 
 
   Finally, it was the defendants turn to speak. 
 
   “Your majesties, I come here under duress.” He began. "I was judged," he observed, "as a governor who had been sent to take charge of a well-regulated city, under the dominion of well-established laws, where there was no danger of everything running to disorder and ruin; but I ought to be judged as a captain, sent to subdue a numerous and hostile people, of manners and religion opposite to ours, living not in regular towns, but in forests and mountains. It ought to be considered that I have brought all these under subjection to their majesties, giving them dominion over another world, by which Spain, heretofore poor, has suddenly become rich. Whatever errors I may have fallen into, they were not with an evil intention; and I believe their majesties will credit what I say. I have known them to be merciful to those who have willfully done them disservice; I am convinced that they will have still more indulgence for me, who have erred innocently, or by compulsion, as they will hereafter be more fully informed; and I trust they will consider my great services, the advantages of which are every day more and more apparent."
 
   Then turning to Bartholomew, who nodded to the alcalde of Cádiz, he turned back to the royal couple and continued, “I am here, your majesties, as one that was brought low. Yet even in my lowest hour I come to present you with a gift. An item that my brother Bartholomew and I recovered from a band of murderous cutthroats that share not the standards of the court… An item that I feel may be of great worth to you. If it so pleases your Majesties…”
 
   With nimble steps the alcalde walked forward with a small chest in his arms covered in purple silk adorned with gold cord. 
 
   Approaching the queen, he knelt before her with the covered box and awaited her removal of the covering. 
 
   The Queen eyes went from curiosity to open surprise to a sharp realization of the box and hope for the contents therein. Gingerly opening the box, she peeked inside and then swinging it fully open, she lifted out the brooch inside. Her eyes misted over as she held it up to inspect the item. 
 
   The King looked on with bemused curiosity, while Christopher and Bartholomew exchanged carefully concealed glances of smug delight. 
 
   “Is it yours, our Highness?” asked Christopher innocently.
 
   “It belonged to my mother, Queen Isabel of Portugal.” She replied, attempting to control her emotion.
 
   “I am pleased that I was able to return it to you.”
 
   Subsequently, they were released. All rights and possessions were returned to them with the exception of governor. Christopher Columbus re-acquired his grand title: Admiral of the Seas. Bartholomew received a new title; Lord of Ámona—an island near Santo Domingo. 
 
   …But the men that discovered the smelting operation weren’t through with them.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
    
 
   ...1515…
 
    
 
   “Sawasdee Khrap.” With hands pressed together, fingertips pointing upwards, Christopher Standish bowed his head to touch his face to his hands. Now a trader, the young Kit had become a man, and as a man had shed his youthful nickname.
 
   “Sawasdee Khrap,” responded King Somdet Phra Ramathibodi II of Anachak Ayutthaya. Having performed the traditional Thai greeting of the wai, in which they had showed respect and reverence to each other, the king continued, “How is my young friend?” 
 
   “I am well, Highness,” he responded. “May I inquire the same of you?”
 
   “I am well,” he responded attempting to mimic Christopher. 
 
   “Your English is much improved, majesty.”
 
   “Meu Português é ainda melhor,” the king responded. 
 
   Christopher smiled. “Indeed it is! Has Duarte been around lately? Or have you been practicing with the common folk?”
 
   The king’s eyes twinkled as he merrily laughed. “Sometimes,” he admitted, leaving Christopher to wonder which of the two he meant.
 
   Now it was Christopher’s turn to laugh. He couldn’t imagine the king walking among commoners and not being recognized. His shaved head, costly apparel and straight spine spoke volumes that would give him away instantly.
 
   “It appears I must sail this way more often,” replied Christopher, in a teasing tone. “Perhaps then your English would be grander than your Portuguese.” The friendship that had budded between them was a rich one.
 
   “English… Portuguese… It is the same. It is the people that count! So what did you collect from us this time? Just rice?” asked the king, knowing that Christopher had a full ship and was ready to sail; hence the reason for the visit.
 
   The change in conversation threw Christopher off a bit. “I have collected a little of everything, Your Highness. Are you interested?”
 
   “Please, show me.” The king loved to walk around on the sailing ships, and whenever safe invitation allowed it, he made certain to do so. Christopher simply considered it the graciousness of a good host.
 
   “After you,” Christopher said as he stepped aside and bowed while the king entered. The ship was well stocked. 
 
   Christopher had made a great trade. Among the many riches that he was bringing back were benzoin—a type of incense, eaglewood—an aromatic wood, gumlac—used as wax, and sapanwood—a wood which produces reddish dye.  
 
   However, the largest provisions were twofold: rice and tin. The tin came from Phuket (Junkceylon) and Nakhon Si Thammarat (Ligor) which was much sought after by traders throughout Europe.
 
   “You are well stocked. But perhaps you are missing something?” 
 
   Christopher looked somewhat confused. The confusion shortly vanished. The king snapped his fingers and four large servants came forward bearing gifts: elephant tusks and rhinoceros horns… which were highly valued exports. The former was strictly by the graces of the king, while the latter was relatively rare. Both would bring in high prices.
 
   Christopher was left speechless. “I know not what to say, Your Highness. Thank you seems much too simple for such kindness.”
 
   The king waved it away and left it with a smile. Then, letting the smile fade a bit into consternation, he added, “Which brings me to the second reason for my visit, my friend. I am worried for you. There has been an increase in pirate attacks lately. They call themselves the Singh Brotherhood. You must be prepared.”
 
   “Thank you your highness. I will watch for them…”
 
    
 
   The return from Ayutthaya was without incident. The trading went very well, and the warning of the pirates seemed unfounded. 
 
   Yet something seemed to hang over him throughout the entire journey. Christopher passed it off as just nerves from knowing that Miya was home pregnant. Even now, she was approaching the birth date. 
 
   Assuming everything went well, he expected to arrive in plenty of time to be there for the advent of his child. 
 
   Stops were made, items traded, each one making Christopher a little richer, a bit more prepared for the economic ebbs and tides that come to everyone. 
 
   By late November, he was finally able to see the English coast. He was excited to see if his father had arrived yet. He was due in for the blessed event, promising that he wouldn’t miss it for anything. 
 
   As his ship sailed into Portsmouth harbor, he quickly searched out his father’s ship, but it was nowhere to be seen. However, any thoughts of his father were quickly forgotten in the course of unloading his wares. When opportunity presented itself, he made his way home via carriage, looking forward to seeing his wife Miya again.
 
   As Christopher approached his home, a man in a black wool coat separated himself from the side of the building closest to the entrance of the Standish house. As he approached Christopher he called out, “Christopher Columbus? Son of Bartholomew Columbus?”
 
   “Yes, that is I,” replied Christopher. “How may I be of service, my good man?”
 
   “I’m afraid I come bearing ill news.” The man hesitated a moment and then continued, “Your father Bartholomew, Lord of Ámona, has been killed. I do not know all the details, save that he was beaten and transported to Santo Domingo where he died.” He looked to see how Christopher was taking the news.
 
   “Thank you,” whispered Christopher.
 
   “I’m so sorry, sir… If there is something I can do for you or your family…”
 
   “No, forgive me my manners. Please come inside. Warm yourself…” began Christopher, trying to use custom to overcome grief.
 
   “No thank you sir. Your missus has already received the news and taken care of my needs. I’m so sorry, sir…” Then, replacing his hat, he faded back into the darkness.
 
   As Christopher entered his home, Miya hugged and kissed him. She recognized that he had received the news of his father’s untimely death, and made no attempt to say anything. She just held onto him as they both wept in each other’s arms. 
 
   She was nearly eight months pregnant, and with a firm round belly, her belly button already showing through her gown.
 
   She knew as well as he did the immense love Christopher shared with his father, and though she would have understood if he had decided to leave for the Island of Ámona, she selfishly and fervently hoped that he would not leave her side; as such a trip would take three months in each direction. 
 
   Christopher answered her unvoiced fear, “I feel I need to see him…,” he began, as Miya’s heart fell, “but I know that he is gone, and soon we will have life to replace the death that has lodged within my heart. I love you Miya. I love you. Let us wait until this child comes, and then I’ll make my journey.”
 
   The day came on the 19th of January, 1516. On that day in Portsmouth, England, young Christopher Columbus Jr. of Standish was born. His parents simply called him Kit, after his father’s boyhood nickname.
 
   The following week, Christopher left for the New World, for the island of Hispaniola. There he sailed to Santo Domingo, burial place of his father. 
 
   Santo Domingo, was the first seat of Spanish colonial rule in the New World. Located on the Caribbean Sea, at the mouth of the Ozama River, it was the city of Bartholomew Columbus; as he founded it in 1496. But to his son Christopher, it now appeared to also be the fated city of his father’s resting place. It was with tears in his eyes that he sailed into port.
 
   As Christopher stood over his father’s grave, close by, within a tavern, stood a thin, scraggly, bearded man. The man appeared to be watching the storm build from just within the doorway, but in reality he was watching Christopher.
 
   Christopher wept; then he wiped the tears from his eyes and, having looked up, caught sight of the man in the doorway. He didn’t like the way the man intently watched him, only to disappear inside as he looked up. Knowing that his father was beaten until death, murdered, he decided to see who this stranger was.
 
   Christopher walked to the tavern and entered the dingy establishment as the rain began to pound the ground outside. The thatched roof muffled the raindrops but the open window area allowed the cooler wind to pass through the place, catching clothing in its path, whipping shirts and sleeves. 
 
   The owner of the establishment looked over as Christopher entered, and called out a simple greeting while ending with, “What can I get you? Wine? Ron? Maybe some grog?”
 
   “Nothing,” replied Christopher allowing his eyes to adjust to the darkened interior.  “No, on second thought, I could really use some water.”
 
   “Water?”
 
   “Yes, water. I am so thirsty,” replied Christopher.
 
   “Not a drinking man?” asked the owner.
 
   “Never have been. Seems to run in my family.”
 
   The words caught the owner by surprise and without thinking he said, “Are you Bartholomew Columbus’ son?” He regretted it immediately. The look on Christopher’s face was answer enough. “Here, let me get you some guava juice,” and with that he quickly hurried off. 
 
   Christopher heard the door close and, looking out the open window, saw the man he had seen before as the stranger hurried down the path. 
 
   As the owner returned with the guava juice, Kit pointed out the retreating back of the stranger and asked who he was. 
 
   “I knows his name is Pierre. He comes in often enough. Has a liking for the local Ron.”
 
   “Ron?” inquired Christopher.
 
   “A local drink made from fermented sugar cane. Very sweet, but leaves a bad headache.”
 
   “How long has he been here?”
 
   “Him? Maybe about a year on and off. He showed up just before your father passed away…  I’m sorry. Did you just arrive?”
 
   “I did,” replied Christopher, staring at his guava juice.
 
   “There is a place in town that gives out cots to strangers. Um, if you need it,” the man noted Christopher’s finery and guessed he might be the captain of his own ship. Still, even captains like to sleep on land on occasion. 
 
   “No, thank you. But I would like to visit that place shortly just in case I change my mind. So what did you hear about my father’s death?”
 
   The question caught the other man off guard. “I, I remember that he came here not looking too good…” began the man unwilling to commit himself.
 
   “I know that he was murdered, or at least beaten to the point that he could not recover; which to me is the same thing,” Christopher interjected.
 
   “Aye, he was murdered,” agreed the owner. Satisfied that Christopher was somewhat in the know and willing to accept things as they were, he continued, “talk around the town was that someone believed he had a smelter and pirate gold. My guess is that someone decided to try to find out where he kept the gold; if he even had any…” he looked at Christopher as he added this, in a way that suggested that Christopher deny it, “…and killed him in the process.”
 
   “And there is no talk about who is to blame?”
 
   “The finger’s been pointed at Pierre, sure ‘nough, but no man knows. It could just be ‘cause he showed when he showed.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Christopher. “Now if you’d be so kind as to point the way to the house with the sleep cots…”
 
    
 
   Christopher mused over the few facts he had learned as he prepared to retire for the night about his own ship. The room with the sleep cots couldn’t supply him with any more info than did the owner of the tavern; and really all he knew was that, yes, his father was murdered; and that there might be some connection between the murder and the man named Pierre.
 
   As he mused on the problem, a knock sounded on his door.
 
   “Captain,” the boatswain began, “A messenger just delivered this note for you. He claimed that he was to say it was very urgent.”
 
   The boatswain passed over the sealed note. 
 
   It simply said, ‘Leave now. Pierre knows who you are.’
 
   “Who sent this?” Christopher said briskly to the boatswain.
 
   “I do not know, sir.”
 
   “Then who delivered it?”
 
   “Just a messenger boy, captain. He took his penny and disappeared, sir.”
 
   Christopher held the note and faded off into thought. A gentle cough from the boatswain woke him from his reverie. Seeing him still standing there Christopher was brought back to the present. 
 
   “Thank you,” Christopher said.
 
   “Yes, captain. Good night, sir.”
 
   “Good night.” Then as the boatswain started to depart, Christopher thought better of the departure and called out to him, “Nigel!”
 
   “Yes, captain?” he answered, turning back.
 
   “Prepare the ship in the morning for an early departure.”
 
   “Yes, Captain. May I inquire where?”
 
   ‘Where indeed?’ thought Christopher quickly. ‘The in-laws place may put them at risk, yet they may already be in a dire situation… However, he couldn’t leave them without word if they were in danger. But even if they were being watched, sailing there would only cause greater harm than good. If only there was someone else he could trust…’ Then he realized what his befuddled brain had been trying to tell him all along; for there was one man he could trust...
 
   “For Cuba.”
 
   “Very good, sir.” And with that, Nigel was on his way.
 
    
 
   The following morning found Christopher in a great mood. It could have been the passing of the storm, which though it had rocked the ship did no lasting damage. It could have been the bright sun that cut through the well-washed world. But mostly it was the thought of seeing his life-long friend and adventurer from his youth: Caribo.
 
    
 
   Christopher wasn’t the only one in a good mood. Pierre grinned as he booked his passage for England. On the morrow his ship would be leaving for England. As it arrived it would lay in port first at Plymouth; followed by Portsmouth, Brighton, London-towne, Hull, and Whitby. 
 
   A bit of clever eavesdropping and simple questioning of the local gossip, coupled with a bottle of ron and a few of Christopher’s sailors, had given him all the information he needed to know. Christopher Columbus, heir to Bartholomew Columbus, resided in Portsmouth. 
 
   There was no need to travel as far as Whitby. With the destination firmly set in mind, Pierre bought his passage. To Portsmouth he would go. 
 
    
 
   As the ship landed in Cuba, the children of the nearby village came running out to visit. The news reached Caribo shortly before his friend entered the village.
 
   “Kit!” he called out, running forward to meet his old friend. “How are you? What a grand surprise! Come, meet my family…”
 
   The visit was short, joyous, and yet bittersweet as Christopher explained why he was visiting.
 
   “Of course I will visit the home of Miya’s people, my friend. But do this, sail home and bring her back, for her father commands hundreds of thousands, and if she is safe anywhere, she will be safe there.”
 
   The reason was logical and Christopher agreed. Cutting the visit short, he decided that immediate action was needed. 
 
   So giving the crew warning, with Caribo’s help he prepared the vessel with the date set for sail in two days time.
 
    
 
   Two days later Christopher’s ship raced home. With full sails open, he caught the current and worked the winds. A little over a week into the journey Christopher’s ship came across two other ships, one bearing an English flag and the other a Spanish one. Catching up to them, he joined their convoy and together the three ships made sail for the Old World. 
 
   As they neared the French coast, the Spanish ship veered south, leaving the other two to head north for England. Then, as Plymouth approached, the other ship left him and Christopher sailed on for the next port stop: Portsmouth.
 
   As Christopher’s ship sailed on, Pierre watched with menacing eyes.
 
    
 
   The next few days, though stressful in preparation for the western trip, were joyous ones for Miya. Miya was excited to have her husband back, safe and sound, yet even more excited that she was soon to see her family and loved ones. 
 
   Baby Christopher Jr. was now six months old and finally sleeping through the night. Still nursing, he was at the point where he was filling out, and as an added precaution a milk goat was bought to be brought along to supplement his diet.
 
   As the milk goat was taken to the ship, the ship that carried Pierre arrived. 
 
   Recognizing Christopher’s ship, Pierre immediately set to find out their destination.  
 
   “We are off to the New World,” said one of the sailors. 
 
   “What part?” asked Pierre.
 
   “I do not know, but you might ask the captain, Sir Christopher Standish, for he surely knows.”
 
   “Sir Christopher Standish? I thought this was the ship of Christopher Columbus?”
 
   “It is! And oft times Christopher Walker. A man of many faces!” The sailor laughed at his own joke.
 
   With inquires made it was easy to find the Standish place. A huge smile split Pierre’s face as he took in the large mansion that the Standish family called home. 
 
   “Now, Pierre,” he said aloud to himself, “why would the Standish leave this huge estate for the New World… unless the money wasn’t here.”
 
   Pondering on it, Pierre decided that there was only one way to make certain the money wasn’t there. 
 
   That night he put his plan into action. 
 
    
 
   The fire wasn’t observed by the sleeping family. But one of the many servants of the Standish household did see it and quickly woke the family. “Fire! Quick milady, get up!”
 
   “Kit!” she screamed, as Christopher woke, not certain if she meant him or the baby. 
 
   “You get out with the servant, Miya. I’ll get the boy!” Sending her on her way, he waited just long enough to make certain that his wife was truly on her way. Then, running down the hall, he scooped up the boy as the dark clouds of smoke began to fill the room. Rushing back the other way, he saw that the main entrance was already encased in fire. Feeling the heat and realizing he needed to get the baby boy out, he wrapped him in a nearby shawl and taking up a running stride, jumped through the window onto the lawn below. 
 
   Already servants were trying to put out the flames, but the fire was too hot. Miya wept as she gathered the baby from Christopher.
 
   A servant of the household came up to the trio as they stood on the lawn watching their home go up in flames. “I am certain the fire was set intentionally,” he told Christopher. “I heard voices and saw a man run off just before the flames engulfed the house. I’m sorry that I could not stop him.”
 
   “Why?” wailed Miya as Christopher wrapped her into his arms. “Why would anyone do this? Is it for the gold? Don’t they know it’s not here, but across the water?”
 
   The two men in the shadows listened hard as they watched on. “Ok, Pierre, you have yourself a ship,” the grizzled captain hoarsely whispered. Then slipping away, the captain left Pierre alone in the dark. 
 
    
 
   The following day, Christopher picked through the ruins of his mother’s ancestral home. There was little left of worth there. Only one room escaped the fire; an underground storage area that housed some of the items of his father: a desk, some books, his father’s journals, and a few odds and ends. 
 
   Giving instruction to his servants concerning the remains of the house, he finally left and finding his family still at the ship, with the tide turned, he decided to wait one more day before departure. Allowing himself and the crew time to assemble themselves and provisions for the three month journey ahead.
 
    
 
   The trip to the New World was made with ease. Soon they had arrived at Miya’s homeland. There, upon the rock that the ship would sidle up to, stood Miya’s brother, Tihuac. Behind him stood his personal guards. 
 
   When Miya saw them, she could hardly wait for the plank to be dropped into place and quickly she swarmed off of the ship into her brother’s arms. 
 
   After the ship was faithfully docked, and greetings exchanged, Christopher asked Tihuac to post guards for ships as he was afraid they had been followed. The fear was nothing rational, yet, especially the last few days, it had been gnawing at him. Tihuac offered his own servants for the task, and, having arranged the watch immediately, turned back to Princess Miya. 
 
   “Come little sister, our father and mother will be pleased to see you!” 
 
   Miya found them at the palace, her father bed-bound and sick; aside from being very old. Christopher was led to his quarters and smiled to himself as he realized that the room hadn’t changed a bit since he was last there, so many years before. A tribute to his wife, the daughter of the royal family of Tuluk. 
 
   He was just returning from the palace to the ship, to collect a few of the comforts that his wife was now used to, when Tihuac’s servant came running to him. “A ship, Cacique Kit. It sailed near, then sailed past.”
 
   “Where? Can you show me?”
 
   The two of them raced off to the water’s edge where Christopher could just make out the form of a ship as it maneuvered to make another sweep of the coastline in search of hidden mooring. 
 
   ‘I need to draw its attention from here’ thought Christopher to himself. Aloud he quickly addressed Tihuac’s guard, “Let Miya know that I will be back. Tell her to stay here under the cover of her people.” Then, climbing aboard his ship, he hastened his crew to set sail for the Isle of Ámona. 
 
   Christopher’s ship was just vanishing out of sight as Miya came running up the path to find him. The servant had warned her, but she hoped to dissuade husband from some unknown folly. As she arrived at the rock, she could see that she was too late. 
 
   It felt to her that she was always just missing him, just left far enough behind that she felt alone. As the thoughts flooded her mind, tears flooded her eyes and she dropped to her knees while the sobbing took hold of her body. Then having released her emotional tension, she wiped her eyes, stood, stared after him, and blew him a kiss …a gesture she had learned from him… before returning to the palace. 
 
   Tihuac’s guard acted like he hadn’t seen a thing and escorted her down the path. 
 
   Pierre, on the other hand, had seen it all, and pointed out the blushing bride to the hoary captain. “That’s the one we want. We get her, and we get the gold… Guaranteed!”
 
   Christopher sailed on to Ámona, keeping a man as look-out for the other ship.  The island was but two days journey and during that time no one saw ship nor foe. Arriving at Ámona, he had the men make trips inland to supply his father’s stronghold. Yet all the while he posted a look-out for men or ships.
 
   Meanwhile, the pirate ship that was captained by the grey-haired old man, had longboated to shore, leaving Pierre and a few of the harder men to await the opportunity to get the girl. The opportunity shortly arrived. 
 
   Mistaking the pirate ship for Christopher’s ship, one of villagers announced that a ship was approaching. Miya, took the news as Kit’s return and rushed out to greet him. 
 
   Arriving at the rock, she scoured the horizon for the ship, but did not see it. Disappointed she turned to return to the village, but as she stepped into the shadows of the jungle path, she found her way barred by two pirates. Turning to flee, she ran right into the outstretched arms of Pierre.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Miya’s scream caused Mulek to turn. He ran quickly toward the rock and as he thundered down the path he straightaway saw the two men that stood between him and the princess. 
 
   A guard to the son of the Royal Highness, Mulek was always armed, either with spear or bow and arrow, but always with a jade dagger by his side. 
 
   As he approached at full stride he pulled his arm back snapped it forward and ran a long spear through the first man. 
 
   The other thug had time to fire his pistol, but the ball missed its target; as Mulek had rolled into the throw and came up with jade knife in hand. A quick twist around the body placed Mulek behind the outstretched gorilla arms of the thug and with a quick slice of the dagger, the green of the jade turned a dripping crimson red.
 
   Already Mulek was turning to get the last man, the one that held the princess, but even as he prepared to move in, a long éspée caught him in the back. The éspée being wielded by Pierre.
 
   It was a coward’s thrust but effective nonetheless.
 
   Even as Mulek fell, the ship sided up to the rock, in preparation for part two of Pierre’s plan.
 
   Quickly, Pierre left the dying Mulek and moved the girl along the path to the ship. 
 
   There Pierre moved Princess Miya into the Captain’s cabin for keeping while they awaited the onslaught of the natives. 
 
   As sure as rain in April, the natives came pouring up to the ship. But the captain and Pierre were nonplussed as they knew they held the crown…in this case Miya.
 
   “Return Miya!” bellowed Tihuac, having arrived with his father’s army. “Return her or die!”
 
   “Do as I say or I’ll kill her,” Pierre shouted back. “If you want her alive, go get the gold!”
 
   Pierre waited a moment for the response, the seconds ticking like hours. He added, “I will cut off an ear if you don’t get the gold. If you are slow to bring me the gold, I will follow with the other ear.”
 
   Tihuac’s face turned a crimson red as he attempted to control his anger and frustration. “You can have the gold, but I will kill you!”
 
   “Good boy. I’m sure you will try. Be quick now. I believe this young lady would like to keep her ears.”
 
   The loading of the gold went quickly. Great chests had been built to hold the dowry gold and seventeen of them were quickly loaded onto the ship, weighting it down. The gold was stored next to a previous haul of ornamental works and 40 bars of silver. 
 
   As the 17th chest was loaded, the nervous lookout called out that he had spotted Christopher’s ship. Although he was mistaken, immediately all action ceased and the anchor was weighed. The ship’s sails were unfurled within moments and before the natives even knew what was happening, the ship pulled away from the rock, leaving a native or two with unsure footing sliding off the rock into the brink below. 
 
   The few remaining natives onboard were also forced into the water… most living, but one that struggled stained the blue of the Caribbean red as his inert form hit the foam.
 
   The heavy ship was slow to run, but as the wind caught the sails, it picked up speed and steadily made its way south.
 
   Christopher arrived the next day, not having seen the other ship depart. 
 
   As his ship docked at the rock, Tihuac came running. 
 
   “Kit! The pirates have taken Miya!”
 
   Christopher was taken aback. “How? When? Was she hurt?” His mind was in turmoil, spinning a million miles a second.
 
   “Yesterday evening. Taken on the path. They threatened to hurt her, but she wasn’t hurt when they left. They went in that direction, following the land.”
 
   Yesterday. They already had a huge head start. Then a second depressing thought entered his mind, “And the baby? Is baby Kit with her?”
 
   “No. Kit is with nurse-wife. He’s safe. Please let me come with you to save her.”
 
   “I would love to, but I need you here.”
 
   “But I insist! She’s my sister…”
 
   “And my wife! Tihuac, I really need you here in case they return. Please! Watch over my son for me while we are gone.”
 
   The prince nodded his unwilling consent.
 
   Christopher placed his arm on Tihuac’s shoulder. “Thank you, brother. I will do all I can to bring back your sister.” No sooner had the words left his mouth than he was acting. He immediately returned to the ship and with barked orders the ship seemed to fly into operation once again, heading south.
 
   Christopher’s ship was not a timid thing. Built by the Drassanes Reials, the ship was originally a commissioned warship that was sold to Christopher’s father, Bartholomew, as the newer ships were built. The royal shipyard was constructed in 1378, by agreement of King Pere IV, the Consell de Cent (Council of One Hundred) and the Diputació del General (Council of the General). Nor was the name Columbus unknown to the royal shipyard. 
 
   Though normally equipped to run twelve cannon below deck (six on each side), and four more top deck, Christopher’s sixteen cannon ship was only partially defended, with just the four topside cannon on each side above and another four on each side below. Despite the lesser armament, it was well prepared to match any threat in the water… something that his father felt was necessary after his initial run-in with pirates so many years before. Though slightly heavier than the average trade ship, this was the ship that Christopher preferred sail especially when approaching potential danger. 
 
   It was somewhat by happenstance that this ship was the one that he had returned to the New World in, but now he was pleased he had, for his ship was packing twice the armament as the pirates.
 
   The pirate’s had a full day’s lead, but the heavy gold slowed the scoundrels down, and so Christopher, consumed with purpose, did all in his power to catch Miya’s abductors.
 
    
 
   The pirates took off south, thinking that they were following the shoreline of an island; expecting to follow the land until it curved back around to the west.  Little did they know, they were up against the South American continent and west wouldn’t appear for days and days. 
 
   As they traveled south a bad storm blew in. However, the thought of losing so much gold was too much of a burden for them to simply stop. Time and again, the two ships came into view of each other, only to lose sight of one another through the curvature of the shore despite the adverse weather. 
 
   The wind blew harder yet the ships continued south. As the storm intensified an intense flurry of snow forced Christopher to lay anchor. 
 
   The pirate’s ship came to the southern tip of South America and made its way through to the southern part of Chile. Once they rounded the strait they found the storm had lessened on their side and made a hasty voyage north, along the Chilean coast. 
 
   By the time the storm had passed, the pirate ship was nowhere to be seen. But Christopher assumed correctly that they were still hoping to get around the land mass and having made his way around the strait, headed north up the western edge of South America. 
 
   Months passed as the chase continued on. As they reached the northern edge Ecuador, the pirate’s ship once again came into view. Frantically the pirates searched for a favorable inlet to hide in. Christopher’s ship came into volley space and a short fight ensued. Despite the better armament, a well placed shot by the pirate’s ship, crippled Christopher’s secondary mast and dropped the aft sail.
 
   The pirates knew they were still out gunned and took the advantage to flee. Water was nearly depleted and food was waning thin. 
 
   Just as they were passing present day Coast Rica, Christopher finally caught up with the pirates. 
 
   Finally, the battle had to be fought. 
 
   As Christopher’s ship approached, the pirates realized they had run out of room for flight. They were done running and desirous to end the chase. Instead it was time for fight. 
 
   The two ships swung around as they prepared to stave off each other. Like two bulls charging into each other, the furls of the ship’s sails tightened as the two vessels lunged toward one another. 
 
   Moments later they reigned in, stopping within a few hundred yards of each other. As the pirate ship gained position, a loud crack was heard that boomed across the water. From the Pirate’s ship flew the first cannonball. 
 
   On Christopher’s part, the only hesitation was to see if his wife was anywhere that she might be hurt from the retaliation. Dropping his mariner’s glass, he signaled the crew. Another large crack sounded, but this time from Christopher’s ship. A large plume of smoke briefly followed the sound, and Christopher’s ship gifted the pirates with a cannonball in quick retort.
 
   Soon the battle was unstoppable. Wood splintered from both ships as the balls crashed into railings, main-staffs, and gunwales. 
 
   Pierre realized he needed his ace to win. So he brought Miya on deck to watch the destruction of her husband’s ship. It was Christopher’s first mate, Nigel, who spotted her first. 
 
   “Captain! Cease fire. Milady Standish on board!”
 
   Christopher snapped himself back into reality as he pulled the blinders from his eyes and surveyed the destruction that was once his ship. 
 
   “Cease fire!” he called out.
 
   The pirates had no such compunction. Instead a new volley of balls pelted the ship.
 
   As the last vestiges of the sails were torn asunder, Christopher realized that he had lost. 
 
   “To the longboats!” 
 
   No sooner had the men safely boarded the long boats (with Christopher still onboard the ship) than the hull of their mighty ship cracked open.
 
   The men in the longboats started to pull away but the first mate stayed them.  The first mate called out to the captain but Christopher motioned them away. 
 
   At that moment a stray bullet caught him and he crumpled to the deck. The sinking of the ship was already in motion and it was too late to do anything for the fallen captain. 
 
   With heavy hearts, they pulled away without their captain to unknown shores as they watched their vessel slowly fill with seawater and turn to voyage downward into the realm of Triton. 
 
   Pierre held onto Miya as the sea engulfed the ship. As the waves swallowed up the vessel, she broke down into uncontrollable sobbing, her tears only adding to her husband’s grave. Gone was her husband. Gone was her hope for freedom. Her heart sank with the ship as she watched it disappear under the waves.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    
 
   Christopher felt the pressure of the ball enter his chest just a bit to the right of his left shoulder as it tore through his heavy leather jacket. The impact threw him back and dropped him even as the ship began its final shudder, throwing him off balance and dropping him to the deck. 
 
   The force of the water as it rushed through the opening in the hull, sent the ship skidding and tilting as the weight of the water displaced the air inside.
 
   The deck tilted at odd angles, seemingly to change every few seconds, that Christopher found no good foothold to steady himself with. 
 
   By that time, the pirates and his crew had assumed he was dead and had turned away. 
 
   Pulling himself to the edge of the gunwale, Christopher sought escape from the floundering vessel, but instead found that he had one leg wound around a ballast line. The rolling of the sinking ship coupled with his own movements had effectively snared him, and working fervently he sought to free himself before he was dragged under with the rest of the ship. 
 
   As the warm Pacific water washed over him, and seeing the great swell coming, he instinctively gulped a large lungful of air just before succumbing to the pull of the sinking ship. 
 
   As the ship dropped below him, the water rushed in, creating a suction from which he would never have been able to survive had his leg not been caught on the ballast line. As the ship sank, the ballast floated and through the difference in weight, caused the line to become taut and finally to snap, sending ballast and Christopher reeling for the surface. Just as he was about to succumb to fate and death, Christopher’s head broke the surface of the water.
 
   Once given the new lease on life, despite his crippled left shoulder, Christopher hung onto the ballast and struck out for the nearby shore. His wet form going unnoticed by all living but a passing bird above and a few fish below. A sea turtle scooted out of his way, and on seeing the creature, Christopher’s mind reached back to the days when he roamed this wild land with his friend Caribo. In fact, it was on this side of the land that he and Caribo had found so many baby turtles before.
 
   In fact… Christopher quickly scanned the shore from his bobbing position on the open water and, much to his surprise and relief, recognized many of the landmarks. This was not only a similar shore, but the same shoreline that he and Caribo had landed on before; which meant that he could get home. 
 
   Another thought entered into his head. Since the pirates saw his ship sink, they must believe he is dead. Also, they would need to make repairs to their ship, and would bring it to shore to do so. There would be no point in sailing far as there was no one to fear.
 
   Having run all those thoughts through his mind, he realized he still had a great chance of getting his wife safely from the pirates and possibly stealing their ship in the process. And if things went sour, he had another plan to fall back on. 
 
   Two days later, having followed the beach northward, Christopher found the pirates in San Juan del Sur, Nicaragua. The place had a natural cove with a good flowing river of fresh water that emptied into the bay. 
 
   The pirates had anchored the ship as close to the shore as they could and were busy floating logs out to the ship to be worked into a new sail staff and railings. Though the shore seemed ideal, the majority of the men stayed on the boat to sleep, thus assuring themselves safety from natives and fauna. Not only were there crocodiles in the area, but some men had reported seeing a jaguar patrolling the area. 
 
   All of this activity did not go unnoticed by Christopher. 
 
   From a lofty perch high in a nearby tree, he watched and waited to assure himself that he could find his wife, and to track the pirates’ activities. The ship’s repairs would take a few more days at a minimum, and his only hurry was to get his wife back safely into his arms. Yet he delayed, watching and biding his time, until he was able to make the right move to get them safely away. 
 
   Later that day, Christopher observed that the captain of the pirates took Pierre and Miya to shore. Pierre was in chains and Miya was tied like a dog on a leash. The sight of Miya made his heart leap. Once on shore, Pierre was dragged off, and tied facing the bright sun to a stout tree. There they left him amid Pierre’s many curses to have nature take his life according to its own timeline. 
 
   Christopher could hear the pirates making bets on whether the great cat or the lack of water would claim him first. 
 
   Meanwhile, Miya was staked to the inside of a large tent that had a good-sized fire nearby. 
 
   Though the temptation was a strong one to go straight to her, Christopher knew that to succeed he had to dispose of the pirates first. 
 
   So, when the sliver of moon had replaced the sun, and shadows had covered the land, Christopher stole out to where the single guard was placed and quietly slit his throat.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Something in the night woke Pierre. 
 
   His body hurt, his mouth was dry, his wrists were losing their sensation, yet he could feel the cords cutting into his swollen wrists and ankles. 
 
   He tried to spit, but it lodged in his throat. 
 
   Then something in the dark caught his attention. It was a man. He was obviously an enemy to the pirates and therefore a friend to himself. He watched as the dark silhouette stole up behind the guard and with a single deft motion, slit the guard’s throat. Then as the guard’s body dropped to the sand, the man stood up, and Pierre involuntarily took in a lungful of air. Christopher!
 
   There was no way that Christopher would free him. But the wheels turned in his head and he realized that Christopher may still be the means to his escape. All he needed to do was to show the pirate captain that Pierre was still necessary. 
 
   Working up his dry mouth, Pierre began to yell for the pirates. 
 
   Christopher was certain he was in the clear and was on his way to the tent of Miya when Pierre sounded the alarm. He wasn’t certain how he had been seen, but seen he was. 
 
   The pirates stormed out from their tents and though he was able to dispatch quite a number of them, soon he was caught through the overwhelming number of blades and forced to drop his own. 
 
   “So, it looks like the lover has returned from the dead,” grumbled the captain as he came out of the tent, having been aroused from a deep sleep. “Dispatch him!” Then thinking about it, amended, “No. Take him to the ship and cast him in the hold. I will deal with him in the morning.”
 
   Some of the pirates began to murmur about longboating out at night, while others stared blankly as they tried to recover a bit from the quick fight with Christopher.  
 
   “Move!” barked the captain. That got things going. Shortly, Christopher found himself in irons, being dragged off to the longboat. But he didn’t care. He called out to Miya who incredulously couldn’t believe he lived but responded in like manner. Her ‘Kit’ glowed in the knowledge that Miya was alive and she knew he was as well. 
 
   That was his last thought before a blow to the head knocked him unconscious.
 
   He came to as the men hauled him aboard the ship. Someone ahead of him took the captain at his word, and shortly he heard the heavy grate of the hatch being lifted.
 
   “In you go,” someone muttered and with a hard push he found himself falling, and abruptly stopping as his body slammed onto the floor below. 
 
   The blow momentarily knocked him out again, and this time Christopher woke a bit more groggily. Still, the night was dark and he was fairly certain that he was out only a short while. 
 
   Around him, the workings of the ship’s repairs were clearly evident, with moonlight shining in through a large hole that Christopher’s ship had left in the fight. The light bathed the interior in enough light to see the seventeen chests of dowry gold that his in-laws had made for him. ‘It’s a shame,’ he thought to himself. But he knew at this juncture in the game that the gold wouldn’t be returned. 
 
   Christopher dragged himself over to look out of the break in the hull and found the beach was not so far away. ‘If I could get out of this, I could swim that,’ he thought to himself, summoning up his courage for the upcoming events. ‘But first, let’s see what can be done about this ship.’
 
   Working quietly and quickly he enlarged the hole just enough to slide through. Dark water surrounded the ship, but Christopher did not let it daunt him. Slipping out of the break in the hull, he dropped quietly into the water; staying under the curvature of the ship until he was able to make his way into the ship’s shadow on the other side.
 
   Using the anchor cable, Christopher silently climbed the dark side of the ship until he once again stood on deck.
 
   ‘Now to find the cannon.’ The cannon on the pirate ship were easily found as they were positioned to be fired from the top two decks. Stacked nearby were the wadding, wicks, balls, and powder. 
 
   From Christopher’s memory, he counted just seven pirates left on land, with the rest of the crew sleeping aboard the ship. He mentally reviewed the scene that he had gathered though the previous day and mentally agreed with himself. 
 
   Then gathering wicks, he braided them together and led them to the various powder kegs on board the ship. ‘It may not cripple the boat but it should do a lot of harm,’ he thought to himself. Then, having lit the fuse, Christopher dived overboard. 
 
   The blast of the powder caught him less than a few hundred yards from the ship. An intense heat, coupled with fragments of wood, metal and cloth filled the air. Christopher dove as pieces of the ship plummeted into the water. The weight of the gold, offset by the loss of the upper decking, started the ship listing to one side. Water found the previous hole from the earlier attack and with it water weight was added to the already heavy ship. As Christopher pulled away in hard and strong strokes, the ship finally succumbed and sank; its sterncastle cracking and ripping off of the main vessel as it settled into the sand and mud far, far below. 
 
   Christopher treaded water, searching for survivors, but either they were killed in the explosion or pulled down with the suction of the sinking ship. Either way, not a soul was visible in the sea. 
 
    
 
   The explosion was enough to wake the camp. From the pirates’ vantage point, neither man nor debris could be differentiated in the distance. Instead, all they possessed seemed to be stripped from them in a single moment. Gone were their gold, their transportation.
 
   Confusion led to denial which led to anger. The Captain was a heartless man and, finding the ship gone and his men fighting amongst themselves, he used the opportunity to take out the one that he felt would not support him.
 
   Down to six plus Pierre, who just giggled incessantly while tied to his tree, and Miya, who was still tied to the stake, the men sobered up quickly as the Captain barked out orders for night patrol. 
 
   He couldn’t be certain, but he was very suspicious that Christopher had something to do with their misfortune, and though reason told him that no one could have survived such a blast, something still lurked in his subconscious that warned him that Christopher was still alive. 
 
   His subconscious was correct. 
 
   At that moment, Christopher was riding a wave on a plank of debris onto the beach not more than a quarter mile from where the captain stood. 
 
   Exhausted and meaning to carry on, he had had too much for his body at the moment. Pulling himself up out of the way of the tide, Christopher finally succumbed to the drag of his muscles and collapsed unconscious for a time.
 
    
 
   The hot sun warmed him as he slowly woke. Sand clung to his face and stuck to his cheek where blood and drool had dried it to his skin. 
 
   He felt much better, and though wanting food and water, he was sufficiently ready to pursue his goal.  
 
   When he arrived back at camp all he found was Pierre, still tied up…and Pierre wasn’t all there. The lack of water for the last two days hadn’t done him any good. Then when the pirates had packed up to go inland, they did give him water to drink. Seawater. And lots of it. 
 
   The effects of the seawater on Pierre’s mental state were obvious. Less obvious were the effects on his body. As the seawater was drunk, it temporarily increased the blood’s concentration of sodium chloride which in turn signaled the kidneys to excrete sodium. But the seawater’s sodium concentration was above the kidneys’ maximum concentrating ability. Because of this, eventually the blood’s sodium concentration would rise to toxic levels, removing water from all cells and interfering with nerve conduction. Pierre’s system was shutting down.
 
   Christopher realized it was too late for him, and cutting him loose, gave Pierre a chance to live free for the last moments of his life. Off Pierre ran, straight into the jungle. Christopher watched him with sad eyes.
 
   Then following Miya’s trail from the beach to the jungle’s edge, Christopher started tracking his wife and her captors.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
    
 
   The loss of the gold was a hard blow to the pirates, and they mourned it for some time afterwards. However, the captain realized that with Miya along, all was not lost. She knew where there was more of it… much more. 
 
   The following morning the pirate captain woke to the sound of squawking parrots calling to their neighbors. The white noise of the waves from the beach coupled with the excitement from the previous night had lulled him into a long sleep, and he found the morning sun well above the horizon.
 
   As he rolled out from under his covering of palm fronds, he instinctively surveyed the beach in search of his ship. The remains of wreckage scattered the coast, and the grim reality of his situation scoured any remaining sleep from his consciousness. 
 
   Moving toward the jungle fringe to relieve himself, he glanced over at the captive. His eyes widened as he realized the prostrate form wasn’t the captive at all, but rather another of his crew. His captive girl was missing. 
 
   The body of the pirate on the sand next to where she was staked, along with his slit throat and the cut lashings from her bindings, told the story all too well.
 
   By the tracks left in the sand, she was alone. He was determined to get her back. 
 
   “Up ye scurvy dogs!” he bellowed. The commanding voice had its effect as heads rose and men grumbled to their feet. “Pack up this camp, lads, we’re going hunting.” Waking the camp, he forced an early walk. Due east. Straight into the filtered light of the jungle. 
 
    
 
   Her escape into the jungle was for Miya like returning to a familiar place. She was at home in the jungle, and though there were certainly dangers, she knew of them and their signs and avoided them much as one avoids the traffic and seedier parts of big cities. 
 
   However, just because she avoided them didn’t mean that her captives knew the dangers or should avoid them. Miya was wise enough in her own right to realize that the bad men wouldn’t give up looking for her. So she searched out and skirted every danger she could locate along the way; a crocodile infested river here, a manchineel tree there, an anaconda nest there. Over river and marsh, through jaguar trails and past poisonous plants, the girl led the five desperate men through the jungle. 
 
   The jungle is an unforgiving place to the uninitiated, unequipped and unaware. Hidden pitfalls filled with leaves, poisonous snakes, and huge spiders were just the beginning. 
 
   Soon the men were sweating under their loads, while trying to keep their wits about them in their green prison. 
 
   A hidden root of a large tree caught one weary man’s foot, one of the Spaniards of the crew, by name of Sosa, throwing him off balance. As Sosa found himself falling, he threw out his hands to catch himself; but instead of finding purchase on a smooth vine or giving branch, the man caught hold of a branch from a nearby bullhorn acacia tree. 
 
   Native to Central America, the common name "bullhorn" refers to the hollowed-out, enlarged, and swollen thorns which resemble the horns of a steer; that occur in pairs at the base of leaves. Large in nature the thorns easily puncture. However, that is not the tree’s only defense. Additionally there is a species of ant that lives within its hollowed-out thorns. The aggressive ants act as a defense for the tree by protecting it against harmful insects, animals or humans that may come into contact with it. When threatened, they come rushing out of their thorn in great numbers to attack the intruder.
 
   Not only did the poor unfortunate find himself grabbing hold of a handful of thick hollowed out thorns, which cut and tore at his flesh, but immediately following the fall, a swarm of angry ants emerged from the plant, covering the lacerated man. 
 
   Screaming, he ran for the nearest water, a nearby, slow moving river off to the side of the trail. Yet, either the water or mud did the trick; and as he stood up, the ants washed away. As Sosa stood there thigh deep in the river, drenched from head to toe, with a pool of ants floating around him, dripping of mud and river water, the rest of the crew couldn’t help but burst into laughter.
 
   Even the drenched and bloodied Sosa began to laugh as he realized how funny he must look. But what he forgot was that he was in crocodile country and a not too lazy crocodile lounged nearby. The scent of blood from the still bleeding cuts drove the beast forward. 
 
   In mid laugh Sosa was unexpectedly pulled under; his laugh turned to a gurgling cry as a large greenish-gray mass rolled with him to the bottom of the river bed. 
 
   And in an instant there were just the four. 
 
   The others stopped laughing, as terror came over their faces. As a whole, the only thing they wanted to do was leave that place. In their haste, their heavy packs were light and slow foot treads became fast. 
 
   As the men rushed forward, they never saw the deep hole that had come about through heavy rain and soft sandy mud. Alvarez took the lead and as his heavy foot came down on what he considered a wet spot in the trail, he pitched forward landing square into the sinkhole. The weight of his heavy pack pulled him down further and though he was able to free his face, the pack just filled with sand and water, only increasing the weight. He struggled to free himself of the weight, but with every struggle he dropped further into the quagmire. The men panicked and only the pirate captain kept his cool. Some of the men attempted to get him out by throwing him a vine, but by that time Alvarez was up to his neck in the muck, with no way to grab hold of anything. Their efforts were to no avail. 
 
   As Alvarez pleaded for help, the captain slowly filled and cocked his pistol. A single shot ended Alvarez’ cries. 
 
   Down to just the three of them, the captain decided it would be best to rest a spell. So when they came to the gray bark tree with the bright green apples, he allowed them to break. A nearby stream beckoned and while Mallory stayed behind, the captain commissioned McGarvey to watch for the long green water beasts while he drank. The sweet smell of the fruit was enticing enough to McGarvey that he cast his eyes about to see if he could find some nearby fruit to eat while waiting for his captain to finish. But even as he glanced about, Mallory had picked a fruit and upon taking a bite, began clawing at his throat. Screaming he dropped to the ground, writhing in pain. The captain came storming up from the rivulet expecting to see one of the great beasts dragging off the man, but instead saw nothing more than Mallory as he convulsed and died. As he let go the ghost, a single green apple with a single bite from it came rolling out of his now unclenched hand.  
 
   Suddenly it was down to just the captain and McGarvey. 
 
   The poor man McGarvey had the jitters so bad that it took a direct command to get him to even move. Every step was a feat of sheer will power, being more afraid of being left behind in this jungle of death than staying in the company of his superior. Finally, a short distance from the manchineel tree, he quietly took out his flint pistol and, bidding farewell to his captain, took his own life. 
 
    
 
   The first report from the gun surprised Miya. She could tell that the men were a distance away but she also knew that they were slowly making their way through the jungle. She assumed that all of her ploys to slow them down had failed and gave up trying to skirt danger for the more arduous task of placing as much ground between her and the others. 
 
   She ran from the manchineel tree along well used animal paths that kept far from danger. The trail led out into a clearing on the other side of the jungle, with a shallow but long stretch of recently burnt acreage. There was no place to hide and little time to cross, so making certain she was safe from predators, she started down the incline. 
 
   As she was close to half way across, she heard the second report from the pistols. She had stopped due to an immense ravine that cut through the middle of the burned area. She knew she needed to get across but couldn’t find a good way to do so. 
 
   Even as she scouted for a safe passage, the pirate captain came out of the jungle fringe. 
 
    
 
   As Christopher ran, he felt the surge of emotion fill his chest as he heard the thunder of a pistol echo across the land. Fear for his wife moved him into the jungle as he followed Miya’s and the others’ footprints. The trail seemed to meander, as if she was taking her time. ‘Was she hurt? Why was she moving so slowly across the jungle? She knows jungles better than anyone. Was there some danger here that even she was leery of?’ The thoughts continued to pour across his mind as he moved from spoor to spoor, and sign to sign.  Then the second shot echoed. 
 
   Christopher attempted to hurry, yet the jungle pressed in, and dangers continued to loom from every corner. Abruptly he halted. The crocodile in front of him grunted as it slid into the slow moving river. His mind raced a thousand knots a second, ‘Why did she come near here? Surely, she would have spotted the signs of the river long before arriving there.’ 
 
   He moved forward quickly. Again he came to an abrupt halt rather quickly as his foot sank into the quagmire of unstable sandy earth. Falling backwards, he scrambled to get free. The earth had hold of him and didn’t want to do so, and it took all of his effort to pull his leg out. Little by little, the foot came free, inch by inch, as the mucky sand swarmed into the loose fittings of his boot. Finally, he was able to grab hold of an extending root and with the force of a man accustomed to physical labor, he finally was able to pull his foot out. But not without a loss... his bare leg attesting to the suction power of the quicksand. 
 
   ‘Aha!’ He shouted to himself with his inner mind’s voice. He realized that Miya was leading the pirates through dangerous ground in hopes of killing them off. ‘Perhaps she has killed off a few…’ as the denizens of the jungle would have helped to erase the signs. Gathering himself up, he hurried on, sans one boot, toward the love of his life.
 
   As Christopher rounded a bend in the jungle trail, he needed no help interpreting what he saw next. Not all of the signs of death had been erased and the remains of one of the pirates told the story all too well. Lying under a manchineel tree, the pirate’s face was contorted into a grimace of pure pain. The sight sent shivers through Christopher’s mind as he recalled his own near death experience with the manchineel as a youth. Yet having come across the victim he ascertained what Miya was doing and congratulated himself on marrying such an intelligent woman. Shortly, they should be coming to the other side of this jungle, arriving at the big lake near the Nicarao’s land. As he wondered how far ahead she was, he once again heard a pistol retort, coupled with a scream.
 
   He quickened his pace.  
 
    
 
   As the second report of the pistol echoed across the jungle, Pierre, quite insane now, gleefully clapped his hands and rushed toward the sound. 
 
   He arrived in time to see the hat of the pirate settle on top of the sand as the dead man slowly sank out of sight. 
 
   “A hat! A hat for Pierre.” Grabbing the vine from the ground, Pierre whipped it toward the object which fell on the far side of the hat. Then, pulling back on the vine, it kicked the hat toward him, where he picked it up and placed it upon his own head. Stumbling forward, he somehow made it past the edge of the quagmire and continued on, fingering the hat as he went. 
 
   Pierre didn’t even stop for the body of Mallory except to say hi as he continued on. But as he came across McGarvey, he spotted something that his deranged mind instantly recognized. A flint pistol. 
 
    
 
   The captain saw her as he emerged from the jungle, but he didn’t immediately rush forward. The dangers of the jungle had made him leery and so he peered out with hatred burning in his eyes. He wasn’t certain Miya was worth all of this, yet, she still held the keys of immense wealth in her very life, so having made the decision to keep her alive he stepped out of the jungle twilight into the sun of the burned-out meadow. 
 
    
 
   Pierre had no idea of the jungle dangers. His only thought was revenge. As he came upon the edge of the jungle he saw the captain race across the meadow. Stopping long enough to gleefully load the pistol, he started running behind the captain. 
 
   As he ran forward, a gust of wind blew off his precariously perched hat and he stopped and returned for it. Then, spotting his captain ahead, he ran off again, chuckling feverishly to himself.
 
   Again, as he raced forward the hat blew off, and again he returned for it, loudly chastising the hat as he gathered it up. 
 
    
 
   Something must have warned the captain that there was someone behind him. Perhaps the wind carried Pierre’s voice far enough that he heard him. Perhaps it was nothing more than a backwards glance to ascertain whether there was anything or anyone following him. Whatever the reason, the captain spotted Pierre behind him, and assuming it to be Christopher, made a quick decision. 
 
   Turning quickly, he pulled his loaded gun from his pouch and taking aim, fired at the approaching man. As the man fell from the ball wound, the sound of the pistol fire reverberated through Miya’s ears. She screamed, fearing the worst.
 
    
 
   Having dropped the man at the fringe of the jungle the captain turned his attention to the woman. Growling he lunged at her, eyes ablaze with hatred, yet knowing he couldn’t kill her… yet. 
 
   Miya, frantically searched for escape and instead caught sight of Christopher as he leapt from the jungle fringe.
 
   As Christopher broke out of the jungle, all he could focus on were the two at the edge of the ravine. He cared little whether there were other dangers around. Even as he rushed forward, he could see the captain advancing toward his wife… gaining ground until the captain was finally able to tackle Miya to the ground. 
 
   Red flashed through Christopher’s eyes as new energy pulsated through his veins. Rushing forward he passed the fallen form of Pierre. Without a backwards glance at the fallen man he launched onward, his entire attention focused upon his beautiful wife… and the captain he vowed to kill.
 
    
 
    “Christopher!” she screamed out, pulling away from the pirate captain, dodging him as he tried again to grab her. The name of the pirate captain’s nemesis caused him to halt his advance long enough to see if Christopher were yet still alive. Unbelieving, he spotted Christopher bearing down on him, acting as if he never were shot.
 
   An expletive escaped his lips as he missed the girl and fell forward, catching himself on the edge of the ravine. 
 
   Miya used the chance moment to break away and raced quickly toward Christopher. 
 
   Quick as a cat, the captain rolled with the fall and pulled himself back upright and was after her in a flash. 
 
   Christopher was close, but the captain was faster, and diving for Miya, brought her down just yards in front of the other.
 
   Bringing out his sword, he pulled one of the girl’s arms tight across his chest pulling it hard behind her, and swinging his sword out he laid it across her throat.
 
   Christopher came up short, pulling his sword out as he did so. “You will eventually have to kill me, pirate, if you want to live long enough to get your gold back,” he said as he came closer to the pair. 
 
   “True,” the pirate captain replied. 
 
   “Then come out from behind the skirts of my wife, and show some steel,” he taunted.
 
   “Perhaps I won’t need to,” replied the captain, grinning wickedly as Miya’s eyes widened. “It appears that the tide has turned.” Then, indicating behind Christopher, the pirate called out, “Pierre! Come join us!”
 
   Walking forward, Pierre waved about his pistol. With his other hand he clutched his hat to his side as he made his way to the trio, blood oozing from it, as he used it to cover the area where he had been shot.
 
   His eyes unglazed and glazed over again as he recognized each in turn, “Miya… Christopher… Captain.” His eyes hardened as he repeated the names of each. Pierre cocked the pistol. Swinging it around, he took aim at Christopher.
 
   “Drop your sword Christopher,” sang out the pirate captain with glee. “It is over for you!”
 
   Realizing he had no other option for the moment, Christopher spread his fingers from the hilt. As he did so, the sword gently pulled away from his hand and gravity pulled it down.   
 
   The point dropped into the ground and stuck there as Pierre advanced. Waving Christopher aside, Pierre reached down and snatched up his weapon. 
 
   The pirate captain, certain of his superior position, began moving the girl back to the edge of the ravine, in an attempt to find some way across. 
 
   But the movement sparked something in Pierre’s eyes. With it his mind cleared for the moment and he realized why he recognized the captain. With an accusatory wave of the pistol, said, “You tied me up to the tree. You left me for dead.”
 
   The captain realized the man had regained a bit of his senses and started to worry. Quickly he lied, “No! You have me wrong! He is the enemy. Christopher is! It was Christopher who tied you to the tree.”
 
   Pierre swung the pistol back to Christopher who had been slowly advancing toward him. He swung Christopher’s sword and Christopher took a few steps back. 
 
   “I cut you free, Pierre. I cut you free. Remember?” Christopher spread his arms, showing that he was unarmed.
 
   “He is the enemy!” shouted the pirate captain, dragging the girl toward the fallen tree that crossed the ravine. The movement caused Pierre to swing the weapon back to towards the pirate. “Not me, you fool. Shoot him!” shouted the captain, pointing at Christopher. 
 
   “Captain Roberts,” said Pierre in a low husky growl as recognition crossed his face. “You tried to kill me… I relieve you of your command.”
 
   To the captain it appeared that time slowed as he watched Pierre bring up the pistol. Even as the pistol was raised and pointed at him, wavering but not firing. 
 
   Seeing Pierre’s indecision, Roberts let go of the girl as he grabbed at a small dagger that he had hidden in his belt. He hurled it at the Frenchman, who seeing him throw, flinched at the last second as he pulled the trigger of his weapon. 
 
   Christopher lunged forward as this act played itself out and, realizing what the other had done, screamed, “NO!!!” as the bullet tore into his beloved’s chest, marring her incredible beauty and dimming her eyes from this earthly world forever.  
 
   As Miya collapsed, the dagger entered Pierre’s side. His eyes widened as he realized he was a dead man. Christopher snatched the sword from Pierre’s hand as he ran screaming toward the pirate captain.
 
   The pirate Captain Roberts grinned an evil grin as he saw the man about to die, but then hurried backwards as he realized that Christopher was coming for him. His grin turned to a yelp and then to a scream as his footing gave way and he found himself falling over the edge.
 
   By the time Christopher arrived on the edge of the precipice the captain’s body was nowhere to be seen, having been already carried downstream by the current of the river far below.
 
   Turning, Christopher returned to Miya’s side, and prostrating himself on the ground next to her, broke down into great sobs of emotion at the loss of his true love.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
    
 
   …1535…
 
    
 
   Christopher knew it would only be a matter of time before the pirates organized themselves enough to hunt him down. It had now been so many years since his wife’s death, and every moment of it had been in the pursuit of wiping out piracy from every shore. Even though he had a fleet of ships now to choose from, and rotated them often, the pirates had become wary; constantly on the lookout for him.  At nearly every port he used a different variation of his name, yet every one of them was his: Kit Walker, Christopher Standish, Chris Columbus, even Sir Gerald Nelson after his mother’s relatives. But every use of his various names was always with the intent of surprise. He did not desire any of the evil men to disappear without earning their just rewards. He savored the look upon their faces when his death’s head belt was recognized and they knew he was a man to be reckoned with. Yet even with all those precautions, Christopher knew his days were numbered. He felt the twinge of guilt at keeping his son with him on these later runs, but he wished to be with his son as much as possible… especially in that knowledge of his limited days.
 
   The voyage back from Siam started out as a joyous one. The trading had been great, the gifts to King Ramathibodi were well received and the talk between them was long. 
 
   As they sipped their cinnamon tea (a personal favorite of the king), conversation flowed from the dealings of King Henry to King Carl’s expanding reign from Spain through Italy and beyond to simpler topics such as travels, foods, and commerce. 
 
   Although Christopher held no political agenda, he was better informed about the world and its dealings than almost anyone else. Though not mentioned in the conversation, he could have gone on at length about any part of the world, including the newly discovered Americas. He kept up on Mendoza and his exploits in Argentina and knew about how Pizzaro was doing among the Inca as much as he kept up on the European scandals such as the twelve nude Anabaptists who ran through the streets of Amsterdam in deference to King Henry’s claims of being the Head of the Church in England and his two edicts which were issued against Anabaptists and Sacramentaries, to the social dealings of the same man with the Boleyn girl. 
 
   The conversation lasted well into the night. 
 
   The next day, Christopher found his ship had been visited by the royal guard and slaves. King Somdet Phra Ramathibodi II was ever the gracious host and this time loaded Christopher’s ship with so many extras that it was truly overburdened. The king rightly interpreted the gratitude in Christopher’s eyes. 
 
   But what really moved Christopher was watching his son, Kit, as he made the formal thanks and goodbye to the king and the royal escorts. Christopher’s own son was finally of age to trade, a man of his own, and a captain of his own ship (in command of the second ship in their small trading fleet, under Christopher’s watchful eye). It was with emotion that he watched his son work the family trade. Time could never erase the pain he felt when he had lost his wife so many years before, but he reveled in the equal joy he felt in Kit. Never had a father been so proud of his son. As a final bestowal of pride and as a token of manhood in taking over his father’s work, Christopher gave his son the belt he had been given in the American desert. As his son Kit donned it, Christopher couldn’t help remembering his own youth and the time he spent with his beloved Miya.
 
   They chose an early morning departure, as they were guests of the king and had spent the night in luxurious comfort. 
 
   Kit graciously allowed his father’s ship to depart first, but being the lighter ship, soon passed him up as he raced along the coast. The next stop was a familiar one, and Christopher knew he would shortly meet up with his son, so he allowed his son to race ahead and laughed at Kit’s youthful appetite for adventure and speed as he gloried in the joy that Kit had brought into his life.
 
   However, Christopher’s joy was short lived. As he rounded the cape many hours later, he came across the first sightings of wreckage in the distance. A hard tightening of his stomach belied his worry and bile crept into his throat. 
 
   Soon enough he had confirmation. His son’s ship was completely devoid of life; the men slaughtered and the cargo stripped. Never had Christopher seen such carnage so distastefully displayed. Yet, every man was left with his head on or placed nearby as if to say, “See! This is not the one you are looking for!” 
 
   Quickly, he searched the ship for his son’s body, but instead found nothing more than a parchment on the Captain’s bunk with the symbol of the Singh Brotherhood, ‘brothers of the seven circles’; local pirates that controlled all of Africa and South Asian coast around to the far reaches of Siam. They need not have left the parchment; the disemboweled and decapitated crew was signature enough.
 
   All knew who the Singh were. They needed no introduction, as their brutality left indelible impressions on the living far and wide. Few words could be conjured up to describe the extreme cruelty that they encompassed, yet all the words were synonymous with one another, each used to describe subtle differences in the same: atrociousness, viciousness, barbarism, brutality, heinousness, savagery, and ferociousness.  They were the Singh Brotherhood. They had finally caught up with him… and they had his son.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
    
 
   The sea fog engulfed them. 
 
   Sea fog, is caused by a warm, moist airstream blowing over cooler seawater which occurs principally in the late winter to early spring; when the sea is cold and the rising sun warms the moist winter land to produce saturated air.  One of the greatest hazards to sailors, it is very thick and persistent, even in the presence of a strong wind. It is hard to guess when it may disperse, as a wind change of drier air is oft times necessary to make that change.
 
   Despite his ever-growing concern for his son, Christopher heeded to the safety of his crew and ordered the sails lowered to half mast as the ship slowly sank into the thickening mist around them. Shortly, even his crew was difficult to spot. There they drifted along for half an hour while they waited for the fog to lift. With every second wasted, Christopher’s impatience grew.
 
   The emergence of a stiff wind blew past and as the sails billowed, the fog thinned with it. 
 
   “Ships!” shouted someone from the main deck. Before they could even be identified, Christopher knew who they were. 
 
   Christopher realized he had no means to outrun them, and frankly he didn’t want to. Like a wild boar caught in a snare, he was going to give it his all; come what may.
 
   The lifting of the veil of sea fog from before their eyes allowed the Singh to spot them as quickly as they were spotted. Ships were ordered to maneuver into position. 
 
   Then the flag dropped and the crack of cannon fire sounded as the waves of sound bounced off of Christopher’s ship seconds before the blast hit. 
 
   Men flew like matchsticks. Railings shattered and those not caught in the cannonball’s path were pierced with shards and splinters of wood and metal.
 
   The sudden surge in motion caused the few that were standing to drop to the deck. Those that were dead or supporting themselves unsteadily by the broken railing shortly found themselves without sure footing and slid off the broken side into the water. 
 
   Then as quickly as the sound had dissipated, cries cut through the ensuing silence as it filled the air again. 
 
   A few were caught unaware during a game of chance, a sport that was expressly forbidden during working hours. A dozen of these men were brutally butchered during the opening salvo, like a bolt from the blue, dispatching their souls to their final rest. 
 
   The wind that pushed their back, died at that moment and they were stuck to fight where they were. 
 
   “To battle!” 
 
   “Return fire!” 
 
   Two of the pirates hauled up young Kit to watch the destruction of his father’s ship. 
 
   It was at that moment that Christopher saw him. “Son!” he called across the waves. Yet Kit was too far away to hear his father’s voice. 
 
   One of the two men that had dragged the young man to the deck allowed his attention to be momentarily diverted from the captive in his arms. Kit used that split second to step into the instep of the other, temporarily crippling him. As the diverted man turned back, Kit twisted and hit him hard on the nose with the palm of his open hand, giving him an upward blow. The blow forced a sliver of the nasal bone cavity into the man’s brain, killing him even before the man had time to drop to the deck. While the pirate’s body fell, Kit sprinted forward and dived overboard as another volley of cannon balls flew through the air. 
 
   The sea ran red. Shark fins sliced through the water looking to feast on the dead and dying. 
 
   Kit swam strong, as a monster of a great white brushed passed him, pulled elsewhere by the overwhelming scent of spilt blood. Another smaller shark swam around him and decided to try a nibble; however, a powerful hit to the nose sent it on its way. As he clambered up the side of his father’s ship, the sharks began their feeding frenzy.
 
    
 
   As if the sharks were a similitude of the fight above, relentlessly the two factions tore at each other like beasts scratching and clawing for dominance. 
 
   Seeing his son ‘safe’ on his own deck, Christopher began to respond with more fury than before. For every hole the pirates carved into Christopher’s hull, they returned two that carved theirs. For every volley that came, two were rained upon the other. 
 
   It wasn’t long before Christopher had destroyed the pirates’ rudder and burned their sail… yet these ‘brothers of the seven circles’ came on. Cannon fire rained down upon Christopher’s ship and soon his own sails were ablaze.
 
   Despite the flames, the pirates came on. 
 
   With a solid bump the ship he stood upon jolted as his and the pirates’ ships were connected and fastened tight. Like a tidal wave unchecked, an onslaught of men came pouring over the sides. They came on with inhuman horrors; brutal for the sake of savagery. Their scimitars cleaved swiftly and viciously. 
 
   Yet Christopher would have nothing of it. He would not give up his ship. He saw his son take up the sword against the scimitar and smiled grimly to himself. Dropping his Captain’s coat to the deck to give his arms more maneuverability, he launched himself into the foray, working his practiced arm against those that stood in his way.
 
   As he fought his way towards his son, one man stood aloof, watching him. The one man that was Christopher’s equal: Kabai Singh. 
 
   Laughing out loud Kabai exclaimed, “At last a worthy foe!” 
 
   Meanwhile, like an unwavering oak Christopher stood against the onslaught. His well practiced sword singing in his mighty arm as he parted those scurvy dogs like Moses did the sea. 
 
   Kabai stepped forward, his opponent elected. As he approached the captain, he scooped up the discarded coat and wore it on his smaller frame, showing his contempt for Christopher’s authority and as a means to infuriate and unnerve his opponent. Whether ‘friend’ or foe, all were threshed before his wrath as he approached the one man that he deemed worthy to fight him.
 
   Kit moved forward to help his father but as Kabai locked swords with Christopher, the sails fell, veiling them in flames. The heat of the fire was too intense to move forward and other pirates continued to steal his attention as engagement after engagement wore on him.   
 
   Yet, through the flames and scorched sailcloth, he could make out the two engaged swords, parrying, striking, blocking. 
 
   The rest of Christopher’s crew had been dispatched or were in the process of the same, as more pirates went through the ship and stripped it of its goods; tossing overboard anything they deemed unimportant so as to make certain nothing was gone through twice. Gone were Christopher’s riches, his personal chests tossed into the boiling sea.
 
   Yet, the fight continued, each a master of his own weapon, each equaled in skill and strength, the one fighting for the destruction of evil, the other attempting to promote the opposite. 
 
   The deck itself began to burn as the two continued in their eternal quest, each knowing that the outcome of this fight would decide both their fates. Then, whether by fate or providence, Christopher’s foot fell through a burned portion of the deck; the wood splintering beneath, fire dropping onto the powder kegs below.
 
   Kit looked up in time to see Kabai’s final thrust as he dropped his sword through his father’s neck. His father continued to thrust as life slipped from him. Both opponents knew his time had come.
 
   As Kit’s father slumped down, eyes wide as death approached, the Singh released the weapon and turned his back from the man as if he were of lesser caliber, not staying long enough even to see Christopher’s body hit the deck.
 
   The flames continued to climb, but Kit didn’t care. Leaving his sword in the pirate he had just dispatched he hurried forward, ignoring the flames that were steadily climbing around him. 
 
   Unknown to him, time itself was done with the fight, and like a pestilence, the inferno raging on the main deck had swept through the remainder of the ship; infecting the hull, the boards and the powder-kegs. 
 
   As Kit ran and jumped through the flames, he snatched up his father’s sword, and with a wild cry of “Revenge!” he lunged himself at the retreating form of Kabai Singh and buried the sword in his back. 
 
   At that moment the powder kegs exploded. The ship blew apart into a thousand pieces and Kit was thrown into the sea.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



…Over 400 Years Later….
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
    
 
   The sun broke the cloud layer as the storm rolled past the Costa Rican beach of Jacó and moved eastward inland. The day had only just begun and the now stilled morning air seemed too heavy to want to lighten yet. 
 
   As the sun rose a bit higher, the air lightened and the date palms seemed to straighten as the last heavy drops from the storm fell from their towering fronds. Not a soul was stirring amongst the tourists that had weathered the storm. Even the street vendors slept in, knowing that the day would start late. But not all were lazing the morning away. A young Tico named Emmanuel immediately went to work scouring the sands of Jacó beach for lost treasures that could be sold to the tourists that would come. 
 
   He hurriedly moved the larger shells from their sandy bed into his hemp satchel that was flung over his neck and one arm. There on the black sand lay a beautiful pink and white conch. A bit further a large cream-colored spiral shell with darker broken stripes running through it. 
 
   On the lee side of a small rock a beautiful half clam shell rested. Ringed in a light purple fading to a brilliant pink, it was partially buried in the small pool of water left from the rising tidal surge. Smaller than those that he would normally collect; it was still fairly good sized. He picked it up; critically measured it with his mind’s eye and kneeling by the pool that he pulled it from, cleaned the sand from it. Then running higher up the beach he laid it out artfully out of the way of the high-tide mark in an area where a beach comber would have to be blind to miss it. 
 
   He knew his business well. If the tourists found the beach cleaned of all the shells, they would just move on to another beach. However, if they found a good specimen every once in a while, they were more likely to search out more… and he had more to sell them. 
 
   Emmanuel continued his work. The storm had done its job well, and his satchel was filled and yet he still hadn’t scoured by the water’s edge. The day was rapidly filling too, and tourists would be lazily waking soon. He needed to get back, but the thought of finding something more kept him working a little longer. 
 
   The tide had by this time receded enough to expose the black volcanic rocks on the north end. Though the wave action was still quite high, it appeared that if he were careful enough he could get in and out again in enough time to avoid any big waves. After all he didn’t want to get too wet this morning. 
 
   Emmanuel surveyed the beach for tourists and seeing only a lone jogger decided he had time to try the rock pools. 
 
   The black rocks were the supermarket of tourist trinkets, while the sandy beach was akin to that of street vendors. As waves wash over the black rocks, shells and other flotsam are washed over as well. The return of the wave action lodges those treasures against the rock as it returns to start the process anew. There they remain until the action of the tide produces enough force to dislodge them again; occasionally taking back those treasures that were deposited from before. Timing is crucial when collecting those items that are left behind from the rock pools. 
 
   Emmanuel knew that the storm would likely have added to the bounty of the rock pools. To not search it out now would be stupidity. Climbing nimbly over the slippery surfaces, Emanuel worked his way to the now exposed rock pool.
 
   He laid down his satchel and leaned over to dig down in the water with his hand. The first item he found with his fingers was the rough spiral of a large sea conch. As he fought to release it from the grip of the wet sand, he leaned down further into the cavity of the rock. He pulled it free, only to drop it again at the last second. Something in his mind’s eye told him to let it go, but now that he had had the treasure within his grasp, he was determined to get it back. Reaching down again he was finally able to get hold of it and pull it free of the water. “This will bring in some real money!” he thought to himself. 
 
   He never saw the wave coming.
 
   Before he had time to even take in a breath he was engulfed in water. The wave lifted him from the ledge he was leaning over and rolled him along, twisting him around and about as the wave swept him against the rocks. He fought to pull himself out, yet the return surge slammed him against the very rock that he had been leaning over moments before. 
 
   His eyes glazed over as the water left him partially slumped in the pool.
 
   A smaller wave brought him to. As the water passed by him, he choked and sputtered. He found himself stretched out on the ledge, in a partial kneeling position due to the smaller cavity of the rock, with one foot well buried in the sand. A small trickle of blood was running from a cut on his arm, and he could taste more in his mouth where he must have bit his lip or tongue. There was also a large bump on the top of his head just into the hairline. 
 
   As he came to a realization of his surroundings, he remembered the shell and his reason for being where he was. Frantically he turned every which way, looking, searching. His satchel was nowhere to be seen. He stared off into the nothingness for a moment before unnecessarily saying, “This is beginning to look like I’m going to have a very bad day.”
 
   His immediate problem was to get off of the rocks before another large wave came. It grieved him to lose so much work, and so much potential income, but some things, such as his immediate health and life, were more important. 
 
   With effort against his bruised body Emmanuel pulled his foot free and scrambled back over the rocks into the relative safety of the drier sand. There he flopped himself down to rest and allowed himself a moment of self pity. “What did I do to upset you?” he moaned to the sea.
 
   As he lay there, he finally forced himself together again and pulled off an offending sneaker that was filled with sand from the bottom of the rock pool. Emmanuel upturned the sneaker and dumped the wet sand onto the beach, a small pile of it growing as it fell out in clumps. He hardly paid it any attention as he continued to survey the beach for his satchel. 
 
   So it was that he did not notice the coin that fell out as at that moment he saw his satchel being pushed up the beach by a particularly large wave. Dropping his shoe on top of the coin and its bed of wet sand, he rushed off to snatch up his lost treasures before the waves returned them to the sea.
 
   A few minutes later he returned to collect his shoe. The satchel once again over his head and hanging across his chest, he kneeled down on one knee to gather up his sneaker and return with his treasures. Only one treasure wasn’t expected. There under the sneaker, lay a gold coin.
 
   He immediately picked it up and brushing the wet sand from it, saw on one side of it what looked like crossed capital ‘P’s or maybe crossed sabers. Flipping it over was a skull: a death’s head. Surprise wasn’t the word that described what crossed his face as he marveled at the coin. “Pirate treasure…” he allowed himself to breath out loud. “I found some pirate treasure!” he assured himself, unbelieving. He stared at the coin blankly for some time. Then grabbing up the sneaker, he looked out across the sea. 
 
   “Maybe I was wrong…” he said to the sea. “…perhaps this will be a good day after all!” 
 
   Tightly clutching the coin Emmanuel turned and ran back up the slope towards his home. He didn't even bother putting on his sneaker.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
    
 
   The crocodile was immense. If measured from snout to tail it would have out-stretched two basketball players…with one standing on the other’s shoulders!  Such a monster would generally be avoided, yet this wasn’t the only one the man casually walked around, waving his bucket of fresh fish. 
 
   Only the fact that it lay belly-up in the water made Ramon suspicious of the great monster. To be sure, Ramon dropped the bucket while he skirted near to Jaws. Old Jaws could have been just sunning himself; after all, crocs often lay still for hours, waiting for their victims. But there wasn’t the least twitch; even after tantalizing him with his favorite fish. 
 
   Costa Rica’s Parque Zoologico Nacional Simón Bolivar is nestled in historical Barrio Amón within a forested ravine. Named after a popular South American freedom fighter, it offers visitors a sampling of abundant animal life…amid a peaceful oasis of gardens and tree-lined paths. Although considered modest in scope, the zoo covers almost 6 acres and is home to approximately 50 species of Costa Rican wildlife and some exotic creatures as well. 
 
   The Crocodile Pit is one of its most famous attractions, with Old Jaws being the star. So, it was with a heavy heart that Ramon retrieved his bucket and slowly made his way out of the Crocodile Pit.  For at least to Ramon, ‘beasts’ they were not; ‘pets’ was closer to the word he used in his own description of them. Hence, when Ramon reported the loss, and later that day they pulled out Old Jaws, it caused tears to well in Ramon’s eyes. 
 
    
 
   The autopsy on Old Jaws was performed by zoo veterinarian Jose Maria Caraval. The beast was weighed, measured, and his stomach contents removed. As Jose inspected the animal’s stomach contents, something caught his eye. Pulling apart the remains of a half-digested fish, under a layer of gastric-slime, the coin seemed to draw itself to him. Wiping it off on a large towel, the death’s head seemed to stare back at him. He was tempted to pocket the thing, but right at that moment his assistant walked in. 
 
   “Say, what’s that?” said his assistant.
 
   “Nothing really,” Jose replied to Daniel, trying to downplay it. 
 
   “A coin? Came out of the croc, huh?” Daniel replied, seeing the gastric stain on the towel. “Can I see it?”
 
   Jose reluctantly passed it over. He had never liked Daniel, and yet here was another reason to hate him…
 
   A whistle escaped Daniel’s lips. “I bet this thing is worth a mint.” 
 
   “Great. Can I have it back now?” said Jose through clenched teeth, his hand outstretched.
 
   Daniel flipped it over. “Looks like crossed sabers here on the other side.”
 
   “Hand it back.” Jose’s voice sounded strained. His grip tightened on the scalpel that was still carried in his left hand.
 
   “Just a second.” 
 
   “I mean it, Daniel. Hand it back.” Jose was breathing hard.
 
   Daniel looked up and saw the older man’s face tighten. Realizing that the coin was probably worth more money than he would ever see in his lifetime, he made his decision. “Sorry, old man, I think this coin is going to stay with me.”
 
   “Over my dead body.” Perhaps it was the animosity between them. Perhaps something more, but Jose knew the moment had come.  
 
   “If that’s how it needs to be.”
 
   Rashly Daniel threw himself against the elder man, grabbing him around the waist. Caught off-balance, the two of them fell into the tray of surgical utensils used to perform the autopsy. 
 
   The tray spun off as Daniel climbed to his feet. Then laughing, he took a step for the door. Suddenly he stopped and looked down. A large gash had been cut across his midriff, the scalpel still inserted under the skin. 
 
   “No!” 
 
   As he fell the scalpel was pushed further into his side, lodging itself into his liver.
 
    
 
   The sound of the struggle sent a few of the zoo staff running. When the men arrived they found Daniel already dead. Jose was unconscious and had a serious concussion that later proved fatal. 
 
   The coin was still gripped tightly in Daniel’s hand.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
    
 
   The Death’s head coin became the property of the government of Costa Rica. Shortly, investigators were assigned to determine where the coin came from; and an assessor was brought in to determine the authenticity, age, and value of the coin.
 
   The investigators easily determined that the coin was removed originally from the crocodile, basing their belief in part on the gastric bile that still resided on the coin and in part from the location of the final struggle between the two veterinarians. The coin surely came into the animal through the digestion of a fish. Further investigation showed that a local fisherman supplied the zoo through a daily catch off the western coast of Costa Rica. Assumedly the fish had found the coin and ate it, thinking it to be some tasty morsel. Later that particular fish was netted along with hundreds of others by the local fisherman, and in turn sold to the zoo as food for the crocodiles and other meat eating denizens. Old Jaws was the lucky, or more probably ‘unlucky’, recipient. 
 
    
 
   As for the assessment of the coin, it was determined to be an authentic item of antiquity, which testing dated around the time of Columbus … near the end of the 1400’s into the early 1500’s.  Being found on the Pacific or western side of Costa Rica rather than the eastern side made it even more of a rarity, especially considering that the Pacific side wasn’t even known to have been discovered by Europeans until early in the 16th century, first by the Spanish explorer Vasco Núñez de Balboa who crossed the Isthmus of Panama in 1513 and named it Mar del Sur (South Sea). Then later by the Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan who bestowed upon it Tepre Pacificum, or "peaceful sea", which still carries that gift in its name.
 
   Without knowing anything else, the value of the coin was truly immeasurable. 
 
    
 
   Speculation ranged far and wide. The news-reporters ate it up. La Nación, the official newspaper of Costa Rica, printed a column on it. The two sides of the coin were displayed side-by-side showing the death’s head on the one and the crossed sabers on the other. The story of the amazing discovery and its subsequent double murder pushed the story to the front page. 
 
   The story was quickly picked up by other papers. 
 
   The stories were modified to suit the various newspapers’ circulation. 
 
   …“Death By Coin, Not Crocodile” …“Coin Made By Some Ancestor of ‘Calico’ Jack Rackham?”…“Treatment of Zoo Animals Investigated”…“Was Columbus A Pirate?”…“Coin Proves Pirates First Discovered America”… “Cursed ‘Pirate’ Coin Found”…
 
   The later generated a bit of interest, especially among the superstitious.
 
   Thus when the Costa Rican government decided to launch a recovery vessel in hopes of finding the source of the coins, the ‘curse’ made it nearly impossible to find crew enough to man her. As they decided to scrap the entire mission as futile, the research ship Scavenger appealed to the Costa Rican government with a request to allow it to search the coastline in return for a portion of the recovered funds from the treasure. Permits and terms were put down on paper and shortly the ship began its work; funded in part by the government, but mostly through an investor by the name of John Standoff. 
 
   John was a large man; well built and heavily muscled. The scavenger crew wasn’t certain what to make of him, and the captain especially was even less desirous to have him aboard. However, how can you tell your money-pot ‘No!’?
 
   John’s one apparent vice seemed to be the liquor. He was especially partial to rum, and would be found with a flask or bottle somewhere nearby. Despite the alcohol addiction, he seemed amiable enough. Yet there was something about him that just didn’t add up. The members of the Scavenger all agreed that he was more the type of man that would have been better suited as a Ruler or a Dictator, with the latter becoming more apparent to the crew as they worked with him day in and day out.
 
   With the captain’s untimely illness, John had taken over. 
 
   The work had been going on for some time. Last week’s wreck had turned out to be a newly commissioned supply ship that had foundered during the tail-end of the second world war. Not only was there really nothing to collect from it, as it carried mostly perishables, but the recovery process would have been too expensive to make it worth their while. Les Mann was musing over this as he stared at the screen of the side scan sonar. 
 
   They had been using the sonar to run along the coastal waters outside of Puntarenas. The side scan sonar was ideal for this. 
 
   Towed through the water, the side scan sonar system's transducer is housed in a towfish, which glides along just a few feet from the bottom, searching a swath of 160 feet wide at about 2 miles per hour. The images that are processed through this system come across the screen looking similar to an aerial photograph, which is viewed in real-time. 
 
   Location information from a differentially corrected global positioning system (DGPS) is used to guide the towing vessel along predetermined search lines as well as to identify the location of any point on the side scan image. The stored GPS location information allows the searchers to return to any point in the image for further investigation or recovery. 
 
   Suddenly an image caught Les’ eye.
 
   “John! John, come here!  I think I found something!” 
 
   John swallowed quickly – feeling the burn down his throat – as he stashed his bottle of rum. He hurried over to peer across Les’ shoulder. 
 
   “There.” Les pointed, matter-of-factly. “What do you think?”
 
   “Looks broken in two.” He scowled to himself. “The sterncastle appears to be missing from the image.” He drummed his fingers involuntarily as he quickly made a decision. “Ring the bell. Let’s get this ship in position and send in Rover.” He clapped Les on the shoulder. Then left him for the more favorable company of ‘Captain Morgan’. Les in return tried to forget that John ever touched his shoulder.
 
    
 
   It was some hours later before they had all the necessary steps for recovery in favorable alignment. The tide was at the right height, the wind had died down to a whisper, the waves were low and the sun was overhead. 
 
   Additionally, Rover (the Remote Operated Vehicle with camera attachment) verified what they wanted to know. It was definitely of either Portuguese or Spanish origin. Definitely a caravel type ship.  
 
   Being highly maneuverable, these small sailing ships known as caravel were favored of the Portuguese and Spanish for oceanic exploration. Their lateen sails gave them the needed speed and capacity for sailing windward. Exactly the type of ship one would expect the coins to come out of.
 
   The sonar was backed by Rover verifying that the latest global placement of the ship parts were still accurate. ‘Yes, parts…’ John noted.
 
   Rover confirmed what John suspected. The ship was split in two, and the sterncastle was indeed missing. This disappointed John. The sterncastle was generally the part of the ship that held the most gold and rare jewels. These would have been stored in the Captain’s cabin for safekeeping in the rear part of the ship. Meaning fewer fortunes collected; and less money back into his pockets.
 
   “Well, at least the main part of the gold should still be there.” John grumbled to himself. Aloud he yelled, “Look alive. Let’s get that hoist moving!”
 
    
 
   The gold came from a hold deep within the midpart of the ship. Universally it was locked away in chests, still sealed for most part. One of the chests had cracked and spilled, and the gold had made its way out of the ship into the rocky grottoes. It was likely one or more of these loose pieces that had been made into morsels for hungry ocean denizens. 
 
   One by one the chests were broken free from their barnacled beds and floated to the surface to be stored into the hold. In all, 17 chests of gold, several larger pieces of ornamental work, and over 40 bars of silver were recovered. From bullion weight alone, not taking into account historical or scarcity value, the haul was in the hundreds of millions of dollars.
 
    
 
   The last of the gold was recovered and stored, and the now overall tipsy crew was celebrating, when the pirates attacked.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
    
 
   The skeletal remains of a ruined Benedictine abbey rose high above the east-cliff, overlooking the North Sea a short distance from where the man stood, hunched over the weathered stone field before him. Begun in about 1220 in the Early English Gothic style, with the abbey’s north transept and high pinnacled east end both richly carved with characteristic 'dog's tooth' embellishment, Whitby Abbey was the type-cast inspiration for Bram Stoker when he realized his great work, Dracula. Though centuries of wind and rain have etched and pitted the decoration, it stood defiant against the ravages of time and weather as a reminder of man’s accomplishment, a testament to the Golden Age of Northumbria . 
 
   Nearby the massive structure was a small parish church nestled close to the extreme edge of the cliff; standing like a fortress against the elements on a windswept hilltop. With stout tower and crenellated stone walls, at first glance it seemed more of a fortress than a church, however the inside of the old parish was something more altogether. A mixture of old and older, the original Norman church housed one of the most complete sets of pre-Victorian furnishings in England. It seemed more in tune with the seamen that frequented the chapel; what with its low roof supported by pillars (that look like deck supports) and the woodwork alongside them that would be quite at home on a ship. Described once as "part folly, part museum, part large parlour" the pews and furnishings filled every available space.
 
   From its doors outward the large filled churchyard continued its mariner theme with a sea of weathered tombstones and monuments to fishermen, sailors, Royal Navy seamen and lifeboatmen.  To the man that surveyed the vast stonework, the task at hand seemed nearly overwhelming. 
 
   Behind him a long stone path of 199 steps lead down to the inlet at the mouth of the sea. Originally made from wood, he had traversed them recently, climbing to the top, pausing along the way at the various rest spaces that now forgotten pall-bearers of old had found through necessity to stop at to catch a breath and take a moment of ease from their burdens on their way to the open graves that awaited their efforts above. 
 
   From that high vantage point at the top of the steps all of the city of Whitby could be seen in its splendor, from the whale arch to the jet-stone streets.  Once a small fishing port, that later became a major player in the whaling industry, the town sat just 47 miles from York at the mouth of the River Esk.
 
   Even its hidden treasures were evident through the testimony of its many shops and tourist sites. For the city sits along a stretch of the Yorkshire coast, known as the 'Fossil Coast' that comprises about 35 miles of what would be a virtual fossil hunter’s paradise. With many ammonites, reptiles and shells, in addition to its famous ‘Jet’ which is the fossilized wood of monkey trees, the city seems to have it all: even dinosaur footprints visible upon Whitby’s beach.
 
   Additionally, with the lighthouses and bridges, the stone buildings with their tiled or thatched roofs, black and gray cobblestone streets and even a castle to remind one of the regal past of the country’s inhabitants, the city seemed almost paradisiacal.
 
   Yet the man turned his back to it all, while he surveyed the depth of the work before him. He wasn’t feeling very optimistic. He had already visited the four port cities of Plymouth, Portsmouth, Dover, and Hull. Each with their own graveyards. Each with a long and lasting disappointment of failure.
 
   Wiping the last of his tea of fish and chips from his unshaven chin, he looked around for a bin to throw the Siggy’s butcher paper and carton into. Letting out a long sigh, he set to work.
 
   The man tightened his overcoat as the winds of the coast assaulted him from behind. One by one he sought out the name of the victim encased below, and compared it with the list of names to which he had been assigned. 
 
   As he searched the stones he realized that most of the graves were too recent for his purpose, having been planted in the 1700’s. He grunted to himself and wiped his brow as he took on the next row of markers. If only he could find what he was looking for, something a bit closer to the time of Columbus, around the beginning of the 1500’s. 
 
   Meanwhile as the light faded into dusk, a small crowd had gathered around the old abbey. A man dressed in a long dark coat and cloak began telling ghost stories of the haunting of the abbey and its cemetery.
 
   ‘Great,’ thought the man, ‘just what I need. Someone telling ghost stories to make this place even creepier than it already appears in the gathering dusk.’
 
   Row after row of weathered stones passed before his eyes. Row after row of weathered stone was slowly appraised and discarded as he moved from marker to marker.
 
   Then, even as he was beginning to give up hope, he came across one within the right time period. He drew in an involuntary breath as he surveyed the name: ‘Christopher Standish’. 
 
   He didn’t even need to consult his paper this time. The name matched. It wasn’t the first on the list, but certainly was one of the names that he was searching for, along with Christopher or Kit Walker, and Roger Nelson, or any variation thereof. He had no idea who these men were, but he really didn’t care. Instead, he mentally counted the money that would come his way if this was the one. 
 
   The ground around the grave was sunken through age. Stepping down and shaking a bit from the cold (and perhaps a bit from anticipation) he bent over to brush away the leaves and grass that covered the base of the stone marker. 
 
   There, just above the sod line, rising over it only enough to make out the top of it, was the curved outline of a familiar symbol. As he removed enough of the sod to see it clearer, his heart leapt. There before him stood out a symbol that would almost be expected in such a ghoulish place: a death’s head. Now he was certain this was the one. 
 
   Scraping the rest of the sod free to reveal more of the death’s head to his surprise the man found another mark on the stone. Puzzled as to its significance the man spat on his hands and used the spittle to wipe the scratching clean. What he had unearthed was but a single word, “Eyrie”.  
 
   Working his way around the base of the tombstone, on the backside he came across another small symbol. This one appeared to be two crossed pirate swords.  He searched for more but nothing more was revealed to him.
 
   As he stood, he wiped his hands on his clothing and though the wind blew less he imagined he heard a voice on the wind. The crowd was long gone. Looking around he could see no living person. But despite the lack of wind an intense chill came over him. 
 
   “Who’s there?” he asked aloud. His own voice broke the still of the approaching night and he grinned at himself. “Nigel,” he admonished himself, “you nearly had yourself believing in a phantom,” he said aloud. Then he laughed at his own imaginations and scolded himself mentally for succumbing to vicarious ghost stories. 
 
   Continuing to mentally chide himself, he returned to the immediate task at hand. He had one more task to do before he could collect his funds. Reaching into his pocket the man removed his smart phone and using its camera took a few photos that he immediately sent off via text. Then calling the same number, verified that the text and photos had been received. 
 
   The phone rang only a few short rings before a husky Irish male voice answered it. Instructions were given and Nigel marked on his map the location of the grave before descending the 199 steps to the city below. 
 
   It would be a few days before the others would arrive.
 
    
 
   Two days later, as per instruction, Nigel wore the uniform of a night patrolman; an occupation that he proscribed to part-time. He positioned himself at the top of the 199 Chapel steps, which gave him an excellent vantage point of anyone approaching from below, as well as of the incoming drive from the other side of the field nearer the abbey ruins. 
 
   As the evening arrived, he found a number of men approaching the cemetery. They could easily have been another ghost walk group, or perhaps, a gaggle of students wanting to find some secluded spot to play and hang out. However, it was neither but rather the men that had been promised would arrive ‘shortly’. 
 
   One of them broke away from the others and approached him. As the man came into view under the light at the top of the stairs, Nigel involuntarily gulped as he saw the man had the same death’s head symbol on his jaw that the stone marker bore imprinted upon its façade. 
 
   “Are you Nigel?” he asked, saying it more as a demand rather than as a question. The man certainly wasn’t much for small talk. The clothes he wore were dark, his head shaven yet his face was not, with a three day stubble darkening it. His eyes were wild; catching the light of the lamp above the path and casting it about within them in a manner that reminded Nigel of some wild beast of prey. 
 
   Nigel’s throat suddenly felt dry. Something about the man seemed to make him suddenly afraid; as if there was something inherently evil about the man in front of him. Yet he recognized his voice as the husky Irish voice that answered the phone which had given him his original assignment and to which he had reported his findings. 
 
   “Well,” snarled the man.
 
   “Um… Yes,” he meekly replied. 
 
   “Good. Show me this grave you found.”
 
   Against his better judgment, Nigel walked the man over to the grave, and there pointed out the markings on it. Nigel glanced up as he pointed the symbols out and caught the man fingering his own tattoo of the death’s head. 
 
   The man suddenly dropped his hand and stared at Nigel with those wild eyes. Before he could say anything, Nigel was already backing away, saying, “I’ll get back to my post then. I’ll make certain you are left alone.”
 
   “Make certain you do, Nigel.” warned the man. “Make certain you do.”
 
   Nigel’s legs couldn’t carry himself quickly enough back to his post.
 
    
 
   Once the guard was in place, and the word was given, men went to work immediately. The headstone was ripped out of the ground, the earth torn asunder at the wake of its departure from its place at the head of the grave. 
 
   With the grave now accessible from all sides, it was quick work to get down to the box below. As the first shovel hit the stone box, the man called out and others swiftly worked around the top, removing dirt from the exterior and sides. 
 
   Shortly they had made enough of a trench around the lip of the coffin to pry up the heavy lid with crowbars. 
 
   No one knew nor could they have surmised what they would find inside. Many assumed it would be the skeletal remains of the unknown man. Others assumed it was empty, while a few envisioned that it would be filled with great wealth: jewels, gold and silver.
 
   Instead as the stale air escaped from the box and fresh air circulated inside, they found neither man nor cloak. Instead, the only remains to be found were from a calf and a whale: a vellum scroll wrapped around a whale bone key.
 
   The leader of the men jumped down inside and snatched up the precious cargo. But before he could open the scroll to read it, a woman appeared at the top of the hole and calling down to the man said, “Stripes, darling. What have you found?”
 
   Looking up, Stripes grumbled to himself but obediently passed up the scroll with the key. “Looks like some sort of paper with a key attached,” he stated numbly.
 
   “Well don’t just stand there looking dirty,” commanded the woman, “Climb up here and let’s take a look.”
 
   Stripes looked stunned. She had never invited him to partake in anything… and though it made him feel somewhat elated, he was also very suspicious.
 
   “Why?” he let escape involuntarily. 
 
   “What?!” demanded the woman, returning to her ‘normal’ mood according to Stripe’s opinion.
 
   “Why, I would be delighted,” lied Stripes, trying to cover up his mistake. The woman looked at him quizzically, as if trying to decide if he were playing a game or making fun of her. In the end she simply let it go, being too elated by the find to worry about trivial responses for now.
 
   As Stripes watched her relax and grin down at him, he let out the breath he didn’t realize he was holding and grabbing for men’s arms, pulled himself quickly out of the grave. 
 
   They retired to a lighted column of the abbey and there spread open the vellum. 
 
   A low whistle escaped her lips. “We found it!” she whispered in a husky voice. “We found it!” she said louder than she wanted to.
 
   The audible escape caused Stripes to look around to see who was near enough to hear them. As his eyes passed over his men, he caught the night watchman looking back his way. As they linked eyes, Nigel quickly pulled away, and deliberately looked the other way. 
 
   The woman saw the exchange and simply said, “Time to pay the guard.”
 
   This time it was Stripes turn to smile. “I’ll be right back.”
 
    
 
   When Stripes arrived at Nigel’s side, Nigel was more than wary. But at the invitation to see what they found, and more for the promise of payment pending, Nigel followed the man to the edge of the grave site. Looking down he saw nothing more than what appeared to be an empty box. Looking up at the man by his side, he said a bit bewildered, “Its empty.”
 
   “Yeah, it is,” replied Stripes. “Say, could you take one last picture of the box before we go?”
 
   “I guess so,” replied Nigel, wondering what a picture of the empty grave would do. But true to his word, he whipped out his smart phone and took one last photo.
 
   “Can I see it?” asked Stripes in an almost too courteous way.
 
   “Sure,” replied Nigel. “Just press, here…”
 
   “Ah. I see it now. The box does look mighty empty, doesn’t it?”
 
   Nigel didn’t speak. He just nodded his head dumbly. He saw what was passed over to the other man’s hand and realized his time was up. 
 
   “Goodbye, Nigel. It has been great working with you,” Stripes intoned sarcastically. The silencer let out just a small ‘pop’ as Nigel’s body filled the once empty grave.
 
   Returning to the woman’s side, he simply stated, “I paid the man.”
 
   She looked disgusted. 
 
   “What?” asked Stripes. 
 
   In response she handed him the vellum. Looking down Stripes read the ancient script:
 
    
 
   Pyrate’s treasure is cursed to all
 
   Within the well or hid in the wall
 
   The sword shows the way to the island purse
 
   Where the rings are the key to the treasure cursed
 
    
 
   Stripes looked up. “It doesn’t say where it is.”
 
   “But it does,” replied the woman. “There!” she announced to the bewildered Stripes, pointing to the gravestone. “The Eyrie… as written on the outside of the grave.”
 
   “So where is the Eyrie?”
 
   “In the middle of the American desert.”
 
   “The treasure is there?” asked Stripes incredulously.
 
   “No,” she admonished. “But the map is there. So we get the map and then find the treasure.”
 
   Stripes took a moment to digest that. “It says we need the rings.” 
 
   The fire ignited in her eyes. “Then we have a ghost to catch.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
    
 
   In the darker reaches of an even darker continent many thousands of miles away…The light of the torch cast shadows onto the hard rock walls of a cavern. 
 
   The girl shifted her weight as she raised her head to see how the man took the news. Tears rolled down her cheek and collected at her tight jaw line to drip down upon her Andorra sweater. The girl wrapped herself in her own arms as she pulled her boot clad legs under her. The blue of her jeans igniting the blue of her eyes, making the whole so much more alluring.
 
   Across from her a strong male hand picked up a handful of precious jewels from an ancient oak chest; the colors of the many faceted gems only accentuating the purple of his skin-tight outfit that covered his obviously perfect physique as the stones fell from his fingers. He shifted his weight as well, and subconsciously adjusted the pistols that hung from his hips. 
 
   He looked her in the eyes as she brought up her head and for once was thankful that he wore a mask. At least that way his eyes couldn’t betray the pain her words had caused him. However his voice was another story. “But, Diana, why?” he asked her unbelieving. “Was it the abduction? I recognize that couldn’t have been pleasant…”
 
   Her face was impassive.
 
   Searching her eyes and form for some clue or sign and not finding it, he continued, “Is it the cave? …Or the Pygmies? …” ‘Or me?’ he thought the last to himself, not daring to say the words aloud. He tried to deduce her reasoning, pulling at straws. He decided for now to stick to the idea of her not liking her surroundings. It was much less painful. “I know it’s not the best living quarters but we don’t have to live here. There’s always the Eyrie… or the castle…”
 
   “The mesa in the middle of the desert or the dungeons of a drafty castle in the middle of what looks like werewolf country…” she replied sarcastically.
 
   “Ok, yes… but maybe somewhere else…”
 
   “Where Kit? Somewhere where you’ll look right at home dressed in purple? Where eye masks and guns are accepted as the norm? You don’t even have a real last name!” 
 
   “Well, we’ll use Walker...” he started to reply.
 
   “Walker, Kit? Really? And what happens when I’m asked if the name comes from some Scotttish descent? What do I say then? ‘Oh, no sir, it comes from The Ghost Who Walks. No not American Indian, He’s just a phantom, a ghost if you will…’ she trailed off the last bit dripping with sarcasm.
 
   The Phantom flinched. 
 
   Diana paused. She knew she had hurt him. But he needed to feel it. She took in a deep breath and breathing deeply attempted to compose herself. “Look, Kit. Its not that I don’t love you… because I do. I admit that the abduction scared me. And the cave scares me… and… well… lots of things scare me. But what scares me most of all is losing you.”
 
   “So you’d rather let me go?! That makes no sense!”
 
   “No, I suppose it doesn’t.” Looking around her she took in the great room around them. Nestled deep inside the Skull Cave, the legendary home of the Phantom (the man before her), was what the Phantoms called the ‘Major Treasure Room’. 
 
   A historian's dream come true the room contains articles which were thought to be lost forever. Things from centuries past that have been either gifted to or found by the various Phantoms over the ages. Items with no real value being far beyond the scope of a price tag; to name a few, the contents of the Major Treasure Room include: the sword of King Arthur – ‘Excalibur’, as well as the sword of Roland – ‘Durandal’, along with the ivory horn of Roland. Additionally the asp that bit Cleopatra, Cleopatra's wedding ring from Mark Antony, and more.  Some items lesser known to the world, such as the tiny ark made from the wood of Noah's ark, a golden flower, Caesar's laurel crown, and the Diamond Cup of Alexander the Great which legend says that when Alexander wept because there were no more worlds to conquer, his tears fell into this cup. And some more well known but now lost to the world itself such as the original script of Hamlet in Shakespeare's own handwriting, the wig of Juliet from the original Romeo and Juliet (a part played by the third Phantom), the great ring of Nebuchadnezzar, the necklace of Nefertiti, the lyre of the blind poet Homer, and even one of Alfred Nobel's first sticks of dynamite. 
 
   Diana let her eyes wander across the opening on the far side that was filled with the ‘pocket change’ the Phantom used as currency to get from place to place; coins and jewels of every kind. 
 
   Nearby the Major Treasure Room, as the name implies, there is also a Minor Treasure Room, so filled with chests of precious metals and stones that were they to be sold all at once into the world, the value of such would drop the world’s market value so drastically as to make them nearly worthless. There was no denying that her life as the Phantom’s wife would be a luxurious one.
 
   However, as her gaze continued on, it encompassed yet another opening. Across from the Major Treasure Room stood the Crypt, a chamber which contains the tombs of 20 Phantom generations. They were all killed on duty. Among them, also buried there, are a couple of extras including a pirate and a Viking. Here it may be mentioned that no Phantom has ever seen his own grandfather. The Phantom's life is a violent one; and the life of the wife of the Phantom one of exceeding joy… yet equally excessive heartache.
 
   That last thought set her resolve. ‘Fine, I’ll let him have his violent fun, but I’ll not be part of it until he realizes what I am going through for him.’
 
   “You’re right, it makes no sense,” she agreed with him, “but… I’m leaving you.” She pulled herself up, and having walked over to the dumb-struck giant of a man, grabbed him firmly by his head and drawing him near, kissed him hard. Then drawing back her hand she slapped him, hard; across his chiseled jaw. “Goodbye, Kit.” she intoned, her back already to him. 
 
   As she approached the cave entrance she called out to Guran, the Pygmy chief, to escort her out of the jungle.
 
   The Phantom, a man of quick decisions, a man that plays with life and death on a nearly daily basis by making life altering decisions within the blink of an eye, simply stood silent. Unconscious of the act he slowly raised his hand to cover where her hand had contacted his face. Numbly he watched through collected tears as the love of his life, Diana, in all of her perfect form, incredible mind and firm resolve, walked out of his cave and out of his life.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
    
 
   The Phantom worked his way through the crowds of the Paris international airport. Dressed as Kit Walker, a name derived through ancestry (Kit – all first born males for generations since the first Phantom have been named Kit) and through legend (Walker – after the Ghost Who Walks) he was finally returning to the recluse of the Deep Woods. It had been a few months since he had lost Diana and though he was better, he was still emotionally a mess. 
 
   Ah, Diana! With her dark hair and auburn highlights, her electric blue eyes and that perfect form that comes from years of training in pursuit of perfection, in this case as an Olympic swimmer. Little did he know that her obsession for the gold was driven by her desire to become his equal, or at least as close as she could become without the help of his superb gene pool to rely on. Why, they were childhood sweethearts. Having met her when he was shipped as a youth to America to live with his mother’s in-laws, to earn an education and prepare his mind and body for the eventual role of assuming the legacy of the Phantom. 
 
   And yet here he was, having taken over for his father upon his father’s death. The Phantom, the Ghost Who Walks, the Keeper of the Peace, the Unknown Commander of the Jungle Patrol… the list went on. Yet for all of it, he stood alone. Only now he was truly alone.
 
   Though dressed in his skintight attire of the Phantom, he currently had it covered with his urban attire: a soft fedora hat, wrap around sunglasses, a long overcoat cinched at the waist, and tan slacks that covered his boots to below the ankles. His right arm, though not visible to the public, was bandaged, having had a bullet graze him; not enough to do any lasting harm, but enough to keep it covered while it healed.
 
   He half pitied the man that had shot him. He knew he had punched him much too hard. A normal punch by the Phantom is enough to tattoo a man’s jaw with the death’s head motif ring he wore. But this time he had heard the thug’s jaw shatter. On the other hand, he certainly deserved it, and he did get off a lucky shot. 
 
   The Phantom caressed his arm as he thought through the events: Not caring who saw him or not, and without the desire to live now that Diana was gone, he had no reason to curb his anger. He saw no reason for anything anymore. All he had wanted was some means to forget. Unfortunately he wasn’t a drinking man, nor were any of his ancestors for as far back as the chronicles went. So without an outside means to drown his woes, instead he had sought out the worst of the worse. He went straight to the Mexican cartel and with guns ablaze dropped down into the midst of them. When he had smashed them, he moved onto the next group… And the next. Never had so many self made men been put into their place so quickly. 
 
   The Phantom laughed aloud as he thought of how wide the officer’s eyes became as the Phantom dropped off the first load of trussed-up out-cold men at the precinct’s office. 
 
   The therapy worked in part. He now felt a bit less angry, a bit more in control. Plus, the wound on his arm reminded him of his mortality, and despite the loss of Diana, he had a family legacy to adhere to… didn’t he? Well, didn’t he?
 
   The thought kept running through his head. 
 
   ‘The third nearly quit the line. It has been some 21 generations of Phantom now. Should I quit now? But if I did, what would I become? I’ve all the riches I could ever use, but really, would anything else be as rewarding or worthwhile?’
 
   Thus thought the Phantom as he made his way through Charles de Gualle International Airport. He continued in his thoughts as he left the smaller section of Terminal 3 for the international Terminal 1. There he had purchased a ticket for the next flight to Bangalla. Always alert to his surroundings, it was no surprise that he noticed the headline of the Paris Le Monde Newspaper at the kiosk to his right. 
 
   Nestled in among other news that had made the front cover of some newspapers, including, “Mob ring decimated. Masked crusader named Hero” (his latest work), and “Guard found dead, while Whitby Abbey cemetery desecrated” was the main headline: “Pirates steal Columbus’ Pirate Gold”.
 
   The headline instantly caught his attention. He picked up the paper, and handing the proprietor some money, walked away.
 
   “Hey, monsieur! Your change!”
 
   The Phantom didn’t stop. Since Diana’s departure he wasn’t worried about his surroundings; besides, he was much too engrossed in the article. Purposely. Anything to help forget the woman that haunted his dreams and made his body desire to be close to hers. By the time he had walked the short path to where he had to wait to board his plane; he had read the paper completely. By result of 21 generations of superior genes being passed on from Phantom father to son, not only did he have a perfect physique, but he had a perfect memory with perfect recall as well; and could speed read to boot. By the time he had taken a dozen steps he had the whole newspaper read, stored and ready for retrieval at any time. 
 
   Upon arrival at the airport in Mawitaan, the capital of Bangalla, the Phantom shed his urban attire. In place of the overcoat, slacks and fedora stood a mountain of a man. Leaving his clothes with Toma, the stable boy, the Phantom rose, settling his holsters on each hip. He inhaled the Bangallan air, inflating his massive chest, relishing in the scents of the Jungle and the lack of smog and other impurities commonly found in the cities of the world. Then he strode over to the stables, with a light tread peculiar for so large a man; yet with perfectly proportioned muscularity, that carried his giant frame effortlessly.
 
   At the stables he picked up his horse, Hero. 
 
   Hero, a rare true-white Anglo-Arabian, was a large horse encompassing the best examples of its breed… having inherited the refinement, bone and endurance of the Arabian, and the speed and scope of the Thoroughbred. There was no other horse in all of Bangalla that was more intelligent and faster; it had no equal. Similar to its master. Hero loved the Phantom as much as the Phantom loved Hero. 
 
   As he mounted Hero he whistled for Devil who had been eagerly awaiting his return. Bidding goodbye to Toma, off they shot, as if racing against time itself, while Devil, the pale-blue eyed, iron jawed, tireless mountain wolf that the Phantom had raised from a pup paced them down the Phantom Trail. 
 
   It is from this swift movement that legends grew. For a jungle hunter or traveler would see a flash of motion followed by a muted sound. Only an insubstantial imprint of a huge man on a great white horse followed by a wolf would be left upon the retinal imprint. It must have been the Phantom! Oh, let me tell you the story! Yet with each retelling the story became more, larger, until the legend surpassed the reality. 
 
   Through the jungle he fled. The Bangallan jungle is not a place for the timid. A land of snakes, warring tribes and large carnivores, not to mention physical dangers of every kind abound there. Yet for Kit, the ride back was nothing but therapeutic. 
 
   The Phantom Trail followed a varied terrain: the wide open grasslands, followed by the wooded hills, skirting the Great Swamp, and finally into the Deep Woods. Each hoof beat bringing him closer to the land of the Bandar, the Phantom forest, the crystal waterfall, and Skull Cave…bringing him home. 
 
   By the time Kit arrived back in the Deep Woods, he finally felt relaxed. 
 
   However his relaxation was short lived. Upon his return, he found a number of small matters to attend to. As Keeper of the Peace, a title bestowed upon the first Phantom, he had a small tribal matter to judge. As the Ghost Who Walks, he was expected to attend the coronation ceremony of the Mori, a local fisher tribe, elder’s son. Meanwhile, the pygmy Bandar insisted on a feast in his honor; and the Jungle Patrol’s activities had to be monitored. Among the many duties he had, he still had to find time to chronicle the events that lead up to his bandaged arm. All the while looking forward to taking a little time to himself. The only consolation was that the constant need for the Phantom to intervene kept his mind free from the thoughts that had been plaguing him since Diana’s departure.
 
   Chronicling his own last few months took some time, especially as his thoughts kept returning to Diana rather than the most recent past escapade, yet by the time he was done with it he was ready to allow his mind to work on something new.
 
   Again his thoughts turned back to Diana, and with conscious effort he centered his thoughts instead on the newspaper article he had read on the plane. 
 
   For some, a challenging Sudoku puzzle or crossword puzzle is enough to get them going in the morning. For others, investigation is something more. Those types of people quench their mental necessity through work as historians, genealogists, scientists, detectives, and more. The Phantom encompassed all of those roles rolled into one. 
 
   Kit mentally brought up what the newspaper had printed:
 
    
 
   …"Intrinsically, for coin research, it's a very exciting find," Sosa told La Nación. "This is an amazing numismatic find. The coin is beautiful and in excellent preservation. It is the heaviest gold coin with the highest contemporary value of any coin ever found in the Americas."
 
   Sosa said the coin weighs almost one ounce (27.71 grams), while most pre-Columbian gold coins weighed about 4.5 grams. Where it was minted is still an enigma, as well as how it arrived at its present locale.
 
   The obverse, or 'head' of the coin, portrays a death’s head, lower jaw intact, mouth closed.
 
   The reverse, or 'tail,' illustrates two "crossed sabers, resembling rotating capital ‘P’s," according to the AASA (Association of Antiquities of South America).
 
   In the parlance of antiquities experts, the coin's denomination is currently registered as "unknown," and as of yet it is being cross-referenced with known coins for categorization… 
 
    
 
   To Kit, the coin depicted in the newspaper was clearly of the same origin as his own rings. The crossed sabers and death’s head were made in exactly the same manner. 
 
   And yet it appeared to be a type of pirate treasure. The placement of the coin also suggested the same, but the date assigned to the coin was that of around the time of Columbus, assumedly around 1490AD— 1520AD. 
 
   ‘That would place it around the time of from the Grandfather through to the Father of the First!’ he mused! ‘So the First obviously took those two ancient symbols from another source…’ 
 
   But what source? Pirates? Why? That didn’t seem to make any sense, as he was the nemesis of all pirates. 
 
   ‘Maybe I could get Diana to research…’ he began and then mentally kicked himself.
 
   It was time to search the chronicles.
 
    
 
   In the interior of Skull Cave, the Phantom settled back to read from the chronicle of the First Phantom. He lounged back against the natural stone seat, an outcropping of the wall, sinking into the soft alpaca throw. Above him, propped high on the same wall was one of the many brightly burning torches that lined the cave. Across the interior of that grand chamber were bookcase upon bookcase filled with large tomes of his ancestors; chronicling the births, adventures, and deaths of generations of men that called themselves the Phantom.
 
   He crossed his feet at the ankles under the desk that was positioned in front of the ‘chair’. It was an antique oak writing desk, blackened through age, which was brought back from England; and as he understood it, was the very writing desk of the Grandfather of the First, a man whose name had been erased through time. 
 
   The heavy leather book he propped up on it, and having opened the first vellum page read the first entry, dated “13 October 1536”. Kit read on, noting the firm longhand of the First.
 
   The first entry was that of the Oath of the Skull. Kit paused. To him, the oath was his reason for being. Diana aside, it was as symbolically important to him as many religious texts are to their followers. Though he had read it a thousand times, and could have recited every word easily from the first reading with his near perfect photographic memory, he never tired of the story… of the way it made him feel, of the sheer awe and magnitude that those simple words had on so many lives through so many generations. It made him reflect again on why he wore the Phantom mantle. 
 
   The story, as it was unfolded throughout the chronicle as told by the First, was a simple one. The sole survivor of the Singh Pirate attack was a young man named Kit, who, as he fell off the burning ship, saw his father killed by a pirate. Kit was washed ashore, half dead, and friendly pygmies found him and nursed him to health. They took him in and gave him a home. In return he gave them freedom. 
 
   Then, walking on the beach one day, he found a dead pirate dressed in his father’s clothes, and realized this was the pirate who had killed his father. Grief-stricken, he waited until vultures had stripped the body clean…  
 
   13 October 1536 – Today I swore an oath on the skull of my father’s murderer. I swore, ‘I swear to devote my life to the destruction of piracy, greed, cruelty, and injustice, and my sons and their sons shall follow me.’
 
   The Phantom stopped reading for a moment, trying to visualize what the First must have had running through his mind at that time, trying to savor that which drove generations of men to take up that same oath. This was the Oath of the Skull that the First, Kit, and his descendants would live by. This was his oath, his legacy.
 
   This was a story Kit never tired of reading. However the chronicle was large and somewhere in there was the answer to the origins of the rings and thus the gold coins. 
 
   It was the events that led up to The First’s return to the shore that the Phantom was after. Returning to the text, he skimmed through the opening pages.
 
   My life began anew on the 17th of February in the year 1535, the day my father was murdered… 
 
    …After I was sufficiently recovered from the effects of the pirate attack, I turned my thoughts to how I might proceed in returning to my homeland. Though grief-stricken I was determined to outfit a ship of my own and exact revenge upon the murderers of my father and the crew. Upon such cognitive reflection, I decided that I would have to make a sea journey back to the land of my inheritance, which was in the English coastal towne of Whitby. 
 
   Around me the vestiges of the wreck had washed up on the shore. The remains were such that there was little possibility of making any part of the wreckage seaworthy. As I contemplated this, I was beset upon by a number of small dark men. Pygmies.
 
   At the sight of them I gathered up a broken beam to use as a weapon, but seeing me, they stood there pointing and ran up to me with wide smiles. Their friendly smiles made it known unto me that they meant me no harm. My strength ebbed and I fell to my knees.
 
   The little people immediately came to my aid, taking care of me in every way.
 
   I attempted to make my request for a homeward journey known to the friendly pygmy people, who appeared to understand. Immediately they gathered their supplies, and leading me along, we journeyed across the wilds of the jungle.
 
   …But first I must scribe a bit about these wondrous little people. The Bandar, as I learned later that they were called, were but a small band of warriors that had been able to escape from their slavery to a race of giants known as the Wasaka. From the moment they found me, bruised and torn on the beaches of this seemingly inhospitable part of the world, they treated me with the care of a deity, which perhaps I must have appeared to them; for they must have never seen a white man up close before. Yet they must have had some vision of a white man, whether through legend or otherwise as they immediately called me by a local given name; which as I later discovered could be literally translated as Ghost Who Walks; or perhaps in the English tongue as Phantasm or possibly Phantom. 
 
   Having nursed me to health, they transported me through the jungle. 
 
   We traveled for a time, until finally we came to a large field that was surrounded on our side by dense jungle and on the other side by the walls of a large village. 
 
   ‘Wasaka,’ stated the pygmy Buran to me, as he pointed to the enclosure. Buran I learned was the youngest son of the chief.
 
   Wasaka I learned was the name of the people that lived there in that village. Even from the distance of the jungle fringe, I could see that the Wasaka were giants; easily seven feet tall at average. 
 
   Within the fields worked the small pygmies alongside of their masters, their tiny frames made even smaller against the towering frames of their masters. 
 
   It was after the fact that I learned the true story of the Bandar versus the Wasaka. But as it has relevance here, I submit the story of the two factions.  
 
   For many generations the Wasaka Giants had lived nearby the Bandar pygmies. Throughout all this time they had raided the Bandar and stolen the young and old as slaves to be used for hard labor, tending flocks and working in the fields; in essence, used to serve the giants. 
 
   It was the time of the Bandar feast of thanksgiving, a few days before my arrival that the Wasaka went too far. They carried off the Bandar chief’s daughter.
 
   With a feast to be held at moonrise, the tribe bid Suran, first son of the chief Turan, farewell in the early morning hours as he led a band of braves into the woods in search for her.  However, by dusk he had not returned. Scouts were dispatched to ascertain their whereabouts and returned with the dire news that the chief’s son and his fellow braves had been caught by the Wasaka. 
 
   The Wasaka were disciples of the death god Kua. A god that they claimed demanded the occasional human sacrifice. The chief Turan knew that once the Wasaka found out the true identity of his son, that his son Suran would become the next sacrifice. Now fearing for both his son’s and daughter’s lives, the Bandar chief beseeched the other tribes for help, but they turned their backs to them.
 
   It was at that time of dismay and hopelessness that Suran and a few of the braves were able to escape with the daughter of the chief. They purposely traveled in the opposite direction of the camp, in hopes of eluding their captives when they arrived at the sea shore. Turning inland they finally made their way back to the Deep Woods, but due to a great sickness that shortly came upon them, through the insistence of the medicine woman the youngest son of the Bandar chief and a few of the still healthy braves were sent back to the sea shore to seek out the Ghost Who Walks…where instead they found myself, having watched me from the fringe of the woods as the final moments of battle took place. 
 
   To them I was legend incarnate, as I will later describe. There, half dead and weaponless, they led me, deep into the woods and deposited me at the edge of the Wasaka village, all hope centered in my direction. 
 
   My first sight of the treatment of the pygmies by the giants filled me with dismay. I knew I was weak and they were many while I was but one. 
 
   Then as two of them passed close I heard an astonishing thing… they spoke a few words in French. It was a brutish version of the language, but French it was. I later learned that they were traders with the outside world, selling the saffron that brought such a high price. 
 
   Having a language at my disposal, I approached the village. I was shortly escorted before their king. The Wasaka assumed I was there to make a trade agreement for more of their saffron, and the king himself showed me the many brutalities that they forced on the Bandar. Seeing the cruelty firsthand, I attempted to reason with him, explaining that the Bandar are people as well, asking him to give up the slaves. 
 
   When the king realized my designs were not to trade but to free his slaves, he became furious. He ordered his men to grab me. They then chained me up against a large whipping post and having taken down the whip, beat me until my back was stained with my own blood. 
 
   I neither yelled out nor gave them any show of pain, but instead spoke sternly against them, showing my defiance. Enraged, finally they dragged me before their demon idol, and stretched me out onto a large slab of stone that lay under the shadow of a replica of their demon god Kua, a place of sacrifice. 
 
   Not speaking they tied me securely, spread out upon the altar. 
 
   As this all transpired, the little jungle pygmies that had escaped and brought me forth watched helplessly from the jungle’s edge. 
 
   Finally the king approached. ‘You are left to his judgment,’ he said, indicating the demon idol. ‘He will protect you or destroy you.’ 
 
   As he said this he turned on his heel and stormed away. 
 
   I looked at my determiner of fate and noted how he looked: like a ghost of a man dressed in a purple skin-tight outfit with the eyes covered in a black mask. Around him the skulls of past victims were adorned as if in reverence to the demon idol.
 
   It took great effort to tear my eyes away from the repulsive idol. I noted that the giants moved a respectable distance away.  
 
   What I did not immediately see were the vultures that roosted in a nearby tree. However, as they took to flight the warriors turned their attention to them. I followed their gaze and recognized the filthy beasts as I watched them use air currents to slowly circle above me. 
 
   Finally I understood what the king meant by ‘He will protect you or destroy you.’
 
   The vultures had obviously fed there before. From my vantage point I could see the extended cruel beaks and with it the giant’s cruel joke. 
 
   I struggled against the cords to the amusement of the giants. Then I shouted in an attempt to frighten the foul birds away. The second item worked as the yell momentarily scared them off but then they came back landing on my chest with their sharp claws extended and sharp beaks at the ready for use. 
 
   I spat at the Wasaka who stood off to one side and watched amused. 
 
   As I resigned myself to my fate, suddenly a hail of sticks and stones drove the vultures away. Though I was caught in the hail of the sticks and stones, it was a blessed relief from the sharp beaks and claws of the birds. 
 
   The hail of sticks and stones came from the jungle’s fringe, delivered by the escaped pygmies. Never before had they dared invade their master’s village and the assault took the Wasaka completely by surprise. 
 
   The king ordered his men to protect him, and the giants quickly ran for cover. While they were thusly occupied by the hail of stones around them, the one pygmy named Buran came to my aid and quickly freed me by cutting the cords that bound me. 
 
   It happened so fast, that by the time the Wasaka were ready to retaliate, we were already well our way running through the forest.
 
   The Wasaka were shortly in quick pursuit and were determined to kill the defilers of their demon God. I realized that, as quick as these little people were, they had no means to outrun the Wasaka. 
 
   By that time we had entered a dark region of the jungle. We startled a flock of parrots that were eating fallen fruit from the ground and I watched as they took to the trees. At that moment inspiration hit and I grabbed Buran by the shoulder and pointed up. I do not know if he immediately understood, but not giving him time to argue I quickly tossed him into the air toward a high branch. He caught the branch and shinnied himself up into it and realizing what I had in mind, quickly lowered some vines to the rest of the half-dozen warriors around me.
 
   The pygmies quickly climbed into the tree and I followed them as silently as I could manage. 
 
   It was none too soon, as shortly our pursuers found our trail. They raced beneath us, and yet I placed a hand upon Buran’s shoulder to keep him still, insisting he stay.
 
   As I suspected the Wasaka searched all over the jungle floor, never believing that a pygmy could climb such a large trunk of the tree. As they passed underneath, I nearly chuckled as I heard them talk among themselves about how the white man and the pygmies had been spirited away. 
 
   As soon as it was convenient we climbed back down via the vines and found ourselves a place to make camp. Immediately the Bandar left all but Buran, myself and one other. Buran made it clear to me that he wished me to stay, but finding myself hungry, and having spied some nearby berries, I left his side to eat. 
 
   As I reached for the berries I was quickly stopped by Buran. In broken French he said, ‘Never eat them.’ Then pointing at the ground to a dead bird that lay under the bush he explained, ‘See, stupid bird did. Dead! Kills at once!’ 
 
   I quickly dropped the berries and returned with Buran to the fire. I reflected much on how to defeat the Wasaka but I could not come up with a single plan that would work. 
 
   It was many hours later that the other four warriors returned carrying a small game animal of some kind unknown to me. They had found it by chasing away carrion birds. The unfortunate animal had been killed by a lion according to the spoors that they found. The meat was barely enough to feed us all, and through broken French and signs Buran made me understand his frustration. Buran complained bitterly that they were cursed to be so small, that their size forced them to feast on the kills of the great cats or the weak or sickly. If only they had some means to strike their prey dead instantly.
 
   The talk gave me an idea. 
 
   The following day I collected a number of the poison berries. Using the hide of the dead animal as a pot, I mashed the berries into a paste and added water to boil it down into thick syrup. Then I took one of Buran’s arrows and dipped the tip of it into the sludge.
 
   Then I had the braves search out the lion. When we found it, the Bandar hung back. I insisted that they try to kill the beast by shooting an arrow at it. Naturally, the Bandar were afraid to try to kill such a beast but again I insisted and finally Buran let the arrow fly. The arrow instantly dropped the animal dead. The Bandar looked at me like I was some sort of specter. 
 
   ‘Remember this, a little scratch killed the lion. A scratch can kill you. Be careful.’ 
 
   ‘We will remember.’
 
   ‘With these deadly weapons you must fight the giants and free your people.’ I suggested. 
 
   The words started them off. ‘Fight the giants!?... How can we fight the giants?... They are so huge!’ 
 
   ‘You must not be afraid. With this poison you can kill an elephant.’ 
 
   ‘Kill an elephant? Rarely have we enjoyed such delicacy!’ Buran began. 
 
   The others took up another thought process, ‘But we are afraid. We can not fight the giants…’ 
 
   ‘…Unless you lead us,’ finished Buran.
 
   Lead them to war? How could we possibly be victorious even with the poison arrows. We needed something that would make the Wasaka believe that it was fated for the Bandar to win. That thought process made me think about the berries and at the same time reminded me of the demon idol of the Wasaka giants. A flash of inspiration hit me and I outlined my thoughts to Buran. We packed up again and immediately set out. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
    
 
   The marvels of such a strange and wild country! 
 
   … We travelled for days. At first I was quite lost, except that I could discern the placement of the sun relative to myself. I quickly learned to watch for those oddities of the jungle that could be used as landmarks, whether they were an extremely high hill, a waterfall, or a great swamp. 
 
   … As we neared the final destination that I will hitherto describe, we camped for the night in a grove of trees that brought great excitement to my companions. It was as if they wished to convey to me that I was fast approaching home. As the darkness enveloped us the wind picked up, at first just rustling the leafy tops of the trees, yet shortly, to my great surprise, as the wind whistled through the grove it appeared to my ears to whisper the name ‘Phan-tom’ over and over again. Were it not for the obvious enjoyment of the pygmies over this extreme peculiarity, I might have been more distressed over it. 
 
   Eventually we wound through a path that took us into a part of the jungle that seemed to be an animal refuge, with numerous animal trails crisscrossing throughout. It was the deeper part of the woods, an area that had excessive plant-life; filled with all sorts of creepers, leafy green vegetation and massive trees.
 
   …However, the scene that was to come overshadowed them all. As we continued along this Deep Woods, we eventually came to a large waterfall that appeared to be impassable. The Bandar, as I have learned the pygmies like to be called, marched straight through the massive wall of water; seemingly to disappear. I was hesitant, but as my escort was willing to submit themselves to this watery doom, I was willing to follow. 
 
   As the water rushed over me, washing the harsh jungle dirt and grime, I reveled in its coolness. Yet I was unprepared for what came next…for on the other side of that glorious waterfall, a large fissure was to be found, that opened up the rock behind through which after a short path deposited us into a beautiful bowl shaped valley with an incredible rock formation below. A cave naturally carved of wind, water and time…
 
   This cave was curiously shaped as a skull, not unlike the one depicted upon my belt, with separate entrances above forming the eye-sockets, while an obviously ancient rockslide had sculpted a nose bridge, and below at the ground level one could easily ride a horse inside of what one could only describe as a gaping toothed upper jaw. The Bandar lead me directly to the mouth of the skull cave, and there, through gesturing, bid me inside. I hesitantly made my way within the mouth of the cavern, and found the place perfectly functional in every way. Returning to the entrance I collected a burning torch, and bidding the Bandar to come inside with me, I entered the cavernous system once again. However the Bandar would not follow me. 
 
   Knowing them during the course of my traversal of the jungle, it was pressed against my mind that this cave may be a holy or sacred structure to them, and that they believed that I was that holy man; for they were afraid of no living thing, whether beast or man. However, my curiosity outweighed any dangers that may have existed inside, and I explored the cave as I moved from chamber to chamber.
 
   Though from the outside it reminded one of a skull, the inside was more like that of a cathedral. Large chambers turned into smaller chambers, extending back to yet other chambers. I could visualize myself living there, a bed chamber here, a library chamber there, a study chamber there… 
 
   In the very back of the cool cave I found a small underground waterfall, which was surprisingly warm. The water fell down the space of 15 feet to collect into a pool of crystal water that sloped to 3 feet deep on the back side within a 9 foot diameter. On the far end of the pool, the water roughly spilled off and quickly disappeared again through another crack in the wall. The runoff of water had cut a natural swath through the rock that allowed one to use it quite as a chamber pot, without the mess and even more so without the smell. 
 
   Quite nearby the warm chamber another chamber had a smaller waterfall that was little more than a trickle, yet spilling off in such a fashion that a large man as myself could easily stand under it and take it up as rain from the heavens. This one however was cold and clear, and had a portion of it run off into a small side stream thanks to a well grooved protrusion. The trickle being perfect for a cool drink and side runoff ideal for cooling off after a hot day’s work.
 
   The entire structure took my breath away and I understood why the Bandar brought me here. 
 
   I was home.
 
    
 
   “Excuse me, O Ghost Who Walks, the feast is ready for your honor,” Old Mozz called to Kit, from the entrance to the Library chamber. 
 
   Kit started. ‘Was it that late already?’ he thought to himself. Out loud he replied, “Thank you, old friend. I will be right there.” 
 
   ‘Now where was I…?’
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29 
 
    
 
   As the research ship Scavenger sat anchored off of the port city of Caldera, along the Puntarenas Province of western Costa Rica, the crew busied themselves with the categorizing, cleaning, and storing of equipment. 
 
   Having finished their work, the failing daylight would have generally marked a time of rest. However, this night was different; this night was a night for celebration.
 
   The tension in the air was tangible. Below their feet sat hundreds of millions of dollars in gold coin and silver bars. The weather was beautiful, the gear had been stowed and the moon was up!
 
   “Hit the music!” shouted John Standoff. “Let’s get this celebration going!”
 
   He needn’t have added the second part. It had already begun. 
 
   The liquor flowed freely. Someone shook up some stored champagne and having popped the top; placed their thumb over the lip to maximize the spray. The moon was nearly full, without a single cloud left in the sky. 
 
   The crew indulged themselves. Toast after toast was made. Laughter cut across the sea. Jokes told and cheers for a job well done made animosities come to a temporary end.
 
    
 
   In general, pirates like to strike at dawn and dusk, when the light is lowest, sneaking up on ships in small skiffs at great speed. This was no exception. 
 
   As the first pirate climbed over the gunwale, a shouted “Welcome to the party!” was called out by a sloshed someone.
 
   Les had just downed his third shot of rum; a follow-up to his earlier champagne. John had his own private party going on, with a bottle of Captain Morgan well in mouth. Suddenly they noticed they weren’t alone.
 
   “Pirates,” breathed out Les. He started for the ship’s communication room, his drunken stupor abruptly lightened. 
 
   “Oh, no you don’t.” The pirate closest to him said, in an Irish accent. Recklessly the spray from a Kalashnikov, in this case an AK-47, splayed out in front of him, into the communications room, destroying any chance for sending a message. 
 
   The shooting had the desired effect long before he barked the next command. “Everybody down! Get on that deck. I mean you, too!” Stripes added, as he kicked at one of the crew that was a little too slow to respond.
 
   The second pirate had pulled out his weapon and was pointing it generally toward the crowd. His grin was unnerving; looking somewhat like that of a Cheshire cat.
 
   “Down!” reiterated Patches, a third member of the pirates. For effect he shot up the half-drunk bottles that lay discarded on the makeshift bar table. The glass and alcohol spread in all directions. The spilt alcohol rushed off the table, leaving the rest to pool to the edge. It slowly drizzled down the side, dripping onto the growing puddle on the deck.
 
   “Lady coming on board!” Stripes called out. “Let’s all be respectable…” This brought more smiles from the pirates.
 
   Head’s turned up as the woman stepped over the gunwale. She arrived in the shadows, with her face only barely discernable in the night light of the moon; yet every man there felt drawn to her as if she were some siren of the sea.
 
   “Who’s the captain?” she icily asked to no one in particular. 
 
   The captive closest to her stammered his reply, “He’s no longer on board. He was sick, so we sent him to the mainland yesterday.”
 
   She walked over to the frightened man, and stood right in front of him, immediately over his face, her legs apart; hands on her hips. “Then who is in charge?” Her British voice was like a polar wind. It left no room for argument.
 
   The man slowly looked up, trying to crank his neck high enough to see her face. Instead it seemed to him that all he was able to see were legs; long toned legs rising higher and higher. 
 
   “Keep yer head down!” Stripes suddenly shouted, bringing his weapon down on the man’s upper back. As the man fell back, he added, “Now answer the lady!”
 
   However, the man just slumped. Perhaps he was hit too hard, perhaps in part due to too much excitement following his alcoholic binge.
 
   As the pirate reached down to grab him by his hair, an American voice cut in from across the room. “That would be me.”
 
   Instantly several weapons were trained on John.
 
   Stripes let the man’s hair go, and the crewman’s head bounced against the deck.
 
   The woman quickly walked over to John. She sized him up and down, looking him over with a critical eye. She obviously liked what she saw.
 
   Turning to her second in command, she ordered, “Tie the rest up. Have this one come with us. Time to show us what you found, lover,” she said, running a finger up John’s neck line across his lower jaw. Abruptly she turned and walked away. He was still looking at her retreating form, when he was shoved forward from behind.
 
   “Come on loverboy, youse got work to do.”
 
    
 
   After ensuring the treasure was really there, she returned to the deck, followed by John and Stripes, with another Kalashnikov focused on John’s back to secure his cooperation. 
 
   By the time they returned from the hold, the rest of the original ship’s crew was tied together on deck. They were left lying on their sides, two by two, with hands tied in back, and a slip noose around their necks, attached to the neck of the man behind them. 
 
   She led him to the Captain’s bridge…then, pointing to the controls insisted that he travel due west for 13 nautical miles. “I suggest you do so. I would hate to have to kill you.” She ran her fingers through his hair. 
 
   John didn’t know if they were serious, but seeing as they hadn’t done anything yet, he didn’t move. Instead, in a loud voice he simply said, “No!”
 
   “Maybe I can convince you through the death of one of your crew…” She said, turning to look over the crew as if to assess which one of them might be the best choice. 
 
   Something seemed to snap in John. It was as if he were standing to the side, while watching the action. He heard himself yelling, “No! Never!” His hands went up and he grabbed at the woman’s throat, tightening his grip, trying to strangled her.
 
   However, before he could even get a good grip he was hit in the back of the head with the weapon held in the second’s hand. His eyes glazed over as he slumped to the floor. 
 
   “Too bad,” she said, sounding genuinely saddened, as she tossed her black hair back and smoothed it out with one hand. Then grabbing up his head by his jaw, she looked hard at him. “You are a beaut of a man.” 
 
   He spit into her face. She recoiled, dropping his head onto the decking. Then turning to Stripes, with eyes flashing as she wiped the spittle from her, she ordered, “Make him pilot this thing.”
 
   The last thing John saw as he rolled up his eyes was Stripes’ evil grin. The shot spread his brains all over the controls. 
 
   “Well, it looks like we need a new pilot,” Stripes dryly commented.
 
   The woman wiped her face once again. Then she scowled, as she surveyed the mess. “You had better hope you find a pilot, or you will be driving this dump.” 
 
   The grin quickly disappeared. “I’ll find someone immediately.”
 
   The crew could hear her as she made this statement and a deathly still came over the ship.
 
   Walking out on deck, Stripes yelled, “Looks like we are now short a pilot for this dump… who else here knows how to drive?”
 
   The silence reigned.
 
   He looked back at the woman who simply pointed to her watch. Stripes gulped.
 
   Walking up to the crewmen closest to him, he grabbed one of them by the ear. The twist of the man brought a groan from the other that was tied to him, as the noose tightened on both of them. 
 
   “Who can drive this wreck? Answer me, or you will be next,” hooking his thumb towards the prostate form of what had once been the living John.
 
   “Les…Les can…”
 
   “Good boy. You might survive this…” Letting go of the ear, he straightened and called out. Where’s Les. Come on… let’s not make us make another mess.” A second passed. Then another. “OK, Les. This is how its gonna work. I’m gonna kill someone every minute until you answer, starting with this guy. Let that be on your conscience.” He grabbed up a crewman.
 
   “Over here.” A weak voice called out. “I’m Les.”
 
   “Smart man.” said Stripes. He let go of the crewman and shot him in cold blood before heading for Les. 
 
   “Let that be a lesson to you. When we ask you something, we want you to act. Got it?” To Patches he added, “Cut him loose.”
 
   A moment later Les’ noose was cut loose allowing him to be drug free of the other man. Les was shoved forward over the deck to the Captain’s bridge. What he saw sickened him. He suddenly regurgitated, sending a projectile of chips and liquor over the blood soaked floor.
 
   “Hope youse enjoy the mess youse made, because for the next few hours, this is your new home,” laughed Stripes, which brought out a glower from Les. Then cutting Les’ hands free, the pirate added, “Now take us thirteen nautical miles due west.”
 
   Les weighed the anchor. Starting up the engines, he turned the boat to run west. As he drove off into the night, he glanced down at the form of John. Les was irate over Stripes’ actions. He had known John for quite some time, and though they may have had their differences, no one deserved what John got. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30 
 
    
 
   Six tomes had been taken down, opened, read and replaced. Six tomes filled with the writings of the First Phantom. As he replaced the sixth tome, Devil came walking up. Kit noticed him and started stroking his fur. In response Devil licked his hand. Kit decided he needed a break.
 
   He had finally set his mind to ask Old Mozz if there was some story that might help, as his search through the chronicle of the First had as of yet revealed nothing more than new questions. 
 
   Walking outside he asked the first Bandar he came across, Murek, if they had seen the man. He had. As Murek ran off to find Old Mozz, the Phantom found a shady spot to sit and think.
 
   Old Mozz found him sitting outside under the shade of a tall tree, a bit far from the Skull Cave, yet just far enough away that the whole of the cave was visible. The view of the valley of the Bandar was an incredible one, whereas the only view the Phantom had from his vantage point was that of Skull Cave.
 
   It was unusual to see the Phantom sitting anywhere but his Skull Throne, yet even more so in that direction. But since the departure of his beloved Diana, the Phantom certainly hadn’t been himself. Old Mozz decided not to mention the girl. But that left room for many other topics.
 
    “Is there something troubling you, O Ghost Who Walks?” he called as he approached.
 
   The Phantom got up and met Old Mozz as the old warrior made his way toward the tree. “What do you know about the history of the rings, O Teller-of-Tales?” he asked the old man.
 
   “That is a tale that has never been told me, O Ghost Who Walks.” Old Mozz replied, though a twinkle lit up his eye. “May I suggest another story for you instead?”
 
   The Phantom noticed the change in his expression. It made him curious. He had a few moments. “Please do.”
 
   “This is from the days before you, as the Ghost Who Walks, were among us in the living…” began Old Mozz. His eyes glazing over a bit as he searched his incredible mind for the story.
 
   “Back then, the Bandar were not so grand. We were small in terms of the jungle villages, and few tribes even knew we lived among the Deep Woods. Those that did know of us also knew we were protected through you, O Ghost Who Walks; though you were not reborn of the flesh yet. 
 
   “However, one such tribe did know of us. They did not care that the Ghost Who Walks was among us. They were our sworn enemies. They were called the Wasaka. They lived beyond the great waterfall of the rock… past the sacred grove of trees that call out your name… on the way to the great waters.
 
   “They would come in the night and steal our young maidens and make slaves of our children. But never before could we catch them as they roamed the jungle, without home or territory.
 
   “One night, the Wasaka came into our camp and stole the daughter of the Great Chief. 
 
   “When the Bandar woke, the Ghost Phantom made known unto the medicine woman what had happened. Great moaning was heard throughout the Bandar land.
 
   “When the crime was found out, the Great Chief’s first-born son swore vengeance on the Wasaka. He followed their spoor through the vast and great land. He and his many warriors continued on until they came to the great waters. A land that smelled of salt and in which the days were cool and the nights were filled with many strange bugs. Never had the Bandar been so far from home before!
 
   “There the son of the Great Chief waged war on the Wasaka. However, he and his men were captured. Not too many days later they were able to break free of the Wasaka, but in doing so Kua, the god of the Wasaka pronounced a curse of sickness on the Bandar that escaped.
 
   “The Bandar did not know that Wasaka had cursed them. They all felt fine, and returned with a few sick ones that were captives, but overall every warrior and the daughter of the Great Chief were healthy. They boasted in their strength and feasted well on elephant!
 
   “But the curse was strong if slow to act. Within the changing of the half moon, many of the captives already had signs of the curse, a sickness that only came on those that had set foot in the land of the Wasaka by the great waters.
 
   “The curse was an evil one. It picked its victims randomly. Not every warrior was sickened. The victims felt first hot, then cold. They said they hurt as if they had been fighting a battle. The medicine woman explained that it was so; for they were fighting the night demons and the night demons were leaving them bruised and hurt, yet without signs of battle. 
 
   “For the demons entered into their bodies through their nose while they slept, causing coughing. As the demon moved through them, they would not be able to keep food inside, not even the elephant!” 
 
   ‘How the pygmies love elephant!’ The Phantom smiled at this. 
 
   Old Mozz continued, “The warriors tried to sweat out the demons, but to no avail. Sometimes they thought they would win, but every few days the curse would attack again.”
 
   ‘Sounds like Malaria,’ thought the Phantom. Aloud he asked, “So what happened next?”
 
   “Fearing that death was stalking the tribe, the medicine woman sent out the men that were left from the safety of the deep woods to the south in search of help to find the thornless green cactus with the star on top.” 
 
   ‘African peyote,’ the Phantom identified in his mind.
 
   “They traveled for three days, asking other tribes for help in their search. By the end of the third day, the cactus was found, and the men ran back to the Deep Woods. 
 
   “The medicine woman, saved one for herself for instruction, and mixed the rest into a potion that was given the cursed to drink. The potion helped the cursed from being too hot, yet the sickness prevailed.”
 
   Old Mozz suddenly stopped speaking as if lost in thought.
 
   “Go on,” insisted the Phantom.
 
   Old Mozz shyly smiled and looking down at his feet softly spoke. “We ask your forgiveness, O Ghost Who Walks, for we were desperate.”
 
   He continued, “The curse had by that time moved to the eyes of some. The demons inside turned their eyes yellow. They were too sick to move, yet still battling the night demons.
 
   “Though the great sickness had not taken over all the warriors that battled the Wasaka, it still took over the daughter of the Great Chief and his second-born son. 
 
   “The medicine woman was fearful for she was commanded of the Great Chief to save his children, yet everything she had tried did not cure them. 
 
   “Finally she turned to the great instructional smoke she made from the thornless star cactus. There she saw you, O Ghost Who Walks, yet you were not walking. She summoned you as the Ghost Phantom to walk among them in the flesh.”
 
   Old Mozz looked at the Phantom to see how he was taking the news. 
 
   “I see.” said the Phantom with a half smile upon his lips.
 
   “She told the Great Chief that you would arrive on the clouds that blew in from the great waters…that you would bring the good medicine to cure the Chief’s son. So it was that the Great Chief gathered his men to find you. They were led by his youngest son, who had not yet had the curse thrust onto him, as it did not curse every man. With a few of the men that had battled the Wasaka, together they journeyed to the great waters to find you…”
 
   The Phantom nodded, showing he understood.
 
   “So they arrived in time to see you come from the billowing clouds as you leapt from the fire and walked out of the water onto the land… Gracing us with your presence, O Ghost Who Walks.” At this Old Mozz dropped to his knees and prostrated himself onto the ground in reverence to his Immortal friend.
 
   “And how did you know it was I, old friend?” asked the Phantom, as he helped the old man back up to his feet; while he tried to keep his face impassive.
 
   “From the way you arrived… and from the belt you wore…” Here Old Mozz paused for dramatic effect, “…O Ghost Who Walks.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “They took you first to the village of the Wasaka to battle their god, but you were still weak from your change from spirit to flesh. Then you taught the Bandar to make the poison arrow and freed those that were made slaves. As a reward for gracing us with your presence, you were presented with the rings you now wear.” 
 
   “And the curse?”
 
   “Then we helped you to your home in the Deep Woods, as you had forgotten the way, and were in much need… having changed from The Ghost Phantom to the Ghost Who Walks. It is as one would describe the change from a caterpillar to the butterfly. Both are parts of the same creature, yet both look different and have different lives. The butterfly no longer crawls like the caterpillar. Neither can the caterpillar fly like the butterfly.
 
   “There you gave good medicine to the son of the Great Chief, and to all of the others, curing them of the great sickness.”
 
   “Well told, Old Friend!” Then adding as an afterthought, “And what do you make of my occasional memory loss, O Teller-of-Tales?” queried the Phantom, smiling broadly now.
 
   “The greatest treasures are not with the father, but bestowed upon the son.  Thus, the explanation for your memory loss has been given to me by my father, who heard it from his father, through many generations back from the first appearance of the Ghost Who Walks. Through every transition from Phantom to Phantom, a bit of the past is kept locked away to make room for the new.” 
 
   Again the Phantom smiled.
 
   “Perhaps the question of the rings is not so unlike the question of your own memory,” said Old Mozz quietly, “for it is said, ‘Before the Phantom was, the Phantom existed.’” 
 
   The Phantom digested this. “Well, thank you for the story. It appears I have a bit more studying to do.” He nodded to Old Mozz and headed back into the shade of the trees facing the Skull Cave.
 
   As he mused over the problem, a young maid approached, “More fruit Juice, O Ghost Who Walks?” 
 
   “No thank you,” Kit replied, as he waved her aside. As she turned to go, the Phantom suddenly jumped to his feet.
 
   “Of course!” Kit exclaimed, snapping his fingers.
 
   The ejaculation startled the young girl, who nearly lost her gourd of juice as she jumped from the exclamation and turned to see what the Phantom wanted… but instead she saw the Ghost Who Walks’ retreating form as he headed into the mouth of the Skull Cave. Shaking her head the young woman tottered off with the juice.
 
   The Phantom‘s mind raced over what Old Mozz had said, “…the greatest treasures are not with the father but bestowed upon the son… for it is said, ‘Before the Phantom was, the Phantom existed’”. ‘Truer words couldn’t be said,’ thought Kit to himself, ‘for knowledge and wisdom were the gifts of the father to the son. The knowledge of who I am in terms of my ancestry, and the wisdom with which to use that knowledge.’ 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31 
 
    
 
   If someone would have been looking for her, the research ship Scavenger could have been found fourteen nautical miles, more or less, due west from the Costa Rican shore. The reason for the distance was a geometric one. Due to the curvature of the earth, at eleven nautical miles, ships start to get lost over the horizon, making them appear to sink; a phenomenon that caused sailors of old to believe that they dropped off the edge of the world. At thirteen nautical miles out, the ship can no longer be seen, effectively hidden from view. Exactly what the pirates wanted.
 
   The pirates had been waiting for them. There, in the dead of the night, the pirates had another ship ready.
 
   Les Mann appeared nearly at his wits end by the time he was ordered to pull up along side of the other ship. He maneuvered the ship so that his ship’s gunwales washed against the gunwales of the pirate ship; exactly as he was told to do. He had seen the consequences of not obeying the pirates, and he hoped to stave off an untimely end. 
 
   As the two ships rocked into alignment, they were fastened together and pulled tight. 
 
   Two of the crew of the Scavenger were picked at random and cut free. Then with weapons focused on them, they were ordered to move the chests from the Scavenger to be secured within the bowels of the pirates’ craft.
 
   They groaned with the first chest as they were sore from being bound, and tipsy still from the earlier consumption of alcohol, coupled by the fact that the chest was exceptionally heavy. They struggled with their burden, a step at a time, across the storage chamber, through the hold door, and up stair by stair to the main deck. By the time they arrived at the top of the stairs onto the main deck, the strain of the heavy chest was nearly too great for them. The last step up tripped the trailing crewman. The chest slipped from his moist hands and fell heavily onto the deck. 
 
   Stripes, the pirate with the Irish accent that was watching from below, startled at the sound. He tightened his trigger which resulted in a spray of bullets that shattered through the crewman. The body collapsed like that of a rag doll. The corpse fell heavily; sliding down the steps until it wedged itself in the passageway near the bottom. 
 
   “Oops! My bad!” the pirate called out. “Patches, get a new body to replace this one. Its not gonna be doin’ any liftin’ for awhile.”
 
   Patches grumbled as he pulled his large military-looking knife from its sheath. Grabbing up a larger crew member, he sliced the cord that attached the man’s noose to his counterpart.
 
   “You,” he said, pointing his knife at the larger man. “Take over.”
 
   Then grabbing the other fellow by his ear, he dragged him over to join the other crewman. “Looks like we’re ready to get back to work, Stripes.”
 
   “Great!” called out Stripes from below. “Send ‘em down!”
 
   The pair took turns moving the great chests from their boat to the other, while resting in-between. Les watched them with red eyes from the relative safety of the cabin. Eventually the last chest was placed into the pirate boat. 
 
   As the last chest was finally moved over, the girl pirate made her way over to the Scavenger, to appraise the empty hull. “Good job boys. Looks like we have all of it. Stripes, Patches, gather up the gear, let’s get out of here.”
 
   Patches approached Les and pulled out his automatic. As Les dove to the side, Patches took care of the bridge with a spray of bullets that were well placed into the control panel, shorting out the wiring. 
 
   Stripes, meanwhile, removed a small portion of the drive mechanism, and having returned to the main deck, casually threw it overboard to be lost to the sea. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32 
 
    
 
   Returning to the chronicles of the First Phantom, Kit decided to take a break from the first quest for the origin of the rings and instead looked up the story of the medicine. It occupied his mind which seemed a good idea for the moment.
 
   He had skimmed over it before, as he saw it had nothing to do with the mystery of the rings. Now, however, he found himself with another minor mystery. ‘How did the First cure the Malaria? He wouldn’t have had medicine enough in a chest, assuming that there was medicine that was salvaged from the ship, which was unlikely.’ In fact, the Phantom wasn’t even sure if there was a cure for Malaria then.  
 
   Shortly he found the story.
 
   …I was made to understand that some of the Bandar were laid ill, and needed to be made whole. I noticed the high fevers, their chills, and body aches. As I had no readily available medicine to give them, and not being a medicine man by trade, I was temporarily at a loss. 
 
   It was then that I noticed a group of monkeys above me. Their chatter was such that they became obtrusive. It brought to mind those hairy little man-like chimpanzees that I saw scamper off near the seashore. The thought came to me, ‘Why would a man become so feverish while the chimpanzee would not?’ I came to the conclusion that it must be something in their diet that allowed them to overcome that particular malady. Having followed this course of thought, I decided I needed to see what the chimpanzees ate. 
 
   I implored my hosts to take me back to the seashore. Shortly I was able to get them to understand my desire and we made our way back to the same place in which they had found me, not too many days before. 
 
   There I sought out the chimpanzees that I had earlier seen. I was quickly rewarded with finding their nest. As we approached, a number of them ran off; but a few of them stayed behind, tending to one that appeared too ill to move. It was as though fate had smiled upon me. The whole scene reminded me of the Bandar and moved me in a way I had not known was in me.
 
   I watched the chimpanzee family for two whole days, having the Bandar follow them; to collect whatever the chimpanzees collected to feed their sick one. 
 
   Aside from obvious food, such as wild bananas and the like, three other plants seemed especially important to them. One appeared to be a type of sweet wormwood, a fernlike plant. The other two were first the leaves of a large horse chestnut-type tree—of African variety, and the final one a root of some kind that resembled a water chestnut. 
 
   Not certain which was the cure, but seeing near instantaneous results in the chimpanzee family, we gathered much of each and took our collections to retire once again to the Bandar village and my new home.
 
   Once back at Skull Cave, as I have decided to call it, I asked for and received a large piece of elephant skin, with which, after digging a large hole, used the skin to line the hole.
 
   Meanwhile I had gathered a number of large river stones that I insisted the Bandar heat by fire. 
 
   Once the skin was in place I filled a smaller skin with water. After a few trips back and forth from the warm waterfall (in the back of the Skull Cave) to the sunken elephant skin, I was able to have enough water to make my herbal concoction. 
 
   Throughout this whole process, the Bandar were staring at me like I was some sort of specter, which as I learned of their Phantom affiliation, seemed largely appropriate. 
 
   Once the stones were glowing hot, I used two large sticks as tongs, and dropped the stones one by one into the water. The water immediately heated, and as it did so I added the various collected leaves, roots, and fronds. As an afterthought I also added a bit of elephant fat and small chunks of elephant meat for taste. 
 
   The end result was a somewhat bitter soup that overall wasn’t too bitter to get down. 
 
   I had the Bandar bring me whatever they could find that I could use for transporting the potion from the skin to the patients. Gourds, turtle shells, and hollowed lengths of bamboo were the main devises used. I filled the larger gourds with the potion and allowed those that could drink from the turtle shells, a shell full of potion. Those that had trouble drinking in that manner, I had suck the potion up through the bamboo straws (something that later was a point of amusement for the Bandar for months to follow).
 
   I monitored the victims of this strange coastal malady and not unlike the chimpanzees, they quickly improved. Within days, even those at their death’s bed, had color once again in their faces; their chills and fevers reduced, with many of them sleeping normally.
 
   This seemed to concrete their faith in me, and bonded us more tightly than I have felt even among my own kin.
 
   As the Phantom closed the tome, he thought to himself, ‘Well, one mystery solved… now back to the origin of the rings’.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33 
 
    
 
   With the great tome spread before him, the Phantom began to read again in the flickering torch light… 
 
   I inquired who this Ghost Who Walks was, and was told, quite incredulously that surely as the Ghost Who Walks I know who I am. It took some time but eventually I made out the story of the persona that I was assumed to be. 
 
   …I took up residence there. The Bandar took great care of me, and I in turn tried to outdo them in service whenever I could. In time I learned somewhat of their language. Being one who was taught in all the languages of trade by my father, I learned it quickly without too much ado. 
 
   I had been used to the term of endearment that the Bandar insistently used to address me, and though I retained my Christian name of Kit, as bestowed upon me by my father, I went among the Bandar as the Ghost Who Walks. A Phantom.
 
   For the Bandar had always believed in this Phantom, as a legendary immortal that would one day grace them by living with them in the flesh. When a small group of them found me, white as a sheet, having blown in upon a floating island that moved with the clouds; a personage that seemingly battled evil and stepped from fire to water to earth…wearing the death’s head belt my father gave me…what else could they assume. I was obviously he, whom the legend foretold would grace them in the flesh, yet not; but as an immortal Phantom bringing justice to the jungle and stomping out evil from his midst. 
 
   Yet as I mused upon the singularity of it all, I came to the realization that such a legend would in fact be of benefit to one such as I, working alone in the evils of the world, in my quest to rid the earth of injustice, cruelty, and especially piracy. 
 
   They believed that I, as the Ghost Who Walks, had simply been killed in the spirit, due to my incarnation. For them, I had passed away as a disembodied Ghost to the now reborn Immortal Ghost that they could see walking among them. Of course I would have lost some of my memory in the move from insubstantial to substantial. 
 
   Deciding to use the form of Kua against the Wasaka, I asked the Bandar for some cloth. Shortly it appeared, and I used the bolt of white cloth that the Bandar gave me. Having inquired where they got it from, they just laughed in merriment. I dyed it purple using a native berry, and once completed, I donned the skintight outfit. I used the clear pool at the base of the smaller waterfall to admire the work. 
 
   Then I donned he skull belt of my father. The skull emblem upon my father’s belt, coupled with the shape of the cave shouted death to all evil doers everywhere. I decided to try the outfit out on my public and as I walked out of the skull cave all action among the Bandar instantly stopped, as of one accord they turned their eyes upon me. 
 
   ‘Do I look like the Wasaka Demon?’ I asked the Bandar. ‘Now will you follow me to fight the giants?  Come. Why are you waiting?’ 
 
   ‘We… we are not sure…’ 
 
   ‘Are you still afraid of the giants? But you saw your poison weapons kill the lion.’ 
 
   ‘We must be sure… wait…’ The Bandar chief sent his bravest to search out the wild boar. There, watching from the safety of a high bank, he indicated to the brave to let his arrow fly. One arrow. One dead boar. 
 
   ‘It works! It works! Never have we killed the monster so easily…’
 
   They deposited the dead beast at my feet and prostrated themselves before me. The chief then rose and turned to his people. With a raise of his arm Turan the chief of the Bandars shouted to the heavens a chant which was immediately picked up by the rest of them. ‘The Phantom is dead! Long Live the Phantom!’ 
 
   At that moment a new persona was formed…
 
   Back in the village of the Wasaka Giants I found the Wasaka herding the pygmy slaves. Shouts of ‘Clumsy pig’ and ‘Give him a good beating. They’re getting lazy!’ filled my ears.
 
   ‘You saw that,’ I said to the Bandar. ‘You can trust your weapons!’
 
   ‘We saw. We are not afraid. We will follow you.’  
 
   In the guise of the great and terrible death god, Kua the undying, I masqueraded. There with a hundred men we waited until the waxing of the moon in the dying light. Using blowguns the Bandar induced a sleep dart into the sentries, made of a composite mixture that I put together.
 
   ‘Wait. We must not kill unless necessary. Take posts in the trees and on rooftops. Await my signal. Buran, remain with me. Tell your people why we’re here,’ I said to the Bandar. 
 
   Not too far inside of the village we found them, the slaves of the Wasaka. ‘We come to free you. You will no longer be slaves of the giants.’ 
 
   Seeing the Bandar caged up, I found myself full of rage. Heat coursed through my blood and using my own brute strength alone, broke the cage that held them. They attempted to escape, past the sleeping guards, past the fields, past the cemetery. 
 
   But alas a single misstep awoke one of the Wasaka and bellowing a ram’s horn he alerted the rest of the Wasaka tribe. The sound of the horn accomplished its form and shortly we were followed in pursuit.
 
   I had but a moment to come up with a means to save my little friends. The statue of the demon god gave me inspiration again, and running to stand in front of it, I stretched out my arms even as the demon idol had his arms outstretched.
 
   The sight of me as the demon god in front of the statue stunned the men of Wasaka, but they were a brave people, despite being a superstitious breed. 
 
   It was the high priest of Kua himself that started the battle. As he advanced, spear brandished and menacing, I spoke. ‘Wait men of Wasaka. They have deadly weapons now,’ I boomed, waving my arm to show the armed Bandar. ‘Unless you free your slaves, they will destroy you. Believe my words.’
 
   ‘We are not afraid of their child’s toy weapons.’ The high priest retorted. ‘Whoever you are, fool or madman, we will destroy you and your little men.’ 
 
   However grace smiled down upon me at that moment. For a vulture descended to the altar looking for food. ‘Wait… Watch…’ I boomed to the Wasaka. To Buran I whispered, ‘Buran hit it! Shoot your arrow quickly, Buran.’ 
 
   Buran instead barked an order and a warrior on the roof of a building nearest the beast let fly his arrow. 
 
   Even as the arrow was in flight the Wasaka could be heard to yell, ‘Kill the madman!’ 
 
   Before the arrow had even had a chance to imbed itself into the flesh of the bird, the vulture stiffened and dropped to the ground dead. 
 
    ‘It was dead before it hit the ground,’ a Wasaka warrior said aloud, stunned at the sight of such magic.  
 
   Kit simply smiled as he responded, ‘Be thankful that child’s toy arrow did not hit you.’  
 
    At that moment a scream was heard.
 
   Then as sheer luck would have it, a leopard attacked the nearby sheepfold. A single arrow from the same Bandar brave ended the beast. 
 
   I took the opportunity to impress upon them the deadly magic that they surmised I had given the Bandar. ‘A mere scratch of these deadly arrows killed them both. So they can kill you.’ 
 
   ‘It is magic. These little people have magic.’ … ‘You gave them magic,’ they accused. … ‘Who are you?’ … ‘Is he man or demon? Those tiny arrows kill so quickly. Magic!’ 
 
   ‘Free these little people –forever– or you must die, as these creatures died.’ Thus to the oppressed the day was won. Fearful that I truly was the incarnation of Kua, descended from on high to punish the people for their sins, the Wasaka chieftain presented me with an old and rusted chain. It was the chain that had they had used to earlier incarcerate me upon the whipping post. 
 
   Then seeing the end of his domain, he ordered the slaves free.
 
   Laughing and singing the freed Bandar hurried out of the village of bondage of the Wasaka into the jungle and freedom. They raced through the jungle, through the waterfall to the valley of that wonderful cave, so strangely carved by nature, which would be my home. 
 
   As we celebrated the victory of the freedom of the Bandar, and the return of the son to the father, the chief, Buran, the chief’s son raised high his weapon and dropping to his knees before me, pleaded, ‘Stay with us. Live with us.’ 
 
   What could I say to such a deep-felt request. I simply agreed and said, ‘I will.’ 
 
   Then to my surprise I was presented with a box that I instantly recognized. I knew not how they had found it, nor where at that time, but my heart skipped a beat as they presented me with two rings. The death’s head ring and the crossed sabers. The rings of my father. 
 
   After recovering from my surprise and thanking them profusely, I inquired where they had gotten them from. 
 
   I learned that they were collected from a chest on the very shore where they found me. In this respect I must confess thanks to the Singh. For in their haste to loot and plunder, they hurriedly scoured my father’s chests, and not finding valuables inside, threw them overboard, so as to not be bothered by them. 
 
   Among the items the Bandar recovered from the ship was my father’s chest that contained this book which was to be used as a ship’s log, but for which I am using as a chronicle of the events that have transpired…as well as a straight razor and many other useful clothes and tools…including a pair of silver wheel lock pistols on darkened mahogany stock, stored within father’s attire. These guns were my father’s favorites, specially purchased with pirates in mind. Unfortunately he was never able to use them. They are the prime of modern invention, as they use iron pyrite rather than the customary flint. The iron pyrite is held by a hammer-cock to be dropped onto a spinning metal wheel which in turn through friction releases a shower of sparks, igniting the gun powder in the pan, then igniting the powder in the barrel, thus firing the weapon. Looking around me I knew this was more valuable to me than gold.
 
   Other chests stored other items, some to be used in trade such as the bolt of white cloth that the Bandar gave me which I used to make the costume; and others to be used as incentives for the men. And most importantly of all, in terms of sentimental attachment, the rings of my father, as presented by the Bandar.
 
    
 
   “O Ghost Who Walks,” interrupted Old Mozz, calling from the mouth of the cave, “Tonight’s Feast… We are having Elephant!”
 
   Kit jumped up and closed the chronicle. “Of course. Let us feast. Elephant. Excellent choice.” He replaced the tome on the high shelf and followed the Bandar to the awaiting feast. 
 
   Yet one thought continued to replay itself over and over in his mind:
 
    ‘…the rings of my father, as presented by the Bandar,’ mused Kit. ‘Which means that the Father of the First had possession of the rings from an earlier date.’ 
 
    
 
   Later that evening as the Bandar settled down to sleep, Kit retired to his radio to catch up on the international news: a jewel heist in Paris, a hurricane that made landfall in Jamaica, rioting in Uganda, and more on the found treasure off of Costa Rica….
 
   Not for sale yet – one of the 'cursed' Death’s Head gold coins worth £100m
 
   One of the most beautiful and infamous treasure hoards of the 20th century, one of the coins that was found recently on the Pacific side of Costa Rica (part of the 17 chests of Columbus-era gold that was recently lost to pirates) of staggering quality, will resurface today on display in London, to the consternation of leading archaeologists who regard it as archaeological loot.
 
   Although Bonhams auction house, which will display the Death’s Head coin, insists no sale is planned, the coin has been placed on display in “hopes of attracting some buyers,” stated Nigel Parks, head of the auction house. 
 
   But the Costa Rican government has written to Bonhams to protest at the exhibition and reiterate its claim that the gold was found on Costa Rican soil and illegally exported from the country.
 
   The coin was reputedly found along the Punta Arenas beach area on the western side of Costa Rica, but speculation is that it was removed from the Scavenger, the ship that recovered the 17 chests of gold coins and subsequently lost them to pirates. Sources state that the coin was passed onto the Bonhams auction house by Gary Lewes, who claimed the coin was ‘cursed’. The late Mr. Lewes was later found in Hyde Park, after an apparent suicide through hanging.
 
   Of the 12 crewmembers of the Scavenger, 8 have recently passed on, leaving the world wondering if the curse of the coin is in fact real. 
 
   Retired detective sergeant Richard Ellis, formerly of the art and antiquities squad at Scotland Yard, said: "Am I 100% certain of what happened here? No. Let's say that the evidence stacks up, and that there is a total lack of evidence on the other side. And from what I have seen of the evidence, I do not believe that that man committed suicide."
 
   Bonhams will show the gold at private viewings in London. The glossy invitations, sent to collectors, academics and archaeologists, describe it as "the finest surviving pre-Columbian gold coin known to exist".
 
   A spokesman for Bonhams said: "We think it's an astonishing coin, obviously, and we're very flattered to be asked to show it. There is enormous academic interest in this piece. It seems better to us to put it on display than to have it locked away, and we are thrilled and privileged to be given the opportunity to do that."
 
   Roger Bland, a former coins expert at the British Museum, head of the portable antiquities scheme for recording archaeological finds, was astounded when his invitation arrived. "It is very difficult to see what Bonhams hope to achieve through this private viewing. Under [government] guidelines for museums no UK museum could ever acquire or even borrow it. I think the obvious circumstantial evidence points strongly to its having come from Costa Rica, and I hope that it goes back there and is put on show for public benefit."
 
   As the radio newscast finished the Phantom reached down to stroke his wolf Devil’s soft fur. “Pirates, hmmm.  A cursed coin and mysterious deaths… Just the thing to occupy mind and body. Looks like its time for me to take a trip, Devil.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34 
 
    
 
   Les Mann leaned heavily against the corner post of Avenida 2 and Calle 10. Nearby, La Merced lighted up the night and just beyond to the west was the park that stood between himself and the Hospital San Juan de Dios. He labored to breathe, more from being out of breath than from the wound.
 
   As he pulled his hand away from his side to steady himself against the post, he marveled at the amount of blood on it. Looking behind him he could see where he had left a trail of blood that seemed to be consumed by the darkness. 
 
   He turned so as to allow the post to support his weight while it appeared he tried to stop the spinning that the loss of blood would be having on his vision. As he tersely rested, he heard the ever-increasing tread of heavy footfalls behind him. 
 
   Les shut his eyes tightly for a second then gathering his strength, he launched himself forward toward the park and hospital beyond. There would be help there. Guardsmen and doctors. Just a few short steps away.
 
   Suddenly the man was upon him grabbing his arm. 
 
   As the man stepped under the light, he came out of the shadows to reveal a skin-tight purple outfit that covered an obvious perfect frame of steel muscle. At his hips hung two revolvers. A black mask hid his eyes so effectively that it was impossible to see where he was looking. 
 
    “Are you Les Mann, the same Les that worked on the ship Scavenger?” asked the masked man. 
 
   The voice commanded response, and Les found himself replying honestly despite any will of his own. “On that cursed ship? Yes, I’m Les.” Then in a more timid voice he asked, “Are you here to kill me?”
 
   “No,” replied the masked giant. 
 
   “But I am,” cut in a new voice. “And I’d like to kill your friend as well…” From the shadows of the street stepped another, his heavy boots slapping the tiled sidewalk. A gun deftly pointed at the newcomer. “…but first let me welcome you to Costa Rica, Phantom.”
 
   “What?” Les began.
 
   “So you’ve heard of me?” mused the Phantom. 
 
   “Let’s just say I have never forgotten you,” sneered Stripes, indicating the skull mark on his jaw. 
 
   “I see…” laughed the Phantom as other pirates stepped out from behind the nearby bushes. 
 
   “I suggest you come along quietly or your friend here will be shot dead,” replied Stripes. 
 
   “And myself?”
 
   “I hope to kill you; but since I’ve tried that before and it didn’t take, I believe I’ll try my hand at torture instead. I understand you still hurt…” Stripes trailed off as he covered them while several of the pirates advanced. “Remember, one false move and your sailor friend gets it.”
 
   The Phantom silently held his ground. Heavy chains were brought over and his wrists were chained together as Stripes took his firearms. As they led them off he caught Stripes fingering his skull tattoo. It reminded him of his own pain from having his heart ripped out by Diana as she slapped him. “Did it hurt? Or do you remember?”
 
   “Not as much as I’m going to hurt you,” retorted Stripes. 
 
    
 
   Shortly a van pulled up and the Phantom found Les and himself thrust inside. The walls of the van were windowless, and the men were handcuffed to the inner beams. 
 
   Realizing he could do nothing for the time being, the Phantom seemingly lazily stretched out, while he awaited the end of their journey. However, his sharp mind was recording every turn in the road and every sound that he caught in the night’s drive. 
 
   It was sometime into the journey when Les attempted to make conversation with the Phantom. “So where are you from?” 
 
   “Bangalla,” replied the Phantom in a short one-word answer.
 
   “Bangalla? I’ve never heard of it.” 
 
   “Really?”
 
   Les waited for more but none came. “What did that pirate mean by Phantom?” 
 
   No reply came from the masked man.
 
   “Did you give him that mark?” 
 
   Still no reply. Les wondered if he was being ignored or if the man was asleep. The Phantom kept him wondering.
 
   It was nearly two hours later that the van finally pulled up to a small concrete building. The sound of the coast was ever present and the Phantom instantly realized that they must have been transported to some safe house near where the pirates launched their attack. 
 
   In fact they were taken to an old abandoned cement strong house just outside of Jacó that was used in the past as a jail. 
 
    
 
   Emmanuel’s eyes flew open as the vehicle approached. Being a vagrant child, he was used to running from those in authority that searched out children like himself. So like an alarm clock to an accountant, the sound of the approaching vehicle woke him quickly from his deep sleep.
 
   ‘His home’ was an old abandoned stronghouse on the outskirts of Jacó beach, where he collected shells and other flotsam that he sold for whatever price he felt his marks would cough up. Being a provincial building, the building’s water lines had never been turned off, whether through laziness or thoughtlessness. Either way, Emmanuel loved the hideout, and used it for his housing as often as possible. 
 
   Lately though, others had come and done some minor renovations on the structure. Nothing that could keep a wharf rat, such as himself, from getting inside, but it worried him that they might be considering using it once again as a jail. 
 
   Now as the vehicle approached, he realized the hour was quite late and sliding further into the shadows, he watched.
 
    
 
   Guns appeared as the doors flew open and Les and the Phantom were marched down a short staircase into a small lower room. 
 
   The room was not much as rooms go with four plaster-covered walls that appeared to be made of cinderblock underneath from the outside appearance. Whitewashed, and somewhat dirty, the only visible ‘furnishings’ in the room were four strong anchors placed into the outer south wall; two sets comprised of one above and one below; made to accommodate holding chains. Additionally, a closed–circuit camera faced the anchors, assumedly to monitor the activities of anyone left there. 
 
   Four men covered them with guns while two others chained them to the wall with their arms placed hanging above their heads and their feet left with little movement as they were chained to the lower anchors.
 
   Yet from the moment they were captured to the moment they were chained up they didn’t frisk them at all, aside from removing the Phantom’s guns. 
 
   ‘Curiouser and curiouser,’ thought the Phantom.
 
   At that moment a woman entered, followed by Stripes. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35 
 
    
 
   Despite the recent breakup, the Phantom couldn’t help but take in the woman. Obviously perfect in physique, she commanded attention whether or not one wanted to give it to her, and by her looks, it was easy to give it to her. 
 
   Having stepped up from behind her Stripes grinned maniacally at the pair hanging from the wall. “Hello, Phantom,” said Stripes. “Hello, Les. Hope you like the chains?”
 
   Les lunged forward, but was caught by the chains. Then working up some saliva he spat at him. 
 
   Wiping the saliva from his face Stripes sidled up to the girl. Both men in chains watched a bit bewildered as he purposely grabbed the girls butt. 
 
   Flipping around the girl grabbed Stripes hand and forcefully removed it from her derrière.
 
   “Touch me there again, Stripes, and you’ll lose that little piece of flesh that you feel defines your manhood.” Having let go of his hand the man cowered back and the girl turned her attention once again to the pair hanging from the wall. Composing herself, she continued, “Hello Les. Just hanging around?”
 
   Les was furious and showed it. Again he tried to spit, missing the target completely.
 
   “Tsk, tsk, little man. I can’t have you doing that,” she said as she caressed his face with one hand. 
 
   The Phantom looked on bemused. “Les, you know this woman?”
 
   “Of course he knows me,” she interjected before he could speak. “We’re old friends,” she said laughing, as she stepped away from him in time to avoid another spittle attack.
 
   The movement turned her back to the Phantom for just a moment which allowed him to see placed there a tattoo of an enormous Black Widow. 
 
   “By old friends she means that she is the head of the pirates that attacked my ship, killed my friends and shipmates, and stole the treasure!” 
 
   “You’ve been busy,” commented the Phantom dryly. 
 
   “No, Kit, it’s you who have been the busy one.”
 
   The use of his first name startled the Phantom and though he was amazed and suspicious he recovered quickly.
 
   “I see you know my name. And who are you? I can tell by your accent that you are originally English.” 
 
   Laughing she said, “I see that you are just as observant as my uncle insists you are. For the fun of it you can call me the Black Widow.” She turned her back and swiveled her hips to better display the massive tattoo of a Black Widow which sprawled her back.
 
   “Your uncle?” Kit asked, as he tried to ignore her theatrics.
 
   “Lynn. He told me how he met you when he was a young man of twenty while attending the university. He told me that you are great friends. I’m sure you know who I am talking about,” she said sliding one of her hands across his rippled chest.
 
   “Lynn?” asked the Phantom, somewhat distracted. Her touch made him instantly realize just how much he missed the feminine touch.
 
   “Yes, Lynn. You met him in Ohio. Oh don’t you remember? Or was that your father he met?” She could tell her touch had distracted him. Not that she minded. He was quite some man, that Phantom! “Either way, dear Lynn helped the Phantom recover from a serious injury that was sustained while in pursuit of some criminal… and in return he was given an ivory walking stick.”
 
   “An ivory walking stick from Spain that includes a short sword?”
 
   “That’s the one, darling.”
 
   “You’re his relative?”
 
   “No. But I’ve been calling him ‘Uncle’ since I was a child. Actually I’m your relative— which I never believed until I met Lynn as a teenager. You like stories, don’t you?” Not giving him a moment to answer, she continued, “You see, I grew up on the legend of the Phantom. My great-great-great-great-grandfather was the Phantom and he had a son and a daughter. From what I have been told, the son was badly hurt while in the persona of the Phantom, so his sister took over as the Phantom and saved the day… only to turn over the legacy again to her brother and run off to marry a local priest…”  
 
   ‘That would have been the 17th Phantom!’ thought Kit to himself. He glanced over at Les to see how he was taking all this, and caught the man looking furiously at him. As their eyes met the hate-filled eyes lowered and Les turned his head quickly. ‘Now what was that all about?’ Shaking his head he turned back to the better looking distraction.
 
   “…As I grew up on the stories, I always hoped to one day to run across my ‘cousin’ so many times removed. 
 
   “Just when I decided that the stories were nothing more than stories, I met Lynn. Suddenly the stories came alive again and I realized that the rest of the tales must be true as well.”
 
   “What part?” asked the Phantom as Les tried hard to fade into the background.
 
   “The part about the Phantom treasure. And I don’t mean the simple treasure that you keep in your drafty cave. I mean the real treasure of the Father of the First that the Second found and kept to himself to die with him when he found out that his son had taken up acting instead of the Oath.” Here she paused.
 
   The Phantom sighed, releasing much of the built up tension within him. Tearing his eyes from her slender form, he made a conscious effort to look her squarely in the eyes. “But his son did return to take up the mantel of the Phantom,” he said, stating the obvious so that she would continue.
 
   “Yes, he pursued the Phantom line rather than the finer points of Shakespearian theatre… so, on his death bed, he told his son, ‘Take these rings…Search the Eyrie…Father of the First’. Pausing she glanced over at Stripes and nodded. “So… time to hand them over.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your rings, Kit.” Seeing that Stripes still hadn’t taken up the cue, in a louder voice she called out, “Stripes!”
 
   “You called?”
 
   “Yes, you bumbling idiot. Take his rings.”
 
   “I won’t give them up easily,” warned the Phantom.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” said Stripes. “Let me know if this hurts,” he snarled and grinned as he swung a metal pipe across the Phantom’s jaw. 
 
    
 
   The blow knocked him senseless for just a moment, but it was long enough to get the rings off his massive steel fingers. 
 
   As the Phantom came to, he shook his head as he tried to get his thoughts under control. 
 
   Working his jaw, the Phantom flexed it a few times before speaking. “Yes, I bet my punch did hurt you a bit, didn’t it, Stripes?”
 
   Stripes, who had been leaning across the room, scowling at the man, now leapt forward to deliver another well placed blow.
 
   “Stripes!” shouted the Black Widow. “Get back in the van.” 
 
   Stripes immediately cringed and with tail between his legs moved for the door. But before he let it close, he growled, “I’ll make you pay, Phantom.”
 
   “Sure,” replied the Phantom with a nod of his head. “Whatever.”
 
   Stripes stormed off. 
 
   The scene left everyone quiet for a moment. The Black Widow, who had watched Stripes storm off, turned again to the Phantom, with her lower lip still held in her teeth where she had unconsciously half bit it. Seeing the Phantom study her, she quickly composed herself again.
 
   The Phantom smiled a faint smile at the silent body communication, and considered saying something more but before he could initiate anything, the girl interjected her own question. 
 
   “Are you married?” the Black Widow asked, breaking the silence.
 
   “What?” replied the Phantom, thrown off by her sudden intimate question.
 
   “I didn’t think so,” she replied, as she sidled up to him and caressed him with her body as she slid down his front, her hands running down his sides. 
 
   The Phantom fought hard to control his own thoughts and body.
 
    “Why the rings?” asked the Phantom, trying to change the direction of the conversation. The question prompted the Black Widow to consider them and he watched as the girl tried them on over her immaculate long, thin fingers. 
 
   “I’m not certain yet, except I’m told they are needed to unlock the treasure.” The Black Widow replied, as she pursed her lips in thought.
 
   “Ok… So now you have the rings, but there is still the small matter of finding the Eyrie,” responded the Phantom.
 
   Her eyes lit up. “Yes, but ever since I ran across dear old Lynn, I have been searching. And recently I found it.”
 
   “How?” 
 
   “By following the Second’s words exactly… even the part of the ‘second star to the right and straight on 'til morning’ line that Barrie later used in his drafty book.” 
 
   “What about the treasure from Les’ ship? I should think 17 chests of gold would be sufficient for one lifetime.”
 
   “Oh, a girl always needs more. I knew that once you heard about it you would come running, so I took it. But you didn’t come running,” she accused, “so I had to resort to letting a few of the ships sailors move onto their next adventure.” Laughing as his face tightened, she continued, “and the media ate it up! ‘Cursed Pirate Treasure’ they called it! And it is pirate treasure, you know.”
 
    “It is now,” agreed the Phantom, controlling his features once again.
 
   “No!” She shrieked, her face contorting, “The treasure is pirate treasure from before. It is our ancestor’s treasure and it is proof that they were pirates!” She searched his impassive face. “Not willing to admit that your own ancestry is suspect, Kit?”
 
   The Phantom said nothing. His own thoughts wondered the same, but he was definitely not going to let her know that. His face remained impassive. It was as if she were speaking to a granite bust.
 
   “Well I suspect that the coins were made to remind the Father of the First of his pirate ancestry. What do you think of that?”
 
   Still the Phantom remained impassive. Only his traveling eyes that moved up and down her form gave him away.
 
   “Fine I’ll spell it out for you! This means only one thing: if the coin is a gift from the Grandfather of the First, to the First’s father, then he must be descended from a pirate!” Finding herself shouting she quickly tried to compose herself and continued, “…And like all good pirates they left a map. The scroll said…” A short blast of a van horn sounded. The horn brought her out of her mood and she trailed off as she realized she had over-spoken. 
 
   Instead she stood there, eyeing her captive from head to toe. Abruptly, she leaned forward and kissed him on his mouth. A deep kiss that he should have tried to thwart but instead found himself giving into. “Now we’re kissing cousins.” She turned and headed for the door, rings in hand, her hips intentionally swaying as she walked. Looking back she caught the men eyeing her tattooed backside, “…and Kit…” she called back to him, “you can have the rings back … when you catch me.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36
 
    
 
   Les seemed irate. There he was strung up in chains in a small cinderblock and plaster cellar, waiting for “who knows what for way too long”. Across from him, similarly bound, hung Kit, also known as the Phantom.  
 
   Between rants about his forlorn condition Les seemed determined to plague Kit with questions. “Is there really treasure? What is the Eyrie? Where is it? What did the Black Widow mean by the Peter Pan reference?”
 
   Yet while Les ranted and struggled, the Phantom observed his surroundings. He didn’t pay any more attention to Les than he would to a chained collie as Les seemed to be fine overall. He wasn’t bleeding anymore and in fact seemed quite intact despite the earlier ordeal.
 
   Instead the Phantom strained to hear the faint conversation between the girl and Stripes outside, and waited for the sound of the van doors when they would finally open and close. Finally it came and by the sound at least three individuals aside from the driver had departed. The doors were followed by the sound of the vehicle starting up and pulling away; which was evidence enough of their abandonment. 
 
   Les caught the sound of the van’s departure as well, and stopped his monologue of questions and wailed, “They’ve left us to die!”
 
   “I don’t think so,” replied the Phantom; a bit too calmly in Les’ opinion.  
 
   “Why?!” demanded Les. 
 
   “Because there would be nothing for them to gain from it. Stripes wants to work me over, and if the Black Widow can’t figure out the rings, she will want me to solve it for her.”
 
   “So they’ll be back?” asked Les, incredulous. 
 
   “They may not have even really left,” replied the Phantom.
 
    
 
   Outside, in the shadow of the night, dark eyes watched the vehicle leave. Those eyes had been watching the building for quite some time. As the vehicle drove off the eyes watched to see if it would return. Further and further the vehicle moved from where he sat, watching. When the taillights became pinpoints in the dark, Emmanuel moved. 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, inside the building the Phantom flexed his massive arms and legs and tried to work his chains free. Balling up his fists he strained to pull the anchor above him free; and though the plaster from the walls cracked around the edges of the anchors and shook loose, the anchors themselves stayed intact. The chains withstood his efforts. 
 
   Again the Phantom tried to free himself, this time using his legs. Outside the room, footsteps sounded as a guard peered into the room. Seeing the prisoner struggle, he let out a good laugh and called over the other guard that he had been playing cards with. 
 
   “Well I guess that answers one question,” stated the Phantom drily. “It looks like we are accompanied by at least two guards.”
 
   Peering in through the door slot the eyes of the second guard surveyed the hanging pair. Aloud he grunted, “They’re obviously going nowhere. Come on,” he said addressing the other outside the door. “I got a winning hand to play.”
 
   “Sez youse.”
 
   The two retreated to leave the Phantom to his useless endeavors. 
 
   As they returned to their post the Phantom heard a young voice call out from the small barred window above the Phantom’s head. As the Phantom craned his neck to see the young man he caught his dark eyes as the boy repeated himself. “Are you the good guys or the bad guys?”
 
    Smiling at the pointed question, the Phantom immediately replied, “I’m the good guy.”
 
   “Then wait just a minute.”
 
   A few minutes later the small voice returned, along with the sound of some heavy item. 
 
   “Maybe this will help,” called out the voice from above. Slowly the boy hefted a heavy crowbar into the windowsill. “Watch out!” he hoarsely whispered as he dropped it through the open window into the cell. 
 
   The Phantom moved just enough to check its fall as it hit the ground. 
 
   The boy stayed only long enough to make certain it got in there; and then disappearing into the night, the window was free of his silhouette to the open air once again. 
 
   The crowbar bounced as it hit the ground and the Phantom knew that the guards would come running soon. 
 
   Landing by the Phantom’s feet, he quickly stepped onto the curved part of the bar and worked it into the chains that anchored his feet to the wall.
 
   As Kit suspected, the guards must have heard the noise or seen the monitor, because even as the phantom stepped onto the bar, he heard the sound of pounding footsteps as the guards raced to the cell that held Les and himself. 
 
   Quicker than it could be told, the Phantom forced the crow bar through the chains, and stepping heavily into it used the crowbar to separate the chains and free his legs. 
 
   As the chains came away from his legs, the guards burst into the door, hand guns at the ready. One of them, a bit nimbler than the other, and obviously less intelligent, ran up to the Phantom in an attempt to hit him with the gun. 
 
   Instead the man found himself pulled in hard against the big man as the Phantom wrapped him up between his hard thighs. The poor man’s breath was instantly crushed out of him along with a few broken ribs. As the asphyxiated guard fell to the ground the Phantom used his slumping body as a kicking bag that he hurled with the strength of his legs into the second guard. 
 
   The second guard fell under the dead weight of his companion and in doing so, broke his wrist and sprained his arm, dropping his gun to the floor.
 
   The Phantom had wasted no time. While the body of the first was flying into the second man, the Phantom used the kinetic energy from the kick to twist his body and pull up his legs into a firm position against the wall, near waist height. Using the position of his legs as leverage he pushed hard against the wall. Being stronger than arms the legs gave him the additional strength needed to jettison himself off of the wall. The strain of such great strength, was finally enough to break the concrete that held the anchor, and with a final explosion of concrete, plaster and metal, the Phantom broke free, falling and rolling, drawing in the chains to him as he did so; positioning himself at the ready as he stood up again.
 
   The still-conscious second guard saw it all and as the Phantom approached him the hapless man let out a scream of pure terror. Never before had he seen such an apparition as this man. He had seen the mark on Stripes face. He knew what the stories were, but had never before believed them. Now, however, his fears seemed to have come alive. Having seen the incredible strength this phantom that stood in front of him possessed, he succumbed to his fears. Coupled with the pain from his broken wrist, the man’s eyes rolled up and he fainted.
 
    
 
   The man woke to the sound of Les’ chains being broken with the crowbar. His glazed eyes came into focus and a sharp pain in his wrist and arm woke him even more. 
 
   He moaned as he tried to sit up, and as his eyes came into focus he found that the giant of a man that was across the room only seconds ago was now standing over him. No, not a man, but an apparition… a ghost… even a ghost who walks… a phantom. 
 
   His eyes widened as the Phantom loomed over him. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The question demanded an answer. It compelled him to speak. “Gary… Gary Brown.”
 
   The Phantom smiled at the man’s obvious fear. He half expected Gary to pee himself. “What is the real name of the girl?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   “How big is the organization?”
 
   “I don’t know!”
 
   The Phantom paused for a second as he pondered the man. Was he saying ‘I don’t know’ because he really didn’t or because he was trying to not give anything away? The Phantom decided to increase the fear factor. “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you and take your soul?” The Phantom drew back his massive rippled arm.
 
   “I don’t know!” The man sobbed as he flinched away. “Wait! Wait! I may not know those things, but I know they have a plane… Maybe you can catch up with them,” he sobbed. 
 
   “Where are they going?” commanded the Phantom.
 
   “New Mexico… Albuquerque! Please don’t kill me!”
 
   “I won’t kill you, but this is going to hurt.”
 
   The fist landed squarely on the man’s jaw. His head snapped back and his eyes rolled up as he crumpled once again upon the ground. “I only wish I had my rings to give you a more permanent reminder that you could reminisce with Stripes about later,” said the Phantom to the unconscious guard as he scooped up his revolvers that they had dropped. “Les, let’s move,” he said as he turned again to where he had left his fellow captive. Only Les wasn’t there.
 
   ‘Well then, I’m off to the Eyrie alone. There are Pirates to catch,’ thought the Phantom as he moved. As he exited the building the young dark eyes of Emmanuel watched him go.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37
 
    
 
   Shortly after the plane landed in Albuquerque, New Mexico, the trench-coated persona of Kit Walker collected his weapons from the captain. As his identification named him an International Air-Marshal he was allowed to carry weapons onboard wherever he went. 
 
   He quickly belted his weapons and having thanked the captain, headed down the gangplank to join the crowd that surged toward the exit.  He was bound for the Eyrie, one of the legendary homes of the Phantom.
 
   As he made his way through the crowd, a man dressed as an airport mechanic broke away from a small kiosk where he was looking over the magazines and seemingly without arousing the Phantom’s suspicions stealthily followed him.
 
    
 
   Quickly the Phantom hurried to the smaller airport where he collected his Cessna. There, he jumped through the pre-flight checklist and hurriedly took off for the place in the four-corners desert where he kept his jeep. 
 
   Back on the tarmac, the mechanic who had followed him called the assigned number. “He is in the air… Yes… A small blue Cessna… Yes… Northwest… Ok.” As the man finished the call, he looked up one last time at the retreating plane before turning on his heel and moving away.
 
    
 
   While the Phantom flew, his thoughts centered on Diana. He remembered the first time he had ever shown her the Eyrie. She was awestruck by the sheer height of it all, and even more so by the ‘elevator’ system inside. He recalled how she begged to hear the story of how the Eyrie was found. He explained it faithfully as the story was one familiar to him.
 
   It started long ago with the Father of the First… While a youth and acting as cabin-boy to Christopher Columbus, the Father of the first Phantom left the admiral’s ship to explore the New World.
 
   In search of a golden city, the cabin boy Kit and his Indian friend named Caribo roamed around the New World that would later become known as Central and North America; and eventually found a flat-topped peak in the desert, called a mesa. On top of this, they made a home they called the Eyrie, after an eagle’s nest that they spotted on the side of the rocky face. That was in 1497. 
 
   Lost to the Father of the First’s son, it wasn’t until his grandson, the second Phantom, was born that the Eyrie was ‘discovered’ anew. The Second plagued his father with details of the Eyrie that existed in the New World, but having never been there, his father’s details were sketchy at best and were used as a bedtime story more than as a history lesson. 
 
   But to young Kit, it was one of his favorite bedtime stories and as a man it became an obsession with him. 
 
   So it was that with the untimely death of his first love, the grieving Second set out to forget his immediate past and instead search out his heritage. He ended up searching out the Eyrie as part of his endeavors to understand his own place in the world. 
 
   The trail was an elusive one that began from the old world and ended with him following a twisted road that nearly cost him his life. 
 
   But find it he did, and among what he found was not just a simple rock tower but a working stone edifice complete with a defendable well and a secured getaway in the midst of a formidable desert people that considered the man and his home sacred.
 
   In his later writings, in hopes that one day his son or possibly some grandson may wish to follow in his footsteps, he wrote the directions to get to the elusive place. 
 
   The Phantom chuckled as he remembered the longhand script that the Second had written:“For the trail to the Eyrie is a formidable one, cursed with raging rapids that cross desert land filled with all manner of vicious flora and fauna that poke, bite, sting and try to strip the very flesh from your bones. If you succeed to make it to the land of the Navajo, show your belt and rings and then they will direct you via the North Star past the three sisters, second to the right. From there continue on straight till morning to where the sun rises above the desert floor. There the mesa stands as a monument of right in this world of evil...” 
 
    
 
   It was dusk as Kit Walker approached the mesa that bore his name: Walker’s Table. Rarely did he arrive during the daylight hours. Mostly he arrived at dusk or in the night to keep the location as secret as possible, but partly in reverence to his ancestors directions of following the North Star. 
 
   But this time he knew he was being watched and made certain that those that watched him believed him to be unaware of them. He grinned to himself upon entering the naturally hollowed column of rock, and as he climbed into the hanging platform the Phantom marveled once again at the engineering feat that his ancestors accomplished in building the elevator within the well that allowed him to be hoisted effortlessly to the top of the mesa.  
 
   There, he checked the dome, moving from area to area within it, analyzing each segment to determine if anything was missing. Within moments Kit had found nothing moved and nothing changed. The pirates hadn’t arrived yet. 
 
   Relaxing he made himself a good meal of the rations that he kept there, and taking a short nap, waited for night to fall.
 
   When he woke, he found that it was finally night.
 
   Killing the lights he opened the sealed outside door. The crisp air of the cool night engulfed him. The heat of the desert day had dissipated, through the replacement of sun to moon. With only a small sliver of the moon showing, the night stars popped out of the velvet black background of the night. Kit marveled in the night sky. Very few other places in the world allowed such a clear and crisp celestial vision. He drank it in and then got down to work.
 
   Kit had long since shed his trench coat and stood in his dark jungle attire, a shadow among the night. Slowly he walked the perimeter of the mesa top, as he searched the landscape around him for the tell-tale sign of human activity. He was positive now that he was followed and only searched for the confirmation of conviction. He recognized that the only way to catch the whole pirate gang was to let them find whatever they were after.  
 
   Having moved back to the door, he opened it and closed it again, using its shadow to dive down into the darker shadow of a nearby rock outcropping. There he waited, having realized that if the pirates were watching the top of the mesa, they would be watching the doorway side of the mesa rather than anywhere else. There in the shadows he settled in with a patience that could only be taught in the jungle. 
 
   It was not less than a few minutes later that he caught the first glimpse of light reflecting off of something in the distance. He watched the spot for another hour during which time he caught the glimpse twice more. With confirmation enough that he had been followed and spied on, he stealthily made his way back into the mesa where he rested from his labors. He had a busy day coming up and wanted all of his strength for what awaited.
 
   In the morning the Phantom woke well rested and ready for the day. He donned his Walker attire and arriving at the base of the mesa, made his way to where he hid his jeep. Then driving off he returned to his small Cessna. Taking off from the hidden runway, he flew back to Albuquerque, New Mexico and returned to the International airport. There he purchased his ticket for Paris International CDG airport, in route to Bangalla. He knew the flight plans well, and arrived with just enough time to easily make the boarding call. 
 
   Once again he entered the gates and then the jet as the Air-Marshal persona that he used, and having checked in with the captain, waited until all the passengers were on the flight. 
 
   As the last of the luggage was loaded and the Cater Air International food service lift pulled away, the jet was finally cleared to leave and slowly taxied away from the terminal. 
 
   As the great jet took to the air the same mechanic from before whipped out his phone and reported the departure of the Phantom. 
 
   As the mechanic closed his phone, he pulled out the SIM card and snapped it in half. Then he dropped the phone to the ground and stomped on it as he walked away. The Phantom saw it all and chuckled to himself as he left the air food service lift.
 
    
 
   That night the Phantom once again returned to the Eyrie. As he arrived at the door at the base of the Eyrie he found it slightly ajar and instantly knew he was too late to stop them from taking whatever it was that they had wanted. Climbing up into the mesa he quickly looked around. 
 
   His photographic memory supplied him with a print of where each item was located and whether or not it had been touched, moved or removed. Though a few items had been picked up and replaced, the only thing missing from the Eyrie was a replica of a painting of the Father of the First. 
 
   The original painting had been removed by the Third when he followed his father’s instructions and found the Eyrie. The Third then brought it back to Bangalla to be placed in the main hall in a prominent placement. There it served him as a reminder of the legacy that was his. 
 
   The painting itself is one of the Father of the First as he would have appeared as a mighty merchant man. 
 
   It was so well done, that Kit had only recently had a color copy of the painting made to replace that which was originally taken from the Eyrie. 
 
   Now the replica was gone. In its place was a note that was tacked to the wall. 
 
   Written in lipstick it simply said, “Sorry you missed me.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38
 
    
 
   Upon return to Bangalla, the Phantom immediately took his torch deep into his cave home, to the area of the great hall. There, the painting of the Father of the First hung lifelike before him. 
 
   The Phantom studied his face, comparing it with his own. The oil was made of the Father of the First, at a time when he was in the height of his career. A merchantman, he was one of the original adventurers, having been the first of Columbus’ crew to set foot on the mainland that is now known as North America. That was a matter of fact as laid out in the chronicles, yet all that did was raise questions.
 
   Why was he allowed to be left behind? How did he return? Who was he? How did he become the successful merchantman that he obviously was? Why did he come out here to Bangalla; an area well beyond the normal trading routes of that day?
 
   More questions. 
 
   The painting showed him as he might have dressed on the way to court to meet the King. The clothes were clothes of finery, the leggings of blues and purples. Around his neck was a gold coin on a chain. Not just any gold coin… the gold coin. The death’s head clearly evident; the coin large and thick. ‘Funny how you never notice the obvious until it is thrust at you. I must have seen this painting a thousand times, with that coin around his neck, yet I never thought twice about the coin.’
 
   Looking closer Kit realized the coin had writing on its edge, painted in gold—thus making it nearly invisible to the naked eye. It appeared to be but one word, “Ámona”. Kit filed it as something to look up later. Moving on he took in other areas of the painting. 
 
   There were the rings. ‘Were the rings that old?’ His own rings were so familiar to him now that they were simply considered a part of his life. Only now that he was without them did they really become more than they ever were alone. His mind had always just assumed the Father of the First would be painted with them, as every phantom carried them, but, as he reminded himself, ‘The Father of the First was before the phantom line.’
 
   Then there was the rapier that he lightly leaned upon, the point thrust into the map of the Caribbean. A rather crudely drawn map, but a true map all the same. ‘Who drew that map?’ The map itself made to resemble a burned parchment that would have likely been used by buccaneers. It was the area where the Father of the First had wandered from Columbus’ ship into the unknown… suddenly the Phantom halted. ‘The map…’ he thought to himself, ‘the Black Widow said there was a map…’ 
 
   Kit studied it a bit more closely. As he peered closer at the map he found the tip of the rapier touched down between modern day islands of Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico; upon what looked like the western edge of a small lima bean shaped island. No names were written on the map, just the crude outlines of the islands. 
 
   ‘Well, now I know where she plans to go…I’ve found the map. Now what about the scroll…?’ The painting showed no scroll, nor anything resembling a scroll, unless one considered the burned parchment as such. But the very term scroll suggests it rolls up, and the painting of the burned parchment certainly did not and would not.
 
   Leaving that minor mystery, having had studied the painting, the Phantom moved to the library. 
 
   There he placed his torch in the open hall hook that was made for such an occasion. He turned to the bookcases that walled the room and walked over to the shelf where the First had his volumes. However, he passed the First’s and moved instead to where the last volume of the First’s chronicle ended and the first volume of the Second’s chronicle began. He pulled down the first chronicle of the Second Phantom. 
 
   Settling back into his favorite reading desk under the torch light he laid out the book. He kept all the volumes well dusted, yet as he opened the vellum tome, the air of antiquity filled his lungs.
 
   The Second began his narrative with his birth date “having been born under the Oath of the Phantom on the 28th of May in the year 1548.”
 
   Kit already knew somewhat concerning his ancestor, the Second. He was the son of the first Phantom, father of the boy who played Juliet (in Shakespeare’s opening performance of his newly written Romeo and Juliet) for whom he traveled to London to retrieve in 1602. 
 
   Kit also remembered reading that the Second was married thrice; the first time with Christopher Columbus' granddaughter, Marabella, who died in premature childbirth. The grief of such great loss of both his wife and the child had nearly ruined the mighty man, which drove him to try to forget his immediate past and search out his legacy instead. Kit empathized with him all too well.
 
   Kit searched for the passage and read the story again. And what a story it was! 
 
   Partially as an attempt to leave his grief behind, the Second had left on a quest to follow his grandfather’s trail and along the way found himself in the wilds of the Amazon.  There along the banks of the Amazon River, a great cat came across the spoor of the Second and deciding it could take him on, began to stalk him. 
 
   Unknown to the man or cat, another followed them both. The one that followed was no other than the princess of the Amazons; a tribe first discovered by Francisco de Orellana and Friar Gaspar de Carajal on June 24, 1542 as described on parchment.  
 
   She had seen both the man and cat and having dealt with the pale skins before, had in mind to dispatch them both, but decided instead to wait and watch to see which of the two would survive the upcoming conflict. 
 
   The decision was based on emotion, though she would never have admitted to it; for when she originally saw the fair, well muscled man, she felt something within her stir. It might have been mere curiosity at first, more than anything else, but when she saw the great cat had begun to track the man, she decided she would be there to see the end result of the battle.
 
   In her heart, she knew what the outcome would be and was disappointed that such a specimen of a man should be wasted thus, but men were for mating and nothing more, so if one more died though natural selection, so be it. 
 
   As the great cat set to pounce, the man finally seemed to notice it. Instead of running, he twirled and stood his ground. With eyes locked they stood facing one another; the cat with claws extended, teeth protruding, muscles coiled… the man bare handed, and standing erect; the epitome of casualness. 
 
   Then the great cat sprung. The two bodies collided as the cat slammed into the man, and surprise of surprises… even as the man fell to the ground under the cat’s sinuous body his mighty arms encircled the great beast’s neck. He had caught the cat!  
 
   That was something the great cat had not encountered before, and instinct alone told the cat that anything that had its neck should be dispatched or left alone. The cat fought to free itself, and as it pulled away to try to get at the man’s throat, the man did the unthinkable. As the cat struggled free the man grabbed its tail… and as the cat swung its head around to bite the arm that held its tail, swinging his mighty arm back the man slammed his great fist into the cat’s head. The cat took it in a daze, and staggered backward. 
 
   Then shaking its mighty head, it tried again, and again the man slammed its head with his mighty fist. Again and again the cat tried to break free, finally deciding that it would rather lose its tail than receive another blow. 
 
   Screaming, it finally tore free and leaping away in a daze, it landed hard, but shakily got to its feet and attempted to jump again. However it instead fell to the ground dead, its brain having hemorrhaged; leaving the man mostly unscathed, a short ways behind.
 
   The princess couldn’t believe her eyes! Bare-handed that man had killed the great beast of the forest. The whole of the battle had so consumed her attention that she failed to realize that the band of one of the more insolent neighboring tribes had come upon her. 
 
   Suddenly fearing they were after the man, she decided that she would try to save him. She called out to them and showed herself, demanding their respect. But the tribe knew nothing of the man and believing she was alone in the woods (and being jealous to do away with the Amazon princess) had decided to kill the unprotected girl. 
 
   The girl again demanded their respect and called them to drop to their knees, but the men only sneered and with weapons raised, came on. Suddenly she realized that she was in danger and quickly retreated, as she had no other choice. However, the only path available to her lead to the edge of the piranha waters, waters which meant only death to those that were foolish enough to venture within. Seeking a new way out, she tripped upon an outward root and fell. As she did so a cry escaped her lips. 
 
   As the men heard the cry, they smiled their wicked smiles and taking their time, slowly advanced. They knew she was theirs. It was cowardly but now it was a sport and they savored the game. 
 
   As the men encircled her, the princess knew she was done for and dug in her heels for the final battle which would surely be her last. 
 
    
 
   Elsewhere in the jungle the cry was heard by another. The Second, having dispatched the great cat, now caught his breath and focused on the new sound. ‘A woman? In distress?’ He couldn’t believe his ears. The Second was the type of male that could never allow a woman to be in distress while he was able to help. So leaving the great beast behind, he ran toward the sound of the woman in distress.
 
   As he neared he came across the first of the tribesmen. The man was just as surprised at seeing the fair-skinned man as the young Phantom was at seeing the man, yet the Second had one major advantage: his surprise didn’t slow him down. Quite the opposite, he was already on an adrenaline rush from the great cat and the extra boost only made him faster, stronger and more alert. 
 
   Jumping into the midst of the men, it was as if time had slowed down for him. The man with the spear suddenly found himself knocked back into another with an equally level spear, the force of the impact so hard against him that he found himself impaled upon the pike of his fellow tribesman. He was a dead man anyway, having had suffered a collapsed lung from the blow as the Second caved in his chest with that mighty punch. 
 
   Dodging around the next thrust from a nearby tribesman the Phantom bowled over another man, and in doing so, stepped onto his head, crushing him into the ground.  
 
   As yet another spear hurled in his direction, he caught the device and using it as a baton, swung it around and took out a third, fourth and fifth with the sharp end of the weapon, slicing as he did so. 
 
   Jumping, thrusting, dodging, twisting, hitting, kicking… winning. In a very short time the entire group was down with few survivors and only the Phantom and the Amazon princess left standing. 
 
   The girl’s eyes opened wide as she scanned the carnage of what was to be her end as it lay before her. She felt obligated to repay him, and more so, wanted him as her mate to bring a new warrior girl into this life and into her tribe. But as she looked on at the young Phantom she realized he wasn’t even breathing hard. ‘Surely this is not mere man,’ she reasoned. ‘This must be a God!’ 
 
   As unknown emotions filled her breast she tried to reason her way back to reality. ‘If this was a God, and he definitely appeared to be one, then didn’t she deserve to have child with him? Because whether he was man or more, he was a warrior; and would father the greatest warrior daughter ever, worthy of the crown!’ 
 
    As the man helped the girl he also found in her something he had never believed he could feel again. Shortly, the two were mated, according to the simple customs of the tribe. The man was allowed to stay and learn their language during the pregnancy and by custom was to be rewarded with great wealth if the child was born a girl.  But woe unto the man that fathered a son, for both were immediately dispatched, having failed to provide the heiress. 
 
   The day finally arrived and fearing the result, the princess took the man to the sacred site to await the warrior pains that marked the arrival of the new child. In due time the child was born, with the Second on the receiving end of the birth. As the babe was born the Second glowered in pride!
 
   “Can I see her?” asked the mother, princess of the matriarchal order of the Amazons. 
 
   “Yes, you can see him,” replied the exuberant father, the Second of the Phantom line. His countenance beamed as he held up the boy, “Xena, allow me to introduce to you our son, Kit, the Third of the Phantom line.” 
 
   “NO!” she screamed. “Why would you do this to me? Was I not good enough for you? How could you give me a son? I loved you,” she sobbed. Then realizing what she said, she also realized she meant it. Amending her last words she repeated, “I love you!”
 
   “I love you too…” began the Phantom.
 
   “But, you cannot stay,” interrupted the girl. “They would kill you! Kill you and our son. I can’t let them.”
 
   “What?” demanded the Phantom. “I have saved you and your village many times over, and you believe they would kill me and this innocent child?”
 
   “They would kill you and the child… and then kill me… because I would try to defend you.”
 
   “Don’t you recognize that this son of ours would be the greatest warrior ever born?” Instead of an answer Xena broke down and cried. Furious the Second shouted, “Then we shall all die together!”
 
   “No, Kit! I can’t bear to see you die, my god made man. Please take the child and go.”
 
   “I will not!”
 
   “You must! Here, take this necklace, and find a nearby village. Buy a mother tapir that has child and use its milk for this my baby. But first let me give him suck, that he may know his mother.”
 
   “I will not leave!”
 
    
 
   But eventually she made him see her reason. So it was with heavy heart that the Second left with his new son, Kit, in search of a tapir. Angry, hurt, and done with women, he picked up his quest once again in search of his legacy; in search of the Eyrie, otherwise known as Walker’s Table.
 
    Once he had reclaimed the Eyrie, he returned to England to his grandfather’s estates in Whitby and there met a commoner Englishwoman named Anne that was once widowed herself and being barren by nature found room enough in her heart to raise young Kit as her own. 
 
   It took him many years to eventually ask for her hand in marriage, deciding that he needed a mother for his son, and together they moved back to the deep Woods… but he never forgot the Indian princess of the Amazons.
 
    
 
   Kit read on and on about the Second. By the end of the day the Phantom had scoured the several volumes of vellum of the chronicle of the Second. He finished the account of the Second with the great Phantom’s death by Barbary pirates. ‘What a man,’ he thought to himself, ‘to be born into such a legacy’. Unfortunately, nowhere in his search of the First’s chronicles did he remember reading the word, ‘Ámona’ as written across the edge of the coin, nor had he found anything in the current chronicle of the Second.
 
   However, all was not for naught, as he found instead a reference to the rings that were avowed the First by his father, a story that the First used to tell as a bedtime story to the Second when he was but a small boy, which read in part, “which rings were avowed to be given him one day…beside the hallowed grave at the top of the 199 wooden steps, of the which lead to theRegenfrith Monastery on the cliff… by the olde parish church at the top… back in the land of his inheritance… in the coastal towne of Whitby.” 
 
   ‘Whitby…’ thought the Phantom, ‘There was something recent I had seen about Whitby… some sort of article.’ Kit pondered it for a moment before his infallible photographic memory gave him the answer. It was the second story headline on the newspaper about the cursed treasure he had read in Paris. ‘Ah, yes. The guard that was found dead in a desecrated grave. I wonder whose grave it was? Oh well,’ thought Kit, having solved that mystery a bit, ‘time to find out about Ámona.’
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39
 
    
 
   “Ámona!” Called out the hired captain, using the old Taìno Indian name for the island. “There’s the island of Mona!” he cried out pointing to the dark shape in the distance; following up the old name with the new. The call came as a much wanted and needed exclamation after the 3 hour boat ride. “But we’re not there yet. We still’s got some rough water to pass, so I’s suggest youse hold onto yer hats!” The warning was warranted as there were still moments of bucking wave action that seemed determined to drop them into the brink. Many of the six men looked sea sick.
 
   As the boat finally pushed past the reefs into the beaching area, the old hired captain said to Stripes, “It’s safe now to send someone over to pull the boat up on shore.”
 
   Stripes nodded his head that he understood and turning to the man closest to him, he handed him the tow line, and pushed the younger man out of the boat into the swirling water. The man tripped as his feet hit the sandy bottom and he momentarily fell dunking himself under. Yet he held onto the tow line and with much effort, made for shore. 
 
   Others shortly joined him… on command from Stripes, many of them wanting to get out of the boat as quickly as possible anyway. Together they dragged the boat and occupants with them while Stripes barked commands from his comparatively dry seat. 
 
   “Check out that sea!” exclaimed the captain after they had landed. No one even looked up. Had anyone bothered to look and been compelled to care, the last rays of the sun ignited the sea with pastels that would have made a bridesmaid flush with envy. 
 
   Instead, as the men carried their gear from the boat to the higher shore, one of them stumbled over a dark rock that protruded up from the sandy shore. Cursing he complained, “Why did we have to travel at night? I can’t see a blasted thing!”
 
   The others grunted their assent. 
 
   Their travel at dusk was for reasons of stealth, not safety; not that Stripes would have cared for the safety of his crew, aside from his own selfish reasons.
 
   However, had any of them studied the way the water of the strait flowed, they would have by choice travelled later. The reason was a simple one. Strong currents and heavy wave action develop during the day light hours make it difficult to traverse the passage. The only truly safe time to cross the channel is in the late night hours, from midnight to sunup. 
 
   It was with welcome relief that the old captain left them as he headed back to the big island. His only concern was that he had to return shortly with two others. A man and a woman; and as all seamen know, woman are bad luck when it comes to ships.
 
    
 
   Christopher Columbus first encountered Mona Island, called Ámona by the Taìnos who lived there, on his second voyage to the New World on a trip between Puerto Rico and Hispaniola in 1493. The rugged island lies 45 miles west of Puerto Rico, but largely remains untouched as strong currents, high waves, and numerous sharks make the Mona Passage one of the most dangerous waterways in the world. 
 
   Its beaches, some 5 miles in total length, are whiter than those of Puerto Rico. Often compared to Galápagos, Mona Island teems with animals, some endemic, such as the Mona Iguana which is considered the most spectacular single form of life on the island. Found nowhere else in the world, it attains four feet in length but is harmless. Their nests consist of a tunnel burrowed into the soil, which are commonly found on the coastal plain. 
 
   Even the water is crystal clear, teeming with fish with over 270 species and in the wintertime the waters are frequented by humpback whales, usually several at a time with their young. Year-round sea turtles, dolphins and marlins frequent the coast. With so many available food sources, sharks abound there as well.
 
   From the sandy beach begins a coastal forest which changes into a highland forest as the plateau rises. Finally on the plateau base it turns into low scrub trees and cacti. 
 
   Outside of the sandy shoreline, the native mammals of Mona Island are two species of bats; one of which feeds on fish. It is presumed that in the past their population was greater than the present due to the great amounts of guano (odorless excrement that is used as a fertilizer or gunpowder ingredient due to its high levels of phosphorus and nitrogen) which was regularly mined throughout the centuries. 
 
   Throughout, the terrain is rough and the ground is sharp-edged and pockmarked with sinkholes both small and large.  The pockmarked landscape is largely due to constant corrosion of the surface, called karstification, the result of acidic water acting on soluble limestone creating dolomite rock: a solid crystallized form of limestone. Yet, while it is difficult for humans to walk on karst, the native iguanas, and less native feral goats and pigs are surefooted upon the island. The latter two having been introduced by Spaniards to reproduce and supply food for seafarers. 
 
   It was the goats that first noticed the boat landing as the six strong men hauled their gear up the beach in search of a late-night campsite.
 
    
 
   Two days later the captain returned with the man and the woman. The man largely altogether ignored him but the woman was another story. She was quite the good looker and though he tried to talk small talk with her during their 3 hour tour, she seemed more inclined to ignore him unless she wanted information. To that end he was more than willing to talk. He knew all about the island, its history, its plant and animal life and its many natural wonders. The man found it easy to talk, prodded on by her questioning. 
 
    
 
   As the pair was arriving at the island, the Phantom prepared to leave Boquerón, Puerto Rico. The man he commissioned to take him across the channel seemed all too fine with the midnight excursion explaining that he preferred being safe than dead.  A few hours later he was well on his way to the island. 
 
   “When we get there, where would you like to land?” asked the owner of the small craft. “There are two landing sites that are considered the best,” he added. “There’s that of Pájaros, which in the southwest… or Sardinera in the west, which is closer to the management office.”
 
   “Where are the oldest ruins on the island?” countered Kit, his fedora whipping in the wind.
 
   “Ah! You’re talking about the old remains from the Taìno village visited by both Columbus and Ponce de León. That’s Sardinera. Yes, they are still to be found.” The man settled in as he spoke of the place, “Among those remains you will find what appear to be Taìno inscriptions, some pictographs and petroglyphs. There are even some old skeletons.”
 
   “Skeletons?” repeated Kit. 
 
   “Yes, skeletons, and other relics.” 
 
   “What about old forts, or stone buildings?” inquired Kit.
 
   “Well, along with the ruins you can find stone walls, graves, and old trails. Even some old forts.”
 
   “What about caves?”
 
   “Caves? Well there are more than 700 caves on that island. Two right near where you’re going. Cueva Negra and Cueva del Aqua.” 
 
   “Sounds perfect,” replied the Phantom
 
   “Yes. You could say that... You are into the old stuff, eh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well then the Taìno village it is! And not too far away, and due east as the crow flies, are the ruins of an old Taìno ball court.  Now, you’re in for a treat, but I see you didn’t pack much of anything. There isn’t much water out there and I have plenty here in the boat.”
 
   “I see. And what does this water cost?”
 
   “Not too much. I run a fair operation here…”
 
    
 
   The trio arrived a bit after midnight local time. The captain of the small boat knew where he had dropped off the last group and upon arrival found them camped out not far from that spot. 
 
   “Well, I hope you enjoyed the ride. If you would be so kind as to pay an old man for his efforts.” He had already been paid by the first group but there was never a moment lost on the old captain to try to double his money. As he watched the younger man fish inside his coat, the captain thought to himself that maybe it wasn’t so unlucky to have a woman in the boat. Then Les whipped out his gun. 
 
   “Wh…What is this?” he stammered. 
 
   “Payment,” Les simply stated. The old man didn’t even have time to respond as the first bullet collapsed his lung and the second entered his heart. 
 
   Stripes woke to the sound of the pistol firing and hurried over to join them at the edge of the beach. He walked over to the body of the captain, and after a moment, kicked some sand on top of it with his foot.  “Les, Lady Heloise, its good to see you,” he said with his perpetual sneer.
 
   Les returned, “Not so much on my part, Stripes. I think you played your last role a bit too well, back there in Costa Rica. And you killed John.”
 
   “I hated John.”
 
   “I don’t care. And if I ever catch you grabbing my wife’s butt again…”
 
   “Oh did that bother you? I understood you wanted it to look real?”
 
   “I will…” began Les.
 
   “Stop bickering boys,” interjected the Black Widow, ignoring Stripes’ use of her real name as she stripped down to her bikini top and a sarong. “I’m tired and need some sleep. Where are our hammocks?”
 
   As they approached their hammocks which Stripes had suspended in Sea Grape trees along the beach they were astonished to run across their first denizen of the place; a large, hissing, 4 foot long iguana.  
 
   “Look at that thing!” Les whispered in awe at the size of the beast as Les pulled out his own pistol.
 
   “Put that away,” commanded the Black Widow. “The old chap said they were harmless.”
 
    As the trio stopped, the iguana moved on, looking for a better place to dig a hole and nest for the night.
 
   “Well, there’s been too much excitement for this girl. I can’t wait to get some sleep,” said the Black Widow, while stifling a yawn.
 
   “Good luck at that,” replied Stripes. “From what I have heard, these noisy birds and frogs sing 24/7.”
 
   “I don’t hear anything,” countered Les.
 
   “Just wait until we stop talking. They come out in full song then. Well, good night,” Stripes sarcastically wished them. Then added, “And good luck getting any sleep.”
 
    
 
    As the small craft passed the airstrip just east of Punta Toro, the guide pointed out the light of the fire of the pirate crew.  “Looks like you aren’t alone on this island, my friend. This isn’t part of your group?”
 
   The Phantom shook his head. “I’m alone this trip,” he replied.
 
   “Well, you’ll surely run across them at some point. There are sometimes up to 50 different individuals here at one time… whether or not in groups.”
 
   The Phantom looked on with hidden apprehension. He suspected he knew who was camping there. “Are we close to the village?” he asked.
 
   “Very close. We’re passing Punta Toro now and in a few moments we will be passing Punta Oeste and then we’ll land at Playa Sardinera.”
 
   The Phantom nodded and let his eyes watch the campfire as it slowly disappeared from view.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
   As the pirates slept, the Phantom removed his Kit attire and uncovered the less cumbersome Phantom attire. Stowing the clothes under the first loose stones of the south wall near the Taìno village, he pulled out his flashlight. The lens cap on it was red, casting a glow that was difficult to see from a distance, but provided ample light to the sharp eyes of the Phantom. 
 
   Quickly he made his way to where the pirates were sleeping. There he counted their number, eight in all, and memorized every face he could see. Only when he came across Les did he register any surprise. Suddenly it all became very clear. 
 
   ‘A fine piece of manipulation,’ he thought to himself. 
 
   Having assured himself that he went unnoticed, he retreated to a safe distance and considered his surroundings. ‘If there were treasure hidden somewhere on this island, it would make the most sense to keep it close to the shore. Preferably where one could simply row right up to the cave. Additionally,’ he continued his reasoning, ‘it should remain hidden from view… so perhaps in a cave that could only be accessed at low tide. Although with so many caves to choose from, I doubt that it would make much of a difference. Still, its worth checking out the low tide cave system first.’ 
 
   As low tide was still several hours away, the Phantom moved on and scouted the immediate area around him. To the south he came across an old abandoned well, and near to it an old unused airstrip. Along the way, he found himself a place to sleep, well hidden from the pirates that lay so close to where he landed. 
 
   Moving his water into his new lair, he took one last look at his cavernous surroundings and promptly fell asleep.
 
    
 
   The morning light brought movement into the pirate camp. The Black Widow woke with a full agenda for everyone. Immediately following breakfast she turned her men loose to work in pairs across the island. 
 
   Two headed off in the direction of the lighthouse on the far southeastern side of the island starting at Punta los Ingleses while another two headed for the Taìno ball courts: the one near the center of the island, la Bajura, and the one far to the east called el Corral. Stripes and Patches opted to head north along the west coast towards Cueva el Gato.
 
   Finally it was down to Les and Lady Heloise, otherwise known as the Black Widow. 
 
   “Les, let’s stroll over to the old Taìno village and see what can be seen. “From the map, I rather suspect the treasure will be buried on this side of the island, rather than the other side, but I’ll let Stripes have his fun. If he wants to send his men scurrying all over the island for a day, so be it,” she said placing the blame on Stripes rather than herself.
 
   “Normally I wouldn’t agree with anything Stripes plans, but for once I agree. It is nice to just be alone with you.”
 
   “Why do you hate him so, dear?”
 
   “I just do… and mark my words, once we find the treasure, Stripes is finished.”
 
   “Oh don’t be so dramatic darling. Now, where shall we start?”
 
   “How about in the shade…”
 
    
 
   Many hours later the men returned. The first pair found a cave with a 60 step stone staircase. Long before, a narrow gauge track was laid leading along the beach and up into a cave which had once been used for guano mining. An opening had been cut through the roof of the cave to the plateau. Later it was used as a more direct means to haul pieces of the framework from which the lighthouse was constructed.
 
   The second pair found near Cueva de Aleman the foundation of a ranch, and nearby, just east of the ranch, a hollowed out boulder. Though promising, they discovered no symbols nearby and much less treasure.
 
   Stripes and Patches passed the old Taìno village and explored Cueva el Capitan. The trail they followed had them pass through the outskirts of an old mahogany plantation. They continued north until they reached Cabo Barrionuevo and then headed back having found nothing.
 
    As the day wound down, so did the pirates, having spent way too much time in the heat and sun. 
 
    
 
   The Phantom enjoyed a long sound sleep throughout the heat of the day. 
 
   His dreams took him back to when he was but a child and his father showed him the way to the Jungle Patrol headquarters. The Phantom held several titles around the world, and one of them was the Unknown Commander in charge of the greatest military minds of the planet: the Jungle Patrol. 
 
   The Jungle Patrol was formed in 1664 by the 6th Phantom. A paramilitary operation whose formation took part after the 6th Phantom had defeated the pirate leader Redbeard and his three lieutenants, Black Bart, Salla, and Crusher in their pirate city, Sanloi. After his victory over Redbeard, the Phantom became the leader of all pirates of Sanloi. With Redbeard as his right hand man, he ordered the same to pick out 100 loyal men, to help him imprison the other pirates. With the 100 men in place, the plan succeeded, and thus the Jungle Patrol was formed. Throughout the years, the Patrol expanded, always with the Phantom at its head. The pirates eventually were replaced with the best military men the world had to offer and slowly the  original band of pirates succumbed to an elite patrol whose name was virtually unknown. 
 
   When the Patrol was infiltrated by a Singh Pirate and killed the 14th Phantom, the 15th decided that the Patrol’s commander could operate incognito. As a result, the Phantom took over the guise of the Unknown Commander, the head of the greatest military group the planet had ever seen. No longer did it just encompass the shores and jungles of Africa and India, but it covered the world.  
 
   Still, its headquarters and training area remains in the Bangallan outskirts, near a condemned old well.
 
   There Kit and his father had traveled at night, hiding from the very people that they commanded, escaping detection from the most prolific of men. The purpose for the excursion was to deliver a final note. Leaving young Kit behind with the horse, the Unknown Commander had climbed down into the dark abandoned well. Anxiously Kit awaited his father, who just as quickly as he disappeared, reappeared, smiling; note delivered, tension gone.
 
    
 
   As the shadows lengthened he woke and realized that he was no longer in the dream. The Phantom began to get ready for his nightly excursion. 
 
   The tides were already turning but he wasn’t too concerned about it. For the dream had given him a thought; and whether it came to him as divine intervention through his forefathers or whether it was just an undigested bit of chicken, he decided to give it some merit. 
 
   Working quietly but quickly he retraced his steps to the old abandoned well. There he examined the outer edge for that key that would prove his hunch was correct. He especially took care as the well was not all that far from where the pirates had camped. Playing his red light over the outer lip he shortly found the symbol of the two crossed swords. 
 
   Grunting assent to himself, he quickly surveyed the scene, and having assured himself he was unseen, he vaulted over the lip. It was a rather tight fit but just big enough to be used as a walled staircase to one trained to climb such. So down he climbed, finding a toe hold here and a finger hold there, his small light held clamped in his mouth between his teeth.
 
   A full sixteen feet underground he found it, the second good symbol of the Phantom: the crossed sabers. He stopped and stared at it. ‘Who had left this here? The Second?’
 
   The Phantom looked closer at the wall and saw that it was roughly filled in with stone, in the outline of a door. Working his way to the slight protruding lip of the entranceway, he pushed on the symbol. Immediately the stone wall gave way, sliding inward with a slight groan that he hoped was not heard above. 
 
   As the stone moved, it revealed an open passageway; one that started out man-made and ended up part of the natural cave system. Quickly he scoured the path with his light and having assured himself that there were not any traps he cautiously moved into it.  
 
   As he scanned the passageway, he found himself in what could only be described as an extensive underground fortress; part man-made and part natural. The passageway came out into a natural underground amphitheatre. Though a bit small, the circular room held five doorways beyond the passageway in which he stood; all of which were open. 
 
   Four of them led into large connecting chambers while the last doorway opened into a natural cavern that was set well below the rest of the others. 
 
   The other chambers he left to be explored at a later time and focused his attention on the fifth one instead. 
 
   The chamber itself was a bit of a peculiarity in that it appeared to be a natural sinkhole, with near vertical sides that seemed to extend to the very crust of earth above it. From the door, a long stone staircase angled down and ended well below the natural waterline of the tide flow. It was currently high tide outside, and though the water was stayed, a former high tide mark could be seen some seventeen feet above the island, just below the height of the doorway. But what really caught the Phantom’s attention was on a small island in the middle of the well. There on the island at the base of the cavern sat a pile of wealth that seemed immeasurable,
 
   A common man might have rushed forward but the Phantom was more cautious. Looking up the Phantom searched the doorframe for a simple symbol. Shortly he found it. The Phantom’s own death’s head. 
 
   With the death’s head symbol found, the Phantom decided it was worth his time to come back another time… perhaps in the daylight, as he suspected that the noise of the well door might have awoken some of the pirates. Additionally he felt that the chamber held more than it appeared at first glance. With perhaps even a means in from the side through a low tide cave system that might be visible in the light of day. Hence, leaving the treasure behind, he made his way back up the passageway to the top of the old abandoned well. 
 
   The climb was not an arduous one and shortly he pulled himself over the final stonework.
 
   As he did so, a pistol pointed at his face. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41
 
    
 
   The yellow-crowned night heron had kept still as the men approached the old well. As they neared its roosting spot, it flew off in a flutter of wings, crying out as it sought escape from the unknown danger it assumed the men possessed. It assumed correctly.
 
   Gathering around the top of the well, hidden from sight from the Phantom below, the men waited impatiently for the Phantom to return. Ever since Les discovered his clothing hidden in the old wall by the Taìno village he knew it was just a matter of time before they would find the man. So he arranged to have the men sleep as normal, posting himself and Stripes as lookout on the assumption the Phantom would materialize. Stripes had grumbled about the lack of sleep as Les had hoped, but in the end, Les’ assumption paid off.
 
   As the Phantom’s head popped up, Stripes cocked his weapon. 
 
   “We meet again, Phantom,” Stripes said as he greeted the Phantom with his pistol aimed at his head.
 
   “Stripes. So good to see you again,” replied the Phantom. “I assume you are here to help me out of this hole?”
 
   “Not quite. In fact, I was looking to join youse down there…seeing as how it looks so comfy and all. But first, we need to get youse out and all chained up, see. Can’t be having youse run off on us, or disappearing or nothing.”
 
   “I see your logic, Stripes,” replied the Phantom. “As you wish.” The Phantom immediately hoisted himself out of the cave and looked around for the girl. Not seeing her, he allowed the seven men to surround him and place chains upon his arms. “So, where is the Black Widow?” he casually asked as they chained him up.
 
   “Don’t youse be fretting about that. She knows how to stay hidden to keep the rings to herself.”
 
   “I see,” said the Phantom. “Very clever.”
 
    “Stripes, Shut up!” spoke Les angrily. “You speak way too much for a man of your intellect.”
 
   “See! She’s not the only clever one.” Stripes responded, grinning, as he had raised Les’ ire.
 
   “Phantom,” Les pleaded with him, “Just hit him. Hit him hard.”
 
   “Oh, I will,” promised the Phantom. “But let me get my rings back first. I’m told it stings more that way.”
 
   “I’ll sting you!” Stripes responded as he brought down his pistol hilt hard against the Phantom’s head.
 
    
 
   Shortly the Phantom recovered and found himself tied up. ‘I’ve got to stop antagonizing him,’ he thought to himself, ‘All it’s doing is giving me a headache.’ Then he repented of the thought and laughing aloud thought to himself, ‘Nah. It’s too much fun to stop.’
 
   The laughter didn’t help Stripes’ mood any. Barking out orders, Stripes had the Phantom quickly dragged off down the trail to the edge of one of the many deep drops created by collapsed cave roofs into the dark waters below.
 
   There, while they covered him with weapons drawn, they tied his hands and feet.
 
   As he lay there, breathing a bit laboriously, having endured many hard kicks to the stomach, the Phantom attempted to get information. “So, Stripes, how many are you?” He paused to await the response. When none came, he tried again, “Where are your headquarters? Who is at top? It’s the Black Widow, isn’t it? You are all just her puppets aren’t you?”
 
   Stripes growled in response and delivered another hard kick to the Phantom’s stomach.
 
   By that time Les had meandered over. “Phantom. I am no one’s puppet,” Les countered. “I pull the strings. Not her.”
 
   “Really? It doesn’t look that way,” chided the Phantom.
 
   “Really?!” demanded Les. “Let me explain how things are, Phantom.” Les was more than willing to explain everything. After all, this was the end of the Phantom line. 
 
   The next few moments were more of a vocal slurry than just a monologue. Les took credit for everything: 
 
   “Heloise may be your cousin… so many times removed, but I am the one who has run the show. Yes, when I met her she went on and on about you, and I’ll admit I never believed it was true. But then a short stint in a Mexican cárcel changed my mind.
 
   “You see, I met Stripes there, and another, now dead, chum named John. Both of them with fancy tattoos on their jaws. When I heard the story of how they got them, I became a believer.
 
   “Well, once I knew you existed, then I knew the part about all your treasure must be true too.
 
   “It was the tales of the wealth that drove me. Most of my life I’ve been searching for gold and by having found a relative to a man or ghost that seemed to possess uncountable amounts of it, I arranged to have the girl stage something to get you to come to us. 
 
   “Then a bit of luck came my way. As you probably heard, a few gold coins washed up in Costa Rica. Phantom gold! Well, when I found out about the Phantom gold, I did ‘most everything in my power to get it. 
 
   “I found out that the Costa Ricans were looking for a ship to dredge the waters, so I hunted up a nearby ship, killed the owners of the Scavenger, brought on a new crew, and used my influence to convince the Costa Rican government to allow me to find the treasure. 
 
   “And find it I did!
 
   “Once it was brought up, I had my newly purchased pirate crew attack the Scavenger and kill off the rest of the Scavenger’s crew, every one, either directly or indirectly. 
 
   “I had hoped that by killing off the crew and making the treasure sound cursed that you would come running. But no”, he said accusingly, “Instead you took your sweet time.
 
   “So when my spies said you had flown into town, I made my convincing run from Stripes and Patches. Fake wound and all, and you fell for it: hook, line and sinker.
 
   “Then I had them chain us up and wait for the arrival of Heloise, you know, the Black Widow.
 
   “But then they left and we got rescued. Who would have guessed that that child would help us out. I had another plan, but I was ok to just roll with it. 
 
   “The rest of it was just conveniently arranging for my team to go wherever they were needed to spy on you, Phantom. 
 
   “First I sent a man to Albuquerque. And it worked! You led us to the Eyrie!
 
   “Then I sent a man to Paris to watch the international flights, but before you arrived we figured out the clue on the painting was the map. And it showed where the real treasure was located. So though you nearly led us to Mona, we figured that out on our own. 
 
   “Then finally once on the island, I watched and waited for you, Phantom, to arrive. 
 
   “I saw no point in scurrying all over the island when I knew you would show us the way. 
 
   “…And now, my heirless ghost… here is to the end of the Phantom line. Perhaps, I may take over… Those stupid pygmy Bandar won’t stop me, and then the true line can begin, following the ‘original’ family business… Piracy! Maybe the rocks will save you the slow painful death of drowning.” He kicked the Phantom hard one last time in the stomach. “Drop him in boys.”
 
   As Les backed away, the others came up, and with one accord tossed him in, letting his huge weight fall toward the pooled water below.
 
   Moments later the body hit, the water splashing high as The Phantom’s trussed up body sank. 
 
   The last thing the Phantom heard was Les’ voice echoing down, “Here’s to a new age, Kit. The Phantom is dead! Long live the Phantom!” 
 
    
 
   The moment the phantom hit the water he allowed his body to sink. Once he was well underwater and in the shadows of the deep, he twisted and worked his body like that of a porpoise until he was able to work his way over and back up to the edge of the cave. Having pulled himself up onto the sharp rocks with his tied hands, he used those same sharp rocks to cut the rope that was binding his wrists. 
 
   Quickly he freed his feet and looked for a way to the surface from the cave system. 
 
    
 
   Meanwhile the pirates had finally made their way down into the well and through the passageway to the entrance of the gold room. 
 
   Only the Black Widow had sense enough to stay outside of the chamber, and pulling back Les and Stripes to stay with her, the trio watched as the men scrambled onto the stone staircase toward the murky water below where a pile of gems, gold, silver, pearls, and trinkets of all shapes and sizes of value lay awaiting them a full seventeen feet below them. As they stood there watching the men press forward, the Black Widow sidled next to Les. 
 
   The men made their way onto the staircase, and having made it half way down the stone staircase, the stone slab that the first two stepped onto suddenly dropped and slid forward a foot. Two of the men stumbled and fell off the side of the staircase into the water below, one of them crying out in pain as he broke his arm against a sunken rock. The others either jumped forward or rode out the moving slab. 
 
   “I see the fun has begun,” she commented.
 
   As they congratulated themselves on having survived the shifting stone slab, the huge stone slab that hung suspended above the door entrance fell. Great chains released as the door slab rolled into place, moving far too quickly to allow any escape. 
 
   As the weight of the massive suspended rock fell, it landed upon a rock that one of the pirates had placed there ‘just in case’. With a mighty and sharp CRACK the smaller rock underneath broke asunder sending shards hurtling outward, impaling two and wounding a third. With nothing left to keep the door in place it slammed down sealing the chamber from the inside.
 
   As the door left its place from above it pulled open a smaller slab that it was connected to through chains and pulleys. As the lower slab was released from its hold, sea water shot out over the staircase with a force that swooped off the remaining men and made it impossible to consider climbing again. 
 
   Quickly the men made for the island, but just as quickly, they realized their ‘island’ was disappearing beneath the forceful flow of water. The men started yelling… then screaming.
 
   Injured, drenched, and hopeless, the men realized they were trapped. It would only be a matter of hours before they would drown.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 42
 
    
 
   The noise from the movement of the stone slabs mingled with the cries and screams of the men made the hall where the Black Widow, Les and Stripes stood deafening. 
 
   As the door slab fell into place the threesome found that a grooved cut into the stone allowed them to watch the inevitable death that would shortly ensue below them. There they stood transfixed, unable to pull away from the horrific view any more than spectators can pull away from gawking at a deadly and gruesome car crash. 
 
   Even calloused Stripes seemed shocked by the event. Les turned to pull Heloise into him, and abruptly realized she was gone. 
 
   “Stripes! Where’s Heloise?” 
 
   Stripes looked around and returning to watch the room fill with water as the men attempted to find some way to survive, simply said, “Probably was too much fer her.”
 
   Les was unconvinced. “I’m going to look for her.”
 
   “Yeah, whatever.” Stripes turned his attention back to the men inside. One man was already floating face down in the swirling water. “Youse better swim youse bastards!” he shouted gleefully.
 
    
 
   As the Black Widow, Les and Stripes watched the door slam down, a large hand covered the girl’s face. Though she struggled hard, the Phantom dragged the Black Widow out of sight behind the other two.  A short moment later the girl ceased struggling as she passed out. Quickly the Phantom scooped her up into his massive arms and carried her into an adjoining chamber. With deft precision, he searched her clothing and shortly came across what he was after: his two large rings made of indestructible material. 
 
   Even as he slipped them on his own hands, Les came calling, looking for the girl. 
 
   The Phantom slid into the shadow behind the entrance to the chamber as Les spotted the girl. 
 
   Moments later Les’ heavy footfalls approached the door. As he entered the chamber, eyes focused on Heloise, he felt his head crack open and stars exploded into his mind before he collapsed onto the hard stone floor, his jaw permanently tattooed with a death’s head motif. He had several hours of sleep ahead of him. 
 
   It was a few moments later when Stripes heard the Black Widow call his name. The frantic call forced him to pull away from his sport of watching his companions succumb to death and regrettably move toward the sound. Immediately cocking his pistol he waved it around as he made his way towards the girl.
 
   When he arrived at the Black Widow’s side he found her stooped over Les’ inert form.
 
   “What the…” he began, but was unable to speak as fear gripped his throat from the bruised and bloodied mark that was left on what once was Les’ fine jaw. “…The Phantom!?”
 
   “I know…” began the Black Widow, “he grabbed me from behind…”
 
   “…and now has his rings back…” stammered Stripes, fingering his gun, as he looked all around him. He all too well remembered the promise that the Phantom had given him. 
 
   “I can’t do this anymore, Stripes.”
 
   “I’m with you,” Stripes responded, misinterpreting her remark. 
 
   The Black Widow realized what he interpreted and decided to leave it at that. It took them no time at all to come to the decision. Leaving Les behind, Stripes and the Black Widow made their way out of the chambers with Stripes firing random shots into the shadows. Quickly they returned to the surface.
 
    
 
   As Stripes moved away from the doorway, the Phantom worked his way around him, using the rocky walls of the antechamber as a means of cover within the shadows. As he neared his victim, the Black Widow called out, and Stripes pulled out his pistol and moved away from the blocked doorway that separated him from the fates of many of his men. 
 
   The Phantom knew the man was the desperate type and decided it would be better to take him out at a later moment than when he was half-cocked. The cries of the men trapped inside of the treasure chamber drew his more immediate attention. 
 
   From his vantage point the Phantom was unable to see the spillway but the sound of water filling the chamber made apparent the desperate situation the remaining men were in. Quickly he assessed the situation and followed the top of the blocked entranceway upwards with his eyes. 
 
   There, above the door and off to one side, he spotted the recessed area where the heavy chains of the door disappeared. Climbing up the rock wall he quickly made his way over to where the chains reappeared, where he found a massive turnstile that controlled the door.  
 
   With a mighty heave of his bulging muscles, the Phantom moved the turnstile; the first time in centuries. Cakes of dust and flecks of rust poured off as the heavy wheel turned. The Phantom slowly cranked the door up. No one man alone would ever have had the strength to do so, short of the Phantom himself. 
 
   Inch by inch as the door rose the flow of water lessened. Inch by inch, as the door rose the remaining two pirates showed hope in their eyes as survival appeared to become a reality. 
 
    
 
   Above them all, Stripes and the Black Widow ran for the boat that they had taken from the old captain not too many nights before. 
 
    
 
   As the door rose, water spilled out and so did the two remaining survivors. Ripping the shirt off of one of the men, the Phantom apologized as he tied them up. However, the men were in fine spirits to be tied up as it meant they were alive.
 
    
 
   Pulling the dead from the spilling water, the Phantom dragged them to one side of the chamber and having assured himself they were beyond revival, he left the men and bodies below and hurried to the outside beach area. 
 
    
 
   When Les awoke he found himself in the boat, snug up against Stripes, the two remaining men that were alive, and the three dead ones. All of the living trussed up like himself. Including the Black Widow, who crouched asleep in the boat, not from a punch like the others but from sheer exhaustion.
 
   His head felt like it was hit with a jack hammer, which wasn’t too far off. Had he been able to see himself in a mirror he would have found a new tattoo on his jaw, similar to the two that now graced Stripes’ jaw. The rolling of the boat over the choppy ocean waves made him feel more than a little queasy. No land was in sight.
 
   “I see you are awake,” stated the Phantom.
 
   “I guess I didn’t kill you after all,” remarked Les angrily.
 
   “Nope,” answered the Phantom. “But don’t feel too disappointed. Stripes has tried before and he failed as well,” the Phantom sarcastically replied.
 
   “So now what?” asked Les, cringing at what he expected the answer to be. 
 
   “Once we land in Puerto Rico, you will go away to prison for the rest of your life, as will all the rest of those with you. Seeing as they don’t look on murderers very well there, ‘life imprisonment’ could be quite short but I suspect a pretty agonizing time at that.”
 
   “I see,” said Les, remembering his previous stint in the penitentiary in Mexico. Thinking back on it, his mind and face repulsed the images that surfaced and he made a quick decision. He wasn’t going to go back. Anything was better than that. With his mind made up, he stared at the Phantom and simply asked, “And you?”
 
   “Although the tattoo on your face will do sufficiently, I will make certain that you remember me Les.”
 
   “And you’ll remember me, Phantom,” replied Les. “For as long as you live.” He paused to see what the Phantom’s reaction to his threat would be. When none came, he innocently asked, “By the way, how do you feel about sharks?”
 
   “What?” began the Phantom as Les launched himself at the Phantom and the controls. 
 
   Slamming into the Phantom and the controls, Les’ body crumpled across the steering wheel which suddenly turned the boat. The high speed mixed with the choppy waves and the sudden turn did as Les expected. With a sharp bounce the boat flew up into the air and rolled, spilling its occupants into the dark waters.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 43
 
    
 
   The sudden spill into the water immediately woke the Black Widow. Bodies landed near her, some dead, some mostly alive. Some that were alive, now dead from broken necks and backs. Among them, Stripes.
 
   With her hands and legs trussed she had no means of saving herself. Screaming she slipped under the waves which cut off her scream and changed it into a gurgle instead.
 
   As she twisted and turned in an attempt to surface, she felt something brush up against her. Suddenly she felt herself being pulled upward as something caught her shirt. Before she could close her mouth her head popped back above the surface of the waves. 
 
   “Do you know how to swim or float?” the Phantom asked her as she coughed out that which had gotten into her lungs and sought air in place of water. 
 
   She nodded assent. 
 
   “Good. Hold still.” With a mighty pull he ripped the cloth that bound her wrists and then diving under did the same for her ankles. 
 
   Free, she flipped over so she could float. 
 
   A body brushed past her face down, and as she pushed it away, she spied something that made her blood curl: shark fins. 
 
   Meanwhile the Phantom was swimming with a speed and force that would have put Olympic athletes to shame. He had spied the boat and meant to get it. Fate was shining down on him as the boat had landed right side up. It took him a few moments but shortly he was able to pull himself into it. 
 
   The engine was not willing to work right away, but eventually caught.  Working his way back he called out to the survivors.
 
   “Here!” screamed the Black Widow.
 
   Shortly he pulled alongside and with a mighty heavy of one arm, lifted her in as if she had been nothing more than a doll being plucked up from a bath tub.
 
   As he lifted her, he heard Les chuckle from a distance.
 
   “Les? Is that you,” called out the Black Widow.
 
   “It’s me,” chuckled Les. 
 
   “Quick, Kit, get him.”
 
   “Oh no you won’t!” called out Les. “I will never go to prison again. Nope…I am going somewhere that you two won’t be able to get me.”
 
   Despite Les’ bravado, the Phantom turned the boat and raced it towards him. 
 
   As they approached Les made a show of his bare arm, and before they could reach him, he took a large bite out of it. Then, with teeth stained red, he spit out a mouthful of flesh as blood poured into the shark infested sea. Laughing, he called out to the Phantom, “Live long Phantom! But remember, I won.” Then he screamed as he lost his arm to the first of many sharks that converged upon him. Then his legs and eventually died in the frothing argument over his flesh.
 
   By that time, anyone left in the water was doomed and the Phantom knew it. Looking sadly across at the Black Widow he shook his head at the greed and stupidity of man and then announced, “Time to go.”
 
   From that time on, there was no need to tie up the Black Widow. She didn’t dare try to escape nor did she say a single word the entire trip back to Puerto Rico. 
 
   Once the boat was safely gliding in she finally spoke. As the boat docked upon the Puerto Rican harbor, she turned to the Phantom and much to his surprise said, “You know, I don’t think our relatives were pirates.” The Phantom stood still watching her as she continued. “And I never really believed they were.”
 
   “That’s good to hear,” he replied, “but it doesn’t change the fact that you committed piracy and were an accomplice to murder. So whether you like it or not, I need to turn you over to the local authorities.”
 
   She nodded as a single tear slid down her cheek.  Stretching out her arms she placed her wrists together to be tied.
 
    
 
   As the night faded into morning, the officer at the Boquerón precinct heard a loud knocking on the door that sounded like it was followed by a scuffle. 
 
   Opening the front door, he found a beautiful woman trussed up and gagged with a note attached to her that read, “This woman is one of the head of the pirate organization that stole the Costa Rican gold from the salvage ship Scavenger, and is party to murder of several of the same crew and others.”
 
    
 
   With his burden collected, the Phantom slipped off into the shadows and returned to his boat. A few hours later found him on his return to the Island of Mona.
 
   This time not a moment was wasted as the Phantom went straight back into the well, to explore the rest of the chambers. Directly opposite the door of death that lead to the open treasure he found a large chain ring securely fastened into a large stone set into the wall. Above the ring was a simple motif: two crossed swords. 
 
   “X marks the spot,” he said aloud. Studying it, he realized it was the only stone not mortar set into the wall. Curious he pulled on it. It seemed a bit loose. Pulling harder the stone slid out a few inches. With patience and much strength the Phantom slowly worked the stone loose. There on the back side of the stone, was an etched map, a map he knew well, coupled with but one word: Eyrie. Behind the stone was a small pocket occupied by a simple scroll tied to a key; a duplicate to the scroll and key that the Father of the First left behind in Whitby.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 44
 
    
 
   As the Phantom climbed the hill, he finally came to the Sacred Rock, also known as the Eyrie.
 
   He worked his way into the column of rock via the well-used, but hidden, passage that led to the well, however, this time he stopped and considered the walls around him.  It didn’t take too long to find the motif, now that he knew what he was searching for. He realized that he must have past it many times throughout his life without visually recognizing it was there. Yet there it was, plain as could be, etched into the stone wall: two crossed sabers set onto their side.
 
   The motif appeared to be set into a circular indent, one that fit his ring perfectly. Surmising that the ring truly was the key, he placed his fist against the indent and pushed. A single click sounded. Trying to experiment with the lock he tried twisting his fist (and thus the ring) counterclockwise.  As he did so and the motif straightened up, an audible ‘clunk’ sounded and the wall moved a hair. He found that by pushing on the wall the rock seemed to give a bit. The stone in the rock didn’t seem to fit as snuggly as the others. In fact the Phantom could feel a slight breeze against his fingers from the other side.
 
   Straining against the wall, the masked man pushed against the heavy stone door. Set into the wall, it seemed a natural part of the cave, unrecognizable unless one knew it was there. The more he pressed the more the wall gave and slid. Eventually he was able to get a finger hold in it. Exerting all of his strength, he slowly pulled it open enough to step inside. 
 
   The dust of centuries left a fine carpet across the floor, the fixtures, and the artifacts inside. Lighting a torch, he found himself inside of a room filled to the brim with treasures of every kind. More, ever so much more than the small pile of gold and gilt left in the cave on Mona. 
 
   He quickly scoured the room and saw that it must extend some distance out under the sandy floor of the desert above him. 
 
   He slowly circuited the room and finally returned to the center of the expanse. There he had seen the covered podium and wondered but waited to see what was so important that it commanded a place in the center of the room. 
 
   Carefully removing the dust covered linen that shrouded the item beneath, he discovered a large tome, bound in hard leather, with vellum pages. Lifting the book he read the first entry:  
 
   Friday, 21 September 1492
 
   My name is Christopher, and being the son of Bartholomew, and nephew to Admiral Christopher, I was asked to be his cabin-boy upon the trip of discovery to find the new route west to the Asiatic Spice Islands. 
 
   My uncle asked that I be his personal servant here upon the Santa Maria. Though I am well into my 15th year, and according to my uncle, nearly old enough to be enlisted as a sailor myself; yet my uncle insisted that he have someone he could trust by his side. Thus I could not refuse. Had I refused the post, he would have entertained Pedro do Terreros instead, however, I was honored by the post, and have worked hard to support my uncle in his role. This pushed Pedro to the Pinta, which suited him quite well…
 
   His heart skipped a beat as he took in what he had read. ‘Could it be…?’ he wondered to himself. 
 
   Quickly he flipped to the end of the book. His heart pounded as he found the final entry, clearly written in a different hand than the rest of the book.
 
   “My life began anew on the 17th of February in the year 1535, the day my father was murdered…” 
 
   “…The sea fog engulfed them…”
 
   Finding a comfortable spot to sit and read, the Phantom did so, and with every page his eyes opened wider and wider with wonder. Finally he placed the book down. What he had finished reading was the diary of the Father of the First, Christopher ‘Kit’ Columbus, son of Bartholomew Columbus which related his lineage with an ending of his father’s life written by the hand of the first Phantom.
 
     Wiping his eyes, the Phantom took out the key that he had retrieved from the well rock on Mona. Nearby was a large, locked bureau and fitting the key inside, he attempted to turn it. The mechanism within clicked and the door to the bureau unlatched. Tenderly he pulled the door open and as he did so he sucked in a large lungful of air. 
 
   Awe overcame him as he read the spines of the large tomes inside. There, treasure of treasures were the complete works of Bartholomew and his son Christopher; otherwise known as the Grandfather and the Father of the First. 
 
   When Christopher had lost his wife to the pirates, he vowed to fight piracy until he extinguished every last one…even if it meant dying while trying. To that end he was extremely successful. With every ship he overtook, he kept their treasure, and amassed it, hoping one day to pass it on to his son to give Kit the capital means to continue the fight. Knowing though that the pirates would one day find Ámona he moved a portion of the treasure to the island and made a pirate trap… and left the rest of the treasure at the Eyrie. 
 
   Fearing that his son may never know where it was stored, he left maps, scrolls and keys in the two places that he felt his son would find them… on Ámona where Bartholomew lived, and, assuming he died before he could tell the lad, in the sepulcher in Whitby that awaited his body. The scrolls and maps led to the Eyrie, and the keys belonged to the bureau that held all of his journals and those of his father. 
 
   Unfortunately the son never was able to bury his father, and the grief of the First was such that he never returned to Ámona.
 
   Whether the Second knew of the old well on Mona, the Phantom couldn’t begin to guess. However, it was obvious that it was the Second that found the hidden room in the Eyrie. How the Second happened to find the hidden room or when was lost to time, but clearly it was he that placed the journal of the Father of the First on the podium. What left the Phantom wondering was where the Second found the journal of the Father of the First and why he never told his son of his discovery of the treasure of the Eyrie; as it was clearly lost to the Phantom line since the Second’s death.
 
   Until this moment… when the Phantom had finally found his legacy.
 
   Eventually, the Phantom pulled himself away as he made his way via the internal elevator into the Eyrie hideout proper. As he stepped into the room, he stopped. 
 
   Someone had recently been there.
 
   It took only a few seconds to find out whom.
 
   Laid flat against his table top and partially buried under a small handful of the gold coins (that started the whole business) was a note which read:
 
    
 
   Next time let’s take a more romantic boat ride together that doesn’t end in me having to explain myself to Puerto Rican authorities. It took a bit of explaining but eventually they let me go (people are much easier to deal with when unconscious, a lesson I learned from you, darling!) And no, I didn’t kill them. In fact, I’ve given up on murder… too messy. Here are a few coins for your collection. I decided to keep the rest, as they are mine by birthright. 
 
   I’ll be seeing you around. 
 
   It was signed with the imprint of her lips in lipstick.
 
    
 
   The Phantom reflected on it as he scooped up the coins. It was time to make amends… 
 
    
 
   A few days later the Phantom stood at the burial site of his great grandfather so many times removed through the ages; the grave of the Father of the First. The cold wind blew in over the cliff from the sea as it whipped the edge of the Phantom’s long trench coat about his legs. 
 
   Had anyone been watching, they would have seen the great man kneel down against the headstone and slowly remove two gold coins from his coat pocket. Laying the coins upright against the headstone, he slowly pushed them down with his fingers until they had disappeared well below the sod line. 
 
   Standing slowly, he turned and stared out across the cemetery towards the sea. Then pulling his coat a bit tighter around his massive form, he moved on, leaving the grave behind. 
 
    
 
   …The firelight flickered as Old Mozz finished the story. The Phantom’s strong white teeth showed through his smile as he heard the story of his discovery of himself told through the eyes of the Bandar. By his side sat Diana, having forgiven him once he sought out her forgiveness and explained just how certain he was that she was the only one for him. 
 
   To the Bandar pygmies, having Diana back and the Phantom safe was reason enough for celebration.
 
   Afterwards, as Diana was pulled away for a celebratory dance, Old Mozz tottered over to where the giant sat alone. 
 
   “Well, O Ghost Who Walks, are you pleased with the way I told your history?”
 
   “It was well said, old friend, as always, but I wonder,” the Phantom continued, “how do you explain my apparent lack of memory about the earlier versions of me?”
 
   “O, Ghost Who Walks, do you recall what you ate last month upon your return? Or the month before?”
 
   The Phantom paused a bit as his eyes crinkled up a little in silent laughter, “I believe it was elephant. And before that… elephant.”
 
   “Yes… but what I mean…”
 
   “I understand,” cut off the Phantom. 
 
   The two sat there in silence for a moment. The old man followed the giant’s gaze and let his eyes rest upon the lithe and graceful form of the dancing Diana. Then the old man spoke up once again, “If you don’t mind my saying so, I believe there is a lesson to be learned here.”
 
   “I agree,” replied the Phantom, reeling himself in from his thoughts, “I had a realization when studying out the rings: It doesn’t matter what your ancestors did, as long as your own actions reflect what you should do. I did not believe that my ancestors could be pirates for a simple fact: the son learns from the father and the First fought cruelty in all its forms.”
 
   That wasn’t quite what I was thinking, O Ghost Who Walks…”
 
   “Oh, and what lesson were you thinking of, Old Mozz?”
 
   “It may be time for you to produce an heir.”
 
   The Phantom’s eyes shifted to Diana’s lithe form. A warm smile spread across his countenance. “Hmmm. Diana. Yes, maybe you’re right…Maybe so.”
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