CHAPTER ONE

“This damn well ain’t the deal we made,” Earl Waterston stabbed the WBS stationery with a finger, dragging my attention from two bored looking air stewardesses, one was eye-vacuuming the hotel lobby, probably trying to suck up something more rousing for the night than television and room servicing the second pilot again.  

Nice legs.

Her wing pal, the older one, was molting nail polish, shelling red shrapnel on a brand new  glossy booklet: SIGHTSEEING TOURS ON THE AMAZON. SUMMER 1975.

Past them, at the lobby’s mucho bucks emeralds and gold jewelry shop, a Brunehildish German tourist was arranging a one-woman show of nose paintings on the polished glass.

“Told your boss it was my show, not y’alls’,” Waterston grated in his swamp bullfrog drawl, “Don’t lissen too good, does he?  You come all this way for nothing, boy?”  He fanned the sheet of watermarked rag at me.

The President, Master Diver, and boss hoss of Florida’s Deep Waters Salvage Company obviously didn’t know a dash of charm from a bucket of chum.  Crayola #3-blue eyes were morphing to the cobalt finish of a Walther PPK.  Piled high this guy, some 230, 240 pounds drop-forged into a scabby leather jacket zipped up tight.  Beefy shoulders and heavy arms barely fit inside the strained horsehide.

He had that deep south good ole boy sound, the redneck roll seeping around the words, dripping off the lazy sentences.  I looked closely, wondering what made him the best treasure diver in the world.  This man who looked like he should be setting mainsails and who sounded like a courthouse steps whittler consistently managed to attract the backing of the world’s most skeptical governments to excavate their national treasures and then, generously, charged them only half of the find for doing it.  I decided he must have Board Room charm and diplomatic manners someplace in his personality but he wasn’t passing out any samples here and now.

“For nothing, Mister Waterston?  I’m not sure I get you.  There’s the letter from Bob Deane.  Read it again.”

He didn’t.  He wasn’t the type to take suggestions.  He continued.  “Mr. Deane is not in charge of this excavation, Mister Cooper, Ah am.  Mr. Deane and his tee-vee network which I ‘spect is also your tee-vee network made me a deal only to buy up this here dig for a tee-vee special.  I said y’all could photograph us’ns at work but didn’t say nuthin’ about diving with us.  Too dangerous, boy.”

“I don’t think so, Mister Waterston.  I’m an experienced cameraman.  I’ve done a few shoots of this type and haven’t had any complaints so far.”

“You ever been on a salvage dive?”

“Not exactly…”

“Bad stuff, boy, if you don’t know what you’re doing we end up salvaging what we can of you.  Usually ain’t much.  Whyn’t you stay on the deck where you’ll be nice and safe…”

“And where there’s no good material to shoot.  I have to get that underwater film…”

He shook his head determinedly.  I realized gentle logic wouldn’t work.  Perhaps another tack would.

“Besides, if I don’t dive with you, the network wouldn’t be interested in buying those rights,” I lied.

“Who says so?”

“Bob Deane, head of network specials, my boss.”

“He never said nothing to me like that.”

“Call him,” I bluffed, hoping that Deane would back me.  “Call him and ask.”

He thought about that for a moment and then said, “Ah will.  But it’s only to tell him you ain’t getting your feet wet.”

He stood up and trudged across the Tequendama Hotel lobby toward the telefono signs.  He moved like a loaded forklift, all thrust and cold grease, pounding down the elegant high-cut carpeting of Bogota’s – or perhaps the western hemisphere’s – most lavish hotel.  Ten yards from the couch where we were sitting, he turned and made a suggestion to my other seat companion.

“Y’all keep Mr. Cooper company, Floyd, y’heah?”

Floyd heard perfectly.  He leaned intently toward me, tried to look interested, wrinkled his forehead in search of something to say.

“First trip to South America?” he opened.

“First.  Been to Mexico, Canada, France, Italy, Germany, Israel, dozen others – shooting sports and specials for the network.”

Floyd nodded slowly.  He was stumped for another subject now that I had chopped that one off at the itinerary.  While his mind wandered among the limited possibilities for additional communication, I looked him over.  He reminded me of a Cincinnati Casting Company streetlight pole.  Cold rolled metal all the way up, plain and straight, except for the heavily detailed baroque pattern of veins and arteries which twined and knotted around his neck and arms and up across his shoulders.  His face was the frosted white of a gas light globe, marred with four or five large purplish red areas where swarms of blood vessels had clustered under the skin.  He was bald back to the temples, then a couple of inches of wispy brown hair floated over his ears.  Even though I guessed him at about 50 years old, there was a menace that came across, a meanness underneath.

I tried to take him out of his mute misery, “What do you do?”

The cold bulb lit behind his eyes.

“Diver.  First diver.  Best, after Earl.  Been with him nine years now, nine years next March.  Been on every job he done since he started Deep Waters in ‘67.  Every one.  I’m the diver come up with the first doubloons on the Bermuda job.  Maybe you read about it in the newspapers.  I was on the television, too.”

“Sure,” I lied.

“Gonna be the first one up with the treasure this time, too,” he promised me.

“I’m certain you will be,” I smiled.

He nodded determinedly.

I thought I’d poke a little bit.

“What if the April 9th gets there before you?  What if they don’t leave you any treasure?”

The bulb behind the eyes went out.  The hand leaning on the coffee table moved farther over, caging me in.

“Who told you about the April 9th, pal?  What do you know about the April 9th?”

“No harm intended.  I know about the April 9th because my network knows about April 9th.  How the hell do you think I know?”

“Your network knows?”

“It’s not published in the employee newspaper, but the programming department knows and the special events department knows because the news department knows and it told us.”

“Don’t that blow the air right out of the tank?  Here we all been living like in a spy movie or something... rush, rush... hurry, hurry... don’t talk to nobody about why you’re here or where you’re going...and then some tee-vee dude from New York knows it all.”

“Not all, Floyd, probably very little,” I backtracked him.  “All I know is because of your work in finding lost galleons and sunken treasure for years and for being the hardest nosed and best salvage operation around, Deep Waters has been called in to dive for the missing treasures of the Chibcha Indians.  Gold and emeralds which the Colombian government or somebody estimates is worth a thousand million pounds sterling or two point five billion North American dollars.”

He nodded.  Surly.

“This is the treasure the Indians tossed in that lake...” I prompted.

“Guatavita.”

“Yeah, Guatavita... when the Spanish explorers came through this country like Quantrill’s Raiders.  They devoured the eatable, burned the combustible, took the spendable – the gold and emeralds – along.  The real owners left behind were fit only to feed the Army ants and the condors.  Finally, the jungle telegraph got far enough ahead of them to warn a few tribes to dump their treasures and get out.  The Chibchas dumped their masks, sacrificial knives, statues, jeweled figurines, jewelry, cups, dishes, all that raw gold work and emeralds in that lake... uh...?”

“Guatavita.”

“Right, Guatavita.  Hey, isn’t that the same lake where the Gilded Man washed gold dust off his body every year for centuries?”

I had lost his attention.  He was watching a man walk across the lobby, a United States Navy Commander, headed for the check-in desk.

“Good,” Floyd said, “Commanger’s here.”

My required reading for this assignment had included a dossier on Commander Richard A. Commanger.  Until a month ago, he was a faculty member of the U.S. Navy Experimental Dive School in Washington, D.C.  The report said that he knew more about salvage diving than anyone in the world except for two scientists in Switzerland.  Even before the network assigned me to this job I was familiar with Commanger’s work.  I had depended upon his manuals too many times to help me survive while shooting underwater.  I hadn’t realized that someone actually sat down and wrote U.S. NAVY DIVE MANUAL PARTS I AND II, $16.00 available from the Superintendent of Documents, Washington, D.C.  I had always assumed that dive tables were computer-set or at least legends handed across scarred saloon tables by old navy divers.  I had never stopped to think that somebody like the man registering at the desk now actually had to go out, to go down, to stay down at different depths, to come back up at varying rates of ascent, to find out which timings were safe for the human body and which ones would tear lungs open like wet paper sacks or forever cripple a man’s knees, elbows, shoulders, spine with nitrogen bubbles, and then kill him in agonizing twisting pain when they reached the brain or heart.

Commanger and the divers at the Navy Experimental Dive Unit were responsible for all the protective information divers now had.  Thousands of recreational skin divers and workaday salvage divers were grateful for that unit’s work every time they went below thirty-two feet or thereabouts, down where you have to learn to breathe all over again.

“Okay, ah talked to Deane.  Let’s go up to mah room,” Waterston was back.  Without waiting for agreement, he turned and headed toward the elevators.  Floyd and I obediently followed.  Waterston saw Commanger at the desk and paused to speak with him.  He gestured to us and then pointed to the elevators.  They chatted for a moment.

One of the stewardesses was gone.  The little blonde one was absently leafing through the tours.  The light for Buenaventura came on in her eyes.

“Someday I’ll take you there,” I said to her as we passed.

“Next layover’s Tuesday,” she answered without looking up.

Waterston’s room was on the top floor of the hotel.  It was on a corner and looked out at Bogota, the city in the sky.  Higher than Mexico City, nearly nine thousand feet up in the Andes, Bogota is blockaded from the outside world by a rim of overshadowing peaks and fallaway ravines.  From Waterston’s windows you could see both cities; Santa Fe and Bogota which go to make up the one great area.  

Santa Fe is the old city, knurled with narrow cobblestone streets, roofed over with curling iron balconies that shut out the sunlight.  A funeral mass was just leaving one of the crumbling churches, an old Mercedes hearse shinnying through the tight street, a knot of black-garbed natives sidling along behind it.  A small boy, maybe ten or eleven, walked with his head down not so much in sorrow, more so he could reach the straw in the Coca-Cola in his hands.

Out the other window, the city of Bogota, looking like downtown Atlanta with cliff-sided buildings and glass wall condominiums.  Here, the broad-shouldered streets thrummed with Detroit cars:  Corvettes, Furies, Rivieras, Novas, Mustangs.  Every now and then a Volkswagen hunched itself into the traffic.  Pressed between the central business area and the poke-fingered mountains were grids of suburban streets with surveyor-approved rows of little houses, their privacy protected by a welcome mat of fresh sod in the front and a two-car garage on one side. Both cities were crowded: Santa Fe with its tight, winding streets, Bogota with its never-stop rush hour traffic.  It’s a long, narrow city and easy to know.  The carreras run parallel to the mountains.  The calles cross them.  They’re both numbered.  So getting to Calle 13 and Carrerra 2 is just like getting to 42nd and 3rd back in New York.  And like New York, it was still raining, too.

The NY Daily News said that it was the worst rain storm since 1943 and that half of Staten Island was under water.  You couldn’t tell parts of the runway from Long Island Sound when our Varig Airways 720-B pulled sharply out of it at noon yesterday.  So far as I know, it rained all the way to Colombia because at 8:45 last night when we came peak-frogging over the Andes and into Bogota’s El Dorado airport the downpour hadn’t let up.  I’d been warned about the weather by the travel desk at the network.  The redhead who booked me said, “Take along your warm jammies—it gets down to 40 degrees at night—and some good wet weather gear because it just started raining and won’t stop until April if I know my Colombia and I do because I’m from Guatemala.”

Since this was early February that could mean a lot of rain and as it turned out, that rain did a lot more damage than just getting us wet.

“Drink?” Waterston asked me.  His attitude was quite different from the man who’d gone to the telephone.

“Ron Caldus?” I asked.  It was a local rum and one of the friendlies on the flight had suggested it before the arroz con pollo dinner.  I found it satisfying to the inner man without showing too much on the outside.

Floyd ordered up also.  “Bourbon and water there, Earl.”

“Git it yo’self,” Earl tossed his head.

The rebuke didn’t seem to bother Floyd who instantly moved to the tray of bottles on the dressing table.

Waterston handed me a glass and held another up to the light, “To findin’ what we’re each lookin’ foh,” he toasted.

I drank to it.

The Ron Caldus was good going down and then clambered halfway back up my rib cage on little needle claws.

Waterston’s room was exactly like mine.  Standard Hotel Supply Company Perfect Host Set 23-C, available in Caribbean Chocolate, Bremerhaven Blue or Tokyo Tan with genuine imitation Walnut plastic finish.  Ten day delivery, FOB Chicago Merchandise Mart.  There were two differences.  One was the heavily bottled tray.  Waterston was expecting a crowd.  The other was the coffee table.  His was covered with maps.  There were small foldup paper maps.  Large rollup plastic maps.  And one five foot long plaster and wood topographical map which was criss-crossed with a numbered grid.  On this construction were clumps of blocks: blue, yellow, purple, green, some triangular, some square, some round.  Clusters of them were stacked in one place on the construction.  There was also a flip chart, face down, lying across the table.

Waterston took the last swallow of his drink and set the glass down.  He said, “Sorry about the misunderstandin’ downstairs, boy.  Deane hadn’t told me nuthin’ ‘bout you. You sure been some places and done some things, huh?”

“Not all that much.”

“Nuff,” he dismissed my modesty.  “Y’all know who he is?” he turned to Floyd.

The door buzzed and Waterston jerked a thumb at Floyd.  Floyd opened it and Commander Commanger stood there in his uniform, filling the doorway like a black rubber plug.

“C’mon in, Dick, want you to shake hands with Andy Cooper.  The tee-vee done sent Cooper down heah to go along with us.”

Commanger moved in slowly, gave me a tight little smile and held out his hand.  “Going to take our pictures?” he asked.

“That’s the idea.”

“Good.  We’ll try to give you something exciting to shoot.”

I didn’t want him off on the wrong foot either so I added, “Whether you find the treasure or not the underwater search for it will make great footage.”

He paused only a split second, “It would.  If you could get it.”

“I’ll get it.”

“You mean go down with us?  Shoot us while we’re excavating?  Who says so?”

I looked at Waterston.

“When were these arrangements made, Earl?”  Commanger also looked his way.

“Well, it’s very simple ole buddy, we got us that there tee-vee deal I told you about?  And this here fella’s going to be the photographer.”

“Cameraman,” I corrected.

“You didn’t say anything about underwater camera work.”

“Didn’t think about it, Dick.  Not ‘til a li’l while ago when Mistah Cooper here come around to me in the lobby and introduced hisself.”

“You can’t take a civilian underwater, Earl.”  He used the word civilian the way military “lifers” use it, the way police, doctors, even bellhops use it.  Them.  As compared to us.  The outs.  We’re the ins.

“Hey, Commander, hold on.  I’m not sure what you mean by a civilian.”

He ignored me, continued staring at Waterston.

“Ah just talked to Bob Deane, Mr. Cooper’s boss and an ole friend of mine, Dick.  He told me two things made me look at Mistah Cooper the way ah wish you would.”

“And those two things are?”

“First, no Mistah Cooper, no hundred thousand dollars for the rights to tee-vee.  He said to me if Cooper comes back the torn up contract will be in a passing plane.”

“So what?  Let him take the contract and...”

“And what goes to pay for the cofferdam, the compressors, the tents, the crane...?”

“We can get it elsewhere.”

“Now?  You crazy, Dick?  Nitrogen narcosis finally got you?  We supposed to be in that lake tomorrah, digging us up that treasure or sure’n hell that April 9th ’ll git there before us.”

Commanger thought about that.  His hands worked angrily.

“Ain’t all that bad, Dick.  Lissen to this man’s creedentials.  You wanta tell him Cooper or me?”

I nodded to him.

“According to my ole buddy, Deane, this fella here wrote the book on underwater camera work.  You ever see that movie ‘bout the albino sharks they chased around the Great Barrier Reef?  He done that, didn’t you, boy?  And that series on the tee-vee about pearl divers, he shot that.  Right?  And remember that part about tryin’ to raise the Pearl Harbor ships in that movie about the war, he done that, too, huh?”

I decided to blow a little more horn.  “I also designed the underwater motion picture camera housings being used by about half of the cameraman in the world today.”

Commanger turned toward me.  Now I got a close look at him.  Younger than he sounded.  Harder looking.  He had the bony ridged forehead and chiseled cheekbones and knot-muscled jaws you find in assassin-type linebackers from Texas.  His head and neck were the same solid width and the neck muscles looked like salt water halyards.  Even with the built-up padding of his dress blues, the shoulders sloped, weighed down with slabs of chest and arm and back muscles which the custom tailored jacket couldn’t hide.  His pants fit the same way, thighs and calf muscles bulging against the fabric making them fit more like ballet tights than uniform slacks.  Summing up, I made him a little taller, a little older, and a lot heavier than I was.  Say six-four, say thirty-eight or so, say about 225, 230 wringing wet which is probably what he could do to a stone if he squeezed it.

“You pick this job or network pick you for it?”

“Network.”

“Why?”

“Why not?  Guess because I was free.  The other guys were off covering football, basketball, the ice skating championships, a Mark Twain special on the Mississippi.”

“We could have supplied our own cameraman and saved your network money.”

“I suppose you could have, Commander, but that wasn’t what they bought.”

“Photography is photography.  Any competent can do it.  And you work with what you get.  I’ve had film coverage on a hundred dives from a hundred different enlisted men behind the cameras so don’t give me any of that hero shooter stuff.”

“Hey, Commander, I’m just here to do my job.”

“And to complicate mine—or make it impossible.  Earl,” he said turning again, “if I’m in charge of the technical end of this dig and all of the underwater salvage operation and am to unofficially represent the United States Navy Experimental Dive Team on this dig, then I don’t want the responsibility for a civilian down there.”

He turned to me before Earl could react.

“I really don’t give a damn, Mister Cooper, if you covered Jonah and the whale from the inside out and for the original producer, I’m responsible for the safety of this dive and everyone involved in it.  Even though I’m on detached duty and doing this on my own, I still represent the Navy and its experience, and its experience tells us time and time again to leave civilians—and especially the press—back home where they belong.  As far as I’m concerned if you go, I don’t.”

There was that old, “damn-the-torpedoes”, attitude.  He was going to sink the entire project just to sink me.

All I had to do right then was call his bluff and walk out.  Deane had fought his financial bosses hard for this special and if these guys backed out now, I knew he and the network would have Waterston and Commanger back on the streets selling shares in buried treasure again.  Only this time, with the reputation for being out-of-control running through New York’s media row, there probably wouldn’t be a new buyer around.  I was pretty sure the Colombian government wouldn’t stake them.  Not that, plus give them half the treasure.  Most importantly, they didn’t have time to get reorganized.  Not if they were going to beat April 9th to the treasure.  The thought of April 9th gave me a different point of defense.

“Okay, Commander, I’ll go,” I said, “But if the network pulls out, April 9th will probably beat you to the treasure.”

“What in the hell do you know about April 9th?” he glared.

“Maybe more than you do, Commander.  My network has over two hundred news correspondents around the world, people in close contact with information sources at both the palace levels and in the alleys of the world’s capitals and the world’s villages.”  I lowered my voice.  They moved closer on cue.

“Although you gentlemen have a contract from the Banco de Republic and the Gold Museum to dig for the Chibcha artifacts at the bottom of the lake, there is one group that is ahead of you—without the contract.  Correct?  I see by your eyes I am.  That group is either going to beat you to that treasure or let you do the salvage work and then ambush the gold and emeralds from you. That group?  The April 9th Movement.”

“April 9th,”  Commanger mouthed..

Waterston nodded, chewing his lower lip.

“It’s more than one group, you know.  There’s a bunch of dangerous Indians who are sick and tired of white men coming in to take their sacred treasures, the ones their ancestors were killed protecting.  Add to them, the revolutionary group that’s been building down here since those April 9th, 1948 riots in Bogota, the ones that started ten years of political massacres down here.”

“How do you know so much about it?”

“You think they just send us off to do photo albums? Network briefing.  Old news footage I looked at showed those riots were between the guerrillas and other guerrillas, guerrillas and the Army, and the guerrilla politicians of both the Conservative and Liberal parties.  A lot of people down here have long memories about the quarter of a million people killed in the name of political tranquillity and they have short fuses about getting revenge some day.  That ‘some day’ is getting closer… like this month sometime.”

“What ‘s that supposed to mean?” Waterston verbally poked me.

“Why do you think the bank and the museum want you to get your asses out of this hotel and into the lake, pronto?  Because the April 9th Movement might beat you to the treasure?  Sure, but that’s not the entire reason.  The big why isn’t because the museum will lose some more gold artifacts but because those treasures are going to actually pay for the revolution.  Are you listening, Commander?  Our news sources tell us that the minute the revolutionaries have that treasure to pay for their weapons and helicopters and tanks and whatever else they need to avenge themselves, this country’s changing hands.  There is a great deal of war material piled up by munitions brokers on the borders of both Peru and Venezuela and even a few ex-WW -two German field officers to map strategy for them are being thrown in at bargain prices.  All theirs, all April 9th’s, if and when they come up with that gold.”

“Did ja know that, Dick?,” asked Waterston.

Commanger shook his head dumbly.

“So, the gold we dig up...”

“Will be the gold that pays for the revolution.”

“Smart,” nodded Commanger. “We use our good old American technological know-how, U.S. Navy style, and the best brains in the business and a half million dollars worth of equipment and talent to excavate the treasure of the lake and then they hijack it.”

He suddenly turned to me.  “If you know all of that, then you must be something you aren’t telling us.  State Department?  C.I.A.?  April 9th sympathizer?  What?”

“Card-carrying cameraman,” I answered smiling, “That only.  Well, maybe a bit more.  I am here to cover the underwater excavation as a special, yes, but I’m also here as a representative of the news department of the network.  If there is a revolution I’m Andy-on-the-spot to cover it firsthand.  By the way, Commander, one other advantage to having me along.  During the years I’ve been shooting film I also learned a lot of other things.  I learned hang-gliding when I covered that sport.  I asked bowlers to help me when I was doing the championship alleys show and my average went up twenty pins a game.  My tennis game improved after I shot Forest Hills.  I‘m a semi-expert at Orienteering and Survival from shooting specials on those subjects. What I’m trying to say is that I’ve covered the National Rifle Championships three years in a row.”

“So you know how to shoot?”

“In case you need another trigger out there,” I motioned to the mountains.

“I think that’s a lot of flak, a lot of bull,” Commanger rebutted, “about the April 9th Movement, about the Indians.”

“But what if it isn’t, Commander?  If you get robbed or hijacked of the treasure—if you find one—wouldn’t it be better if you could show the suspicious government minds actual film taken by an impartial observer, namely me, instead of having them think that you and your friends have made off with their gold?”

“What?”
“I understand they have a seven second torture down here that cripples you for life.  They do not play games here, my blue-and-gold friend.  This is not the fair play fields of Annapolis.  A quarter of a million dead people are testimony to that.  What do you think they’d do to you if they thought you stole their treasure?”

“I’m an American naval officer.”

“Regrettably missing in the jungle…”

“He’s got a damn fine point, that boy does,” Waterston said.

“A couple of them,” Floyd agreed.

“So we have to take you along.”

“If you don’t want to shut down this junket, right here, right now.”

“Can we compromise?”

“Sure, You let me shoot what I want to, where I want to, including underwater, and I won’t walk.”

“You’ve dived before—but how deep?”

“Best shooting depth’s about twenty feet but I’ve gone fifty, fifty-five.” 

“We’re going down to seventy, or eighty, just farther down enough for a man to get into trouble if he doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

“That’s not far enough down for decompression problems,” I answered.

“You know that for sure?  I don’t know that for sure and now it’s my business we’re talking about.  We’re diving in the thinner air of that lake’s nine thousand foot altitude.  There are no official dive tables for altitude, everything’s based on sea level.  Only a few Swiss experiments have been done in the lakes there.  We’re experimenting here and experimentation usually means trouble.  Floyd here and Earl and I all served in Navy Underwater Demolition Teams and naval salvage.  We know the problems and some of the answers.  A beginner like you could get hurt or killed.” Super-smirk.

“It’s my ass.”

“You, of course, know that the area we’re going into is inhabited by a tribe of Indians who hunt white men with poisoned arrows...”

“Yes.”

“It’s full of centipedes, scorpions, tarantulas, and a dozen other crawling things that can kill you faster than you can identify them...”

“Yes.” 

.“...water snakes and cannibal fish in the lake where we’re diving?  Swarms of flies that sting like wasps...?”

“Yep.”

“...ants that destroy everything in their way like a flamethrower......man-eating jaguars that hunt in packs...”

I continued nodding.

“...and because you will know where we are and what we’re doing and because you could tell the April 9th, you cannot leave the camp or contact anyone until we are finished with the excavation.”

I just looked at him.

“I haven’t scared you?”

“Frankly, Commander, yes you have.”

The doorbell buzzed.  Waterston walked over and pulled it open.

There were two people standing there.

I couldn’t take my eyes off of the one to even notice the other.

I have captured on film, and once in a lucky while in my apartment, Misses America, World, Universe, Automobile Show, and Orange Bowl Parade.  I have covered fashion shows, bathing beauty competitions, pep rallies, casting sessions, chorus lines, nude beaches and burlesque shows.  But I had never seen a woman as beautiful as the one who stood looking Earl Waterston almost level in the eye.

She was part everything:  Incan, Spanish, Norteamericano.  Her shoulder-length brown hair was parted in the middle and swept back across her ears, pulled painfully tight into a wavy ponytail.  Her skin was the color of votive candlelight, a breathtaking frame to wide, deep-set eyes the color of old Meerschaum.  Top lip, full.  Bottom lip jutting out too much for a pout, not quite enough for malocclusion.  She was wearing a blue and red plaid cotton skirt, navy blazer and blue and white polka-dotted blouse underneath her dripping, unbuttoned raincoat.  From what I could see below the coat, those legs could give a run to anyone I had ever seen in any Miss Wonderful contest.

She smiled again at Waterston, showing at least ninety-three perfect white teeth.

Earl was transfixed.  “Uh hello, Doctor Garcia,” he stammered to the other person.  The angel extended her hand.

“Señor Waterston?” the man he had called Doctor Garcia said, “may I introduce my niece Señorita Celia Ascunsulo,  who is also my tunjo collections assistant at the museum,  She has graciously agreed to accompany us on this excavation and to assist in authenticating the treasure of the Gilded Man.”

I wasn’t listening, just staring. 

But despite taking in every glorious bit of her I could, the oversized raincoat blocked me from seeing the .38 automatic clip-holstered in the small of her back.

CHAPTER TWO

I was still groggy with sleep, staring through half-opened eyes at the mud ruts we were following through the shiny wet jungle.  It was 8:30 and I felt like that old jet lag demon had occupied my body even though Bogota is in the same time zone as New York.  I had slept restlessly and it seemed that 7:00 a.m. had come earlier than usual.  We had all met at the four-wheel drive vehicles in the hotel garage at 7:30 so it had been a half hour dress, pack, lock, and dash track and field event for me.

We hit a pothole and banged downward about a foot, the rear springs on this aging Jeep Wagoneer clanging upwards against the floor.  I wondered how my camera gear was getting along strapped to the top of the old hardtop Army surplus Jeep leading the column.  It was all packed in a specially-outfitted, foam-rubber lined foot locker-sized crate the network prop department had built for me.  They had done a good job.  That case had been dropped into the sea while I was covering the America’s Cup Races, pranged by a runaway race car at Indianapolis, and tumbled by an avalanche at the Winter Olympics, and the equipment was still in the pieces the manufacturers had turned out.

Inside, I had an Arriflex 16 millimeter camera, an extra body, high speed and regular film, four 400 foot magazines, tripod, light meters, lenses, filters, a film loading bag, a constant speed motor and a high speed motor, portable power supply, a troubleshooting kit, and a complete palm-sized Minox “spy camera” kit with lenses that could shoot anything from serial photography to atomic energy schematics.  One-quarter of the crate was filled with the Plexiglas underwater housing I had designed.  It was lighter, smaller, and less expensive than the commercially available ones and I had a little side business making and selling copies of it to other television and motion picture cameramen. Paramount had even bought one last year for some movie.

The trees made a heavy green tunnel, a hundred feet high, wind-arched and matted together at the top by thousands of braided branches.  Vines and creepers and brush heavy enough to break a machete formed giant green nets closing in on us.  Purple and red and yellow birds punctured the damp gloom, flying from tree to tree, their shrill calls slicing through the drumming rain.  The Land Rover in front of us was pawing up chains of thick black mud as it slewed and scrambled for a hold.  The mud slapped and spattered against the windshield and hood of our bouncing vehicle.  In front of the column, the old Army Jeep bobbled along, its exhaust steaming in the chilled mountain air.

I looked around at my co-passengers.  Floyd Butler, the old diver, was driving, his flinty shoulders and hawkish face hunched together over the steering wheel, his right hand working the gear lever convulsively as the Wagoneer slowed, spun rubber, lurched forward, slowed again.

In the back seat, directly behind him, Doctor Garcia was thumbing through a loose-leaf binder and marking a folded paper map with a thick red pen.  The book contained charts, rows of numbers, maps, and dozens of pages of heavy single-spaced text.  He was intently consulting it, occasionally closing his eyes and turning his head upward to let the information trickle into his body.

Celia Ascunsulo was behind me which meant a badly sprained neck if I was to continue looking over the seat at her which I had been doing since we left Bogota, or unbuckling my seat belt and taking a chance that my head would create an instant sunroof the next time this motorized mule dropped into a hole.  I settled for turning sideways in the seat as far as the belt would allow.  That way, I could see her but appear to be talking to Floyd or Garcia.

She certainly did not look like an academician this morning.  Her tidy blue and white outfit had been packed away somewhere.  It had been replaced with, alas, baggy khaki fatigue pants, a blue denim shirt, a heavy brown sweater, and a red ruana, those thick woolen ponchos they wear down here.  Her pumps had given way to oiled engineer boots.  Her lustrous brown hair was tied off in two thick braids.  She looked about 17 years old and about twice as fetching as she did in her go-to-party clothes.  This look was what the casting folks call “cheerleader cute” instead of the more official Lady Executive appearance I had first seen.

She had been the star of the evening last night whether you looked at or listened to her, and we all did plenty of both.  There was another woman there.  Annalee Green.  In ordinary company she would have been another show-stopper, but compared with the spectacular Celia, she was an also-walk, nowhere close to an also-ran.

There were nine of us when everyone had finally gathered in Waterston’s suite.  I tried to sort out again who was what.  Earl Waterston, of course, head of Deep Waters Salvage and the man who had the contract for this excavation from the Banco De La Republic of Colombia and its treasure trove, the Gold Museum.

Richard Commanger, U.S. Navy dive doctor, on detached duty to come along on this dive theoretically to study the problems of underwater diving at high altitudes: the 10,000 foot altitude of the lake we were going to explore.

Floyd Butler, Earl’s flunky.  Big, mean, strong.  Evidently an expert diver and longtime loyal employee of Deep Waters Salvage.

There was another diver, a kid nicknamed “Dad” Edwards for the same reason they call fat people “Slats”.  He looked about 16 and may not have been much older.  He had an odor of surfing and motorcycles about him.

MacShane and Annalee had arrived together.  “Mac” MacShane was a sandy-haired, wiry, nervous man of about 30 who was introduced as “Mister Fixit.”  He was a mechanic, and according to Floyd, could not only repair anything electrical or mechanical or hydraulic but could create lash-ups of pumps and engines and hoses and tubing that could do impossible jobs.

Overshadowing him by at least two inches and fifteen pounds was Annalee, a hefty blonde girl with a deep chuckle, a meaty handshake and a one-of-the-guys way of sitting, slouching, or opening a beer, which she drank from the can.  She was introduced as organizer, camp mother, artifact cataloguer and the way she hung on to him, Earl’s very, very good friend as they say in the columns.  She had been on earlier digs with the Deep Waters group and they all had an easy, relaxed relationship filled with references to other people, other times, other places, with dozens of little buzz words that started non-stop strings of slapped knees and laughter spasms.

Almost disappearing into all the clinking and clucking was the stocky square-faced man with a heavy gray mustache that curled outward to meet heavy gray sideburns connected to bushy gray hair.  Between the mustache and low hairline, the space was filled with huge black rimmed glasses filled with gray-tinted lenses.  Only a few inches of facial skin showed, at the temples, and it was copperish brown.  Even the neck was hidden by a heather-colored turtleneck sweater which bunched up under his skin and fluffed his hair over in back.  Although shorter than anyone in the room, he moved around confidently and easily, making small knowing comments.

It wasn’t too much of a surprise when he was introduced as Doctor Miguel Garcia, professor of archaeology and geology at the university and an officially retained advisor to the Banco De La Republic and the Gold Museum it operated.  It wasn’t hard to figure out that he was the man responsible for everything that happened out there.  He could help make it a success or he could close down the excavation whenever he wanted.  Little wonder both Annalee Green and Earl Waterston were feeding him oversized portions of refreshments and attention.

I walked across the room and joined them. Doctor Garcia, like many South Americans, spoke fluent, almost perfect eastern prep school English.  And, also like many South Americans, he made himself more lucid by demonstrating every sentence with sweeping, flailing arms.  You could almost shut out the words and still understand his parts of the conversation.

“We think that figure is highly overstated, of course,” he was saying. “A thousand million pounds sterling in gold and emerald artifacts is more than we have recovered to date, more than the value of the total twelve thousand artifacts and treasures we have at the museum now.  Most of my colleagues believe that the sites are worked out and that only a few valuable pieces may remain and those pieces not worth the cost of excavating them.”

“But, no one has come up with the real treasure of the Gilded Man,” Earl butted in.

“If, indeed, there is one, Mister Waterston.  Ah, but your enthusiasm delights me.  I don’t agree with my pessimistic colleagues and I will tell you why.  An overview of the Gold Museum collection will show that it contains many of those large and heavy gold pieces made by the Calima Indians, a large display of that delicately fluted mask work done by the Quimbayas, and a vast assortment of those gold castings the Tolimas had developed to such a fine art.  But the artifacts of the Chibchas, the tribes in residence at the most noted treasure sites, are scarce and very rare.  We know they exist and...”

“Perhaps the Spanish carried them off?”  It was the glorious Celia Ascunsulo who had wandered up to the group.

“Ah, still unearthing those moldy ghosts?” he answered, smiling indulgently at her.  “My assistant has a tendency to blame all of Colombia’s problems on the Spanish.”

“Especially the theft of Colombian treasure,” she responded.  “The Spanish and the Germans.”

“The Spanish I knew about, but the Germans?” I asked.

She turned and studied me carefully.  “It is a long and sad tale, Senor...?”

“Cooper. Andy Cooper.  And I have all evening.”

“As a matter of precise detail, you have but a few minutes before Earl’s meeting starts,” said Garcia.

“Why not fill me in until then?”

She shrugged.  “If you remember your Spanish history - but of course you Norteamericano might not - you know that when Charles the Fifth was king, Spain was a poor country.”

“The wars with the Moors,” Garcia helpfully added.

“So far as that king was concerned he owned the New World including what is now Colombia.  He needed money desperately.  So he ordered his armored animals to push on faster to find more gold for Spain.  It was his bloody greed which forced the expeditions into torturing and killing the Indians.”

Garcia waved away her last sentence with one of his expressive hands.  “Some students of Spanish history do not interpret it quite that way.  The so-called black legends of Spanish atrocities are fanciful in many respects and details.  In fact, my dear Senorita, isn’t it true that your familial ancestors, the Indians, were far more cruel and murderous than the Spanish settlers?  Wasn’t it the Germans who were the real killers?

I continued to look puzzled about the Germans.  She noticed it.

“The Germans came to Colombia because the King of Spain wanted to be elected Holy Roman Emperor,” she explained to me.  “His family had that title for years and when his grandfather died, Charles thought it was his.  Unfortunately, other kings...”

“...Henry the Eighth of England and Francis the First of France...” Garcia helped with more details again.

“...wanted that title, too.  The three of them begin bribing the electors trying to top each other.  Charles finally bought it at the highest price but had to borrow the money from a German banking family.  When he couldn’t pay them, he gave them what is now Venezuela to settle the debt.”

“Not precisely, my dear Celia.  What he actually gave the Welser family was merely the right to explore.”

“Steal.”

“Explore it.  And send back the Quinta Real - the Royal Fifth - of anything they might find.”

“And what they explored, Miguel, were a hundred new ways to kill and torture the Indians.”

“The Germans did that.”

“And the Spanish.  Remember, your so-called peaceful Spanish also came up with that other delicate instrument of persuasion called the Inquisition.  Your bloodline is no stranger to bloodletting.”

Earl interrupted. “Y’all ready to give us all a little indoctreenation?”

“The Senorita here is the historian and sociologist.  She can handle that part of the background.  I will discuss the site.”

“Jist so the folks here’ll know where we goin’ and why.  And some of the problems?”

Waterston tapped his Annapolis class ring on a drink glass and motioned us all to seats.  When it was quiet, he said, “One or two of us know a whole lot ‘bout what we doing here.  Some, a little.  Some, nuthin’.  Ah think we should all start even, so first thing ah’d like is have Doctor Mike Garcia here and Senorita Celia talk to us.  Doc Garcia knows all about where we goin’ and how to find the treasure.  The pretty Senorita knows how it got there in the first place.  Doc?”

“Let me warn all of you,” said Garcia crossing his legs and looking around the room, “that the geographical areas of which we are about to speak are surrounded by superstition and folk tales.  The Indians who live in our exploration area believe that the site is enchanted and holy.  They say you can hear the roar of demons and the cries of lost souls coming from the deep waters.  And they report bands of light crossing the lake even on cloudy days.  The Indians are terrified to go near the lake or even to speak of it.  For this reason it has been most difficult to collect a great amount of information about it but we shall tell you what we know.”

Commanger stood up and went to the bar tray for a fresh drink. Gin. Two fingers. Vertically. 

“The fact is, the natives have good reason to be afraid of the lake and that lies in the way the lake was formed.  As a geologist, I first believed that the Lake of the Gilded Man was situated in an extinct volcano and when I made my first trip to that lake, Lake Guatavita, I was proved right by the mounds of lava surrounding the site.  That proved the Stones of Tunja wrong.”

“I don’t believe the group is familiar with them, Miguel,” said Celia.

Miguel, she called him, not Doctor Garcia or even Doctor. Either they were very close at work. Or, more probably, at play.

“My apologies.  There are a series of overhanging rocks near Bogota - some of you are familiar with them - on which some prehistoric artist has carved a red meteor hitting the earth in what would be the general location of Lake Guatavita.  If that is how the lake was formed then the volcanic theory was wrong.  But, whether it was formed by a volcanic disturbance or a large meteor, I can understand the awe of the natives who witnessed either terrifying event and who passed down their fearsome legends.  That fear eventually became reverence and the lake became the repository of the Gilded Man legend.  That’s your department, Celia.  Incidentally, I should mention that in addition to her position as my assistant at the Museum, Senorita Ascunsulo is also Assistant Professor of Sociology at the university, specializing in the Indian tribes of Western South America.”

Floyd rattled the ice in his glass and tried to drink the melt.

She started with a glowing, warm smile.  “Every tribe of every civilization has a legend about tragic lovers.  I believe every Norteamericano Indian tribe has a maiden who leaped from a rock because of an unhappy love, is that right, Senor Waterston?  Si?  Is right.  The Chibchas, the Indians of this area in which we are interested, have such a legend as well.  

“Two years ago I took a tape recorder into the mountains and had them tell it to me.  The versions are different but they all share a basic similarity.  The legend says that there was once a prince and princess who were very happy until the devil came and told the prince that his princess had been unfaithful and was going to have a child that was not his.”

Floyd snickered and elbowed Dad Edwards next to him.

“The story goes that the prince accused one of the court nobles of sullying his beloved and had him tortured to death.  He defended his actions by telling the entire tribe about the indiscretions of the princess.  Shamed, she drowned herself and the child in the lake.  As these tales often go, the prince then found out that she had been faithful after all and that was the beginning of a ritualized ceremony that lasted for centuries.”

“The Gilded Man on the raft. I’ve seen the statue,” Annalee blurted out. “We had this Colombian guy named Kelly and his helicopter on our last Caribbean dig and we became sorta buddies and I visited him last summer in Cartagena and he showed it to me.”

“Same Kelly you hired for this job?,” Commanger turned to Waterston.

“Same one. Dependable. Honest. Ole-fashioned chopper, ole-fashioned prices.”

Celia Ascunsulo ahemed loudly at the interruption.

Annalee gave her a ‘your-dog-crapped-on-my-lawn’ look. She didn’t even bother to disguise her immediate dislike for the young curator.

Ignoring it, Celia pushed on. “The ceremony consisted of the high priest being covered with a sticky resin and then covered with gold dust.  He was taken to the exact center of the lake, which was marked off with crossed vines from shore to shore, and there he would jump from the raft and wash off the gold dust while his helpers threw armloads of gold gifts and emeralds into the lake for the princess and her child.  While this was going on, the other Indians on the shore would also throw their gold and emerald gifts into the lake while drums beat and wooden fifes played and the natives prayed for the princess and her child.”

“How true is this legend?” I asked.

“About the unfaithful Princess?”  She shrugged.  “But about the ceremony, very true.  We have a tunjo - an artifact - at the museum which is a gold replica of the raft, the high priest and his helpers.  And we have enough recovered pieces from Guatavita to know that there was a lake ceremony of this type.”

“Who found it - the Spanish or the Germans?  And did they get anything out of it?” I asked.

“They had all heard legends about the El Hombre Dorado, the Man of Gold, which was later shortened to El Dorado.  It was never City of Gold as some believe, but always Man of Gold for which they searched.  Many of them came searching.”

She reached down to the coffee table and took up the flip chart.  She opened it to a map of Colombia and began tracing lines along it with her long, delicate fingers.

“The plunderers were all around. The legend reached Belalcazar who came from Quito by way of Popayan.  A German adventurer, Federmann, heard about it and came from Venezuela.  One of the conquistadors, Quesada, was coming this route.  He had orders to kill the Chibchas and take whatever he could find.  Another German, Ehinger, had the idea that if he tortured and killed the Indians all along this way here they would eventually take him to the lake of El Dorado.”

“But he was killed by the Indians,” Garcia interrupted.

“One of the few times they defended themselves,” she shot back defiantly.

“Tell them about Quesada,” he responded.

“We have not the time to tell what happened to every expedition except to say they all turned into tragedies for the searchers of El Dorado.  Many of the Spanish and the Germans starved.  Some became bogged down in swampland or jungle and died from snakes, crocodiles, Jaguars, mosquitoes, and disease. Many died from hunger because Ehinger had killed the natives and the animals leaving no one to raise crops or farm animals.”

“Let me get that straight again,” I said. “Every expedition going into Lake Guatavita looking for the Chibcha treasure has had bad luck?”

“Army ants, malaria, Molitone Indians and their poison arrows, may be what you call bad luck,” Garcia answered, bemused.

“And to make it even more inviting,” Celia added, “many indicators show that there may not be much treasure in that lake site at all.  If there is, chances of recovering it are almost impossible.  Miguel, would you show the room some of the problems?”

Garcia reached over the map-strewn table and pulled out a two foot square drawing which he leaned against a lamp.  It looked like the kind of mountain peak children draw; a triangle with the bottom side open.  Down from the tip a short ways, a line had been drawn directly across  and underneath that there was a U-shaped cup the width of the mountain.  The bottom third of the cup was crosshatched with black lines.  There were legends A, B, and C.  They were footnoted.  A was keyed TREASURE SITE.  The one marked B was LAKE, and C, the crosshatched area, was footnoted SILT.

“This is the treasure site,” Garcia said.  “The peak, the lake, and the mud at the bottom which both hides and protects the treasures for which we search.  Please bear with me while I tell you about this lake.  It is approximately 800 meters - 2,260 feet - in diameter, lying in a funnel-shaped basin.  The surrounding slope has an inclination of 38 degrees and rises up to 330 feet above the lake water level which is roughly 10,000 feet from sea level.”

“I get all the easy jobs,” Commanger wisecracked from the other side of the room, “Diving at ten thousand feet.  It’s never been done before and may never be done after either.”

He had moved over to sit next to Waterston.  They had their heads together over another map and were making references to the topographical structure on the table.  They were paying little attention to Garcia.  I assumed it was because they were familiar with his subject since they had carefully researched the lake.  It turned out my assumption was wrong.

“I mentioned before that I determined after looking at geological maps made from the air that it was an explosion crater.  I believed it to be a volcanic explosion similar to the volcanic lakes one can find in Germany, France, and other locales.  There were two problems with that conclusion.  First, there was no volcanic matter, no ash near the lake and secondly, this section of the Andes is not volcanic.”  He was lecturing a class now and was right at home, moving into a broader stance and more controlling posture with each word.  “I was obviously wrong about my study of the geological maps.

“I then concluded that if it wasn’t volcanic, the lake must have been formed by a meteorite, the meteorite shown on the Stones of Tunjo by some early historian.”  He cleared his throat and showed us all the advantages of a college education.  His mother would be so proud.

“If so, the meteorite would have penetrated the surface and underlying strata for approximately 100 meters here.”  He tapped the drawing, “To make this crater, it would have pierced the sandstone layer pertaining to the Superior Cretaceous and then penetrated a strata of Lydian stone.  Lydian stone is composed of thin sheets of matter which can bend and we find evidence of this condition surrounding the lake.  Sandstone could not be bent however and the explosion would throw mammoth blocks of the material upwards onto the crater’s slope.  We found such material there.  We estimate the size of the meteor which formed the crater to be the size of the lake itself, that is, 100 meters across with a weight of about four million tons.  We estimate the meteor fell between two thousand and five thousand years ago.  Guatavita crater is the fourth largest meteoric crater in the world.  There are larger ones in Canada, Australia and, as you North Americans might guess, Texas, of course.”  He smiled at his little joke.

“Now tell them the problems, Doc,” Waterston said looking up from his map.

Garcia tapped the drawing again, this time at the area of the U-shaped funnel and the black cross-hatching across the bottom.  “We have sounded the lake and find the water is 70 to 80 feet deep at the middle.  Below that we estimate there are somewhere between 12 and 25 feet of mud and silt which grows progressively more viscous as one burrows into it.  To the best of our knowledge, gained from our research, we believe that the tunjos are buried somewhere under, or within, that silt.  This is the thick heavy mud of the centuries and it is not only on the lake bottom but throughout the waters.”  He picked up a black crayon and rapidly cross hatched the entire U shape.

“The waters are very heavily muddied because of the continual rain runoffs which bring soil from the surrounding hillsides.  The turbidity is extremely high.  In fact, the visibility is zero until we can clarify the lake, which we plan to do with a new type of filter.”

“Hope it works,” said Floyd.  “Just ain’t no way to use them hydraulic airlifts if we can’t see.  We could be sucking surface water instead of bottom mud if we couldn’t see which way was up.”

“Not puttin’ no lifts down ‘til we can see somethin’,” Waterston responded. “Don’t want no diver sucking up some other diver with one of them there airlifts.”

“There’s one other thing,” Commanger turned to him. “The dive tables for pressure and air-gas mixtures for this altitude diving - new tables we’ll be creating as we go along - well, hell, the health of the divers comes first, treasure or no treasure.  We run into any major problems, I’m going to pack this in and head back to Washington.”

“Ah didn’t give no guarantees here to nobody,” Waterston said quietly to his seat partner, “but nobody’s backing out now.  Not till we get there and try it.  You can bet April 9th ain’t backing out.”

He looked around the room defensively.  The only person who even shifted was MacShane, the technician, and that was to look around the room also.

“With all the odds against this expedition succeeding, why are you going at all?” I asked partially out of curiosity and partially for the television report.

“Thousand million pounds sterling is good enough reason for me, boy.  Ah’m sure ever’body else here has their own reasons.  Why you want to go?”

To get a television show that would probably be forgotten the morning after it ran didn’t sound all that motivating just then.

“Y’all be out in front, packed and ready to go tomorrow at eight a.m., sharp,” Waterston said closing the meeting, “They’ll be three vee-hicles and ah’ll drive one, Floyd’ll drive one, and Mac’ll drive one.  Doc Garcia knows the way and he’ll give  maps to the drivers.  We gonna meet Reek and His-cousin at their house.  Supply truck’ll meet us there, too.  It’s gonna be a muddy bitch getting through those trails so we should keep moving.  We gonna push straight through.  Gotta get there to meet Kelly’s helicopter and he’p unload it.”

People began to leave.  I thought of asking Celia Ascunsulo to break a churrosco steak with me at the hotel restaurant, but before I could, Waterston had her with one arm, Commanger with the other, and they were headed for the doorway, Annalee running to catch up.

I had some more rum and a mixed grill Argentine style brought up by room service while I loaded the Arriflex magazines and checked the underwater housing in the bathtub.  I would rather have been checking out Celia Ascunsulo.

My thoughts about last night were interrupted by the Jeep.  It came whipping back through the slanting rain alongside the Wagoneer, honking.  Waterston was waving for us to stop at a lime-white building which had appeared about a hundred yards ahead on the left.  He pulled forward again alongside the Land Rover and made the same stopping motions, then whined ahead toward the structure in low gear.

I obviously looked puzzled.  Floyd said, “Reek’s house.  We’re going to pick up Reek and His-cousin,” he explained.  “Chief Indian cook and bottle washers.”

“Odd names,” I said.

“Used to know Reek’s.  Enrique, Frederick! one of them.  He took Earl and Dick and Doc Garcia in once before.  We just call him Reek,” Floyd tossed off.  “His-cousin is what Reek calls the other one, so we do, too.  Stretch your legs a minute?”

Everyone hunched out into the cold driving rain, stepping down, one foot then the other, into five inches of yellow-brown mud.  I headed at a trot toward the house and half-stumbled, half-slid inside the front door.

I looked around.

The entire house was about ten by twenty feet and was divided into four rooms.  The walls and ceiling were made of boards placed close to each other and then covered with a coat of lime.  The ceiling was stacked cane also painted with lime.  There were no windows and the only light in the room came from a gasoline lamp in one corner and a fire burning in a five gallon can sitting on the floor in what served as the kitchen.  The wall behind the makeshift stove was charred black and the smoke from the fire gave what light there was an uneven milkiness.

Next to the kitchen there was a room with a stool and a chair, a table and a picture of the Resurrection which had been carefully cut out of a slick magazine and hung on one wall.  A blanket over a rope opened into another small room with a straw-filled bag of a bed covered with what looked like a surplus U.S. Army blanket and over that a woolen poncho was tossed to keep out the highlands cold.  Next to the bed was a horizontal pole which had clothes hanging from it:  a shawl of woven wool; a large brimmed man’s hat, sweat stained and curled; a long skirt of homespun cloth, and underneath, several pairs of sandals made of a woven fiber.

In what was the living room, an ancient rusty sewing machine stood where Americans might proudly have their piano or television set.  Next to it, there was a simple hand spindle for weaving, a piece of earthen cookware and a small meat grinder.  The entire house smelled overpoweringly of onion and I traced the odor to a small, old woman, as wrinkled and fragile as gift-wrapping tissue.  She squatted on an old soap crate holding sliced onion pieces on what looked like bleeding open sores on her legs.  She said something to me that I didn’t understand.  I smiled and headed for the door and fresh air, even if it did mean a sudden cold drenching.

Waterston was waving at us to get back into the vehicles and pumping his right arm up and down in that old Army hurry up signal.  I plopped through the mud and finally fell in the door of the metal and glass box that sat there steaming alongside the road.  There was a change.  A squat, dark young man was sitting next to Floyd in the driver’s seat, looking impatiently at me.

“Sorry,” I muttered, “just looking around.”

“This is Reek,” Floyd said, “Reek, this is Andy Cooper from New York.  He’s our cameraman.  You know, picture snap snap.”

Reek looked blank.

“Kodak,” I said in the international language.

“Ah, Kodak,” he said, making a camera and snapping motion with his hands. “Si, Kodak, Si.”

 “We can’t wait for the truck or we’ll miss Kelly’s chopper,” Floyd said. “We’ll have to come back and get it.”

Waterston waved to us from the front of the column and pulled out onto the muddy road.  Reek put the Wagoneer into four-wheel drive and pulled out after the Land Rover which had fallen in behind the Jeep.

Reek was examining a map which Doctor Garcia had just handed to him.

“Well,” I asked after a minute of letting Reek alternately steer and then look at the map and the road. “From here how long will it take us to get to Lake Guatavita?”

Reek looked at the map for a long moment and then pointed to the red line which Garcia had drawn.  He looked over at me, back at the map, at Floyd, then shook his head.

“We no go Lake Guatavita.  This map not go Guatavita.”

I spun around and looked at Doctor Miguel Garcia.

He nodded his head.  “That’s right,” he said. “Indeed it does not.”

CHAPTER THREE

For a long minute there was dead silence inside the Wagoneer, the only sounds coming from the deep-cleated tires scrabbling their way along the narrowing mud trial that was now winding upwards at a sharp angle.

“What the hell - sorry, ma’am - do you mean we’re not going to Lake Guatavita?”  I broke the silence.

Reek knocked sideways at the map with his knuckles.  “Senor Garcia’s map, no Guatavita, go Orphan instead.”  He grinned at me and I first noticed the huge fold of skin that ballooned out under his neck.  It was swollen round in a baseball shape and hung down over the top of his chest.  It was a full-blown goiter.  And in the middle of it Reek had strung a fine gold chain with a cross dangling from the center to proudly highlight the pouch.

I was still turned in my seat.  Dr. Garcia was studying me speculatively.  I twisted my head a bit farther.  

Garcia finally said, “Orphan Lake, Senor.  I suppose it is now perfectly all right to tell you that which only Earl Waterston and I know but have had to keep a secret.  You’ll see why in a moment.”

He held up the loose-leaf folder and pointed to a small map.

“This is Lake Guatavita,” he pointed to one red X on the map.  “And here is Orphan, Orphan Lake.”  He pointed to another red X very close to the first one.

“The X’s look alike because the lakes look alike.  This is the one to which we are going.  Not this one.  I can now tell you why that is so, now that we are out of the city and on our way.  Here, no one can overhear us and no one in our party can disclose the location of Orphan.”  He looked at us meaningfully for a moment and then went on.

“As you know from my presentation last night, I had been puzzled about the origin of Lake Guatavita.  All of the texts and the previous writings about the Lake of El Dorado, the lake of the Gilded Man ceremony, had presented evidence that it was of meteoric origin.  Professors Cabelles and Laski in their tract, THE CUNDINAMARCA PLATEAU, offered irrefutable evidence of the strata deformations which I discussed last night.  And yet, on the two separate occasions upon which I explored the lake - one with a confrere of mine and once with Earl Waterston and Commander Commanger - I found definite traces of volcanic lava and no evidence of meteorite materials.  There was only one conclusion.  That there were two lakes, near enough and identical enough in appearance to create confusion.  Why not?  This area is not that precisely mapped.  A left turn here.  An unmarked trail there.  And, suddenly, a lake that looks like Guatavita but is another.  Why not?”

He had my undivided attention.

“That was the answer.  Other explorers, other travelers, other treasure hunters hadn’t observed the obvious contradictions in the natives’ stories and directions.  Some went to one lake, others went to the second one.  If you listen carefully to the legends, you can uncover a dozen major clues to the differences in the lakes and,” he paused significantly, “the similarities.  Other than their origin, they are almost identical sister lakes.  Both are at about the same altitude, both are approximately the same diameter and both are approximately the same depth since the rainfall and runoffs are similar in this small area which encompasses them.”

I leaned across and fingered the map. “Other expeditions went to one or the other?”

“At first, undoubtedly both but then later only to Guatavita because more and more was known about its location.  I assume that different expeditions talking to different natives about varying legends would have found their way to either site.  Because of the similarity of those sites, no one thought of looking for a second identical location when the first one didn’t seem to contain the treasure.”

“Not to mention the tricks of them there Indians anyhow,” Floyd added.

“Tricks?”

“I assume he means protective deceptions to guard their treasures,” Celia smiled at me then turned to Garcia. Miguel, are you telling us there is some evidence that the Gilded Man ceremonies didn’t take place at Lake Guatavita? Is that one of the reasons we are not going there?”

“Continue thinking about it, Celia, continue thinking,” Garcia answered. “Think about the golden raft.”

Celia stared at the stained gray felt headliner and began to free-associate.

“The golden raft! Ten human figures in a circle around a larger one.  One of the prize exhibits at the Museum.  Why that piece?  Let me think.  Yes, I know.  Because it was not found at Guatavita, Si?  Because it was found, let me recall, yes, yes, at Seisha Lagoon, near Guatavita, Si?”

Garcia smiled and nodded a passing grade at her.

She was gratified for a moment and then clouded up again.  “So we are going to Seisha Lagoon, instead, Si?”  She smiled but then frowned, “But we are not?  We are going someplace called Orphan?”

“The Indians, especially the Chibchas, were very clever people,” Garcia said to me.  “They undoubtedly showed the Spanish and German treasure hunters the wrong body of water and said that the treasures had been thrown in there.”

“So it was Seisha Lagoon instead of Guatavita?”

“That is what I believed at first.  But then I began to think that if the piece which shows the Gilded Man ceremony in so much detail was found in Seisha Lagoon, then maybe that was not the correct body of water either.  It seemed too much of a coincidence that the tunjo which verified the El Dorado legend would be located that easily.  Unless the Indians wanted it found?”

Clever these Chibchas.

“Putting that together with the conflicting geophysical evidence of the treasure lake’s origin, I began to look for another lake.  It had to be in Chibcha country.  It had to be a round mountain lake.  After reviewing aerial photographs and native maps and interviewing over two hundred natives from deep in the eastern cordillera, I finally isolated an almost identical lake to Guatavita.  But it has been so lost, so forgotten, so ignored for so long, I named it the Orphan and I believe, and Earl Waterston agrees with my findings, that it is there - or rather, here!” he tapped the map, “that our best opportunity for finding the lost treasures of the Chibchas will be.”  He sat back satisfied.

“Whew, Doc, that’s quite a hunch you got there,” Floyd said. “Could it be a wild goose chase?”

Garcia looked puzzled. “Goose chase?”

Celia smiled at him, patted his hand.  “American expression, Miguel, means foolish adventure, no?”  She said looking me directly in the eye.

Foolish?  Maybe.  Adventure?  Just getting over this high altitude tight rope trail was enough derring-do to last the average bravo a lifetime.

Garcia thought about Floyd’s question for a moment and then said, “I am no goose.  This is no chase.  I know this is where the treasure lies.”  He had little sense of humor.  Either that or he felt his professional reputation had been attacked.  

“Do you have any additional evidence the treasure’s there?” I asked.

“You question Orphan, also?”

“Not that Doc, it’s just that I know you’re a professional and not inclined to guess or take chances.  You seem like the kind of guy who would have his bets doubled down and insured.”

“Doubled down?”

“Safe conclusion, Doctor.  A sure thing.”

“Ah, Senor Cooper, of course.  There is another body of evidence which leads me to Orphan Lake instead of Guatavita.  That is the failure of any expedition to find the major lode of the treasures we are sure exist.  I am positive they are at the bottom of a lake as the legends tell us.  But the natives have either deliberately or unintentionally been leading expeditions to the wrong lake instead of to the true storehouse, this one.”  He tapped the Orphan X.

“How do you make that out, Doc?” Floyd asked.

“Quesada, the Spaniard, was the first to attempt salvaging the treasures which the Indians had thrown into a lake.  Stories - and history can often be wrong - tell us that he tortured and killed many Indians trying to find out where the treasures were hidden.  He forced the Indians to lead him to the lake they mentioned.  They led him to a lake, maybe Guatavita, where he found enough gold around the lake to make him greedy.  He decided to drain the lake.  We know that was Guatavita because his tunnel still exists.  He rounded up 8,000 Indian slaves and forced them to cut a huge tunnel in the steep wall surrounding the crater.  He planned to let the water drain down the mountainside and recover the treasure from the shores.  It was a failure so far as we know.”

We hit an unexpected stretch of trail where the mountainside had kept the road fairly sheltered from the rain.  The Wagoneer picked up speed.  As we rounded one side of the increasingly steep hillside, the right front wheel hit a large puddle of muddy water which splashed onto the windshield, blinding Reek’s view of the road.  He yanked the gearshift into Drive 1, slammed on the brakes and skewed the heavy station wagon toward the inside of the narrow road.  It was a good thing he did.  When the wipers cleared the windshield, we saw that the outside of the road had crumbled away from the heavy seasonal rains and what had been a short drop a few miles back was now several thousand feet straight down into the green-black jungle.

We were all quiet for a moment, the silence interrupted just once when Floyd shakily lit a cigarette and frantically inhaled huge puffs from it.

I finally unclenched myself and turned back to Doctor Garcia who continued his history lecture.

“You can still find Quesada’s tunnel and you can also see where the walls caved in and the channel dried up.  Some data we have at the museum shows that he attempted to reopen the cave-in but the Indian slaves rebelled and fought Quesada and his Spaniards instead.  Many were killed on both sides.  That was the beginning of the Gilded Man curse of death which the Chibcha descendants believe will come down upon anyone who disturbs the treasure of El Dorado.”  He drew a finger across his throat and smiled, menacingly.

No one laughed..

“A storekeeper from Bogota named Sepulveda was the next important treasure hunter.  He approached Guatavita differently.  Instead of cutting a hole in the mountain which might cave in as Quesada’s did, he cut a huge V in the sidewall of the rim and waited for the lake to drain.  Not much is known about his expedition.  We have native tales which say he found an emerald as large as a hen’s egg and a gold priest’s miter.  Another story says that he obtained enough treasure to pay a quinta real to the crown of $170,000, US.   One interesting aspect did surface from that expedition.  The lake regenerated itself.  Although the water went down, it came back up because the springs which fed it supplied the lake at a rate strong enough to regain the level which Guatavita still maintains, 68 to 70 feet.”

“Let’s see, if he sent along $170,000 to Spain, that means he took about $850,000 out of that lake,” I said. “That doesn’t sound like a salted lake to me.”

“Salted?  Not salted.  Fresh water.”

I laughed.  So did Floyd.

“Naw, Doc, what the photog meant was that phony lake stuff you was talking about, where they tried to put off the Spanish by making them think it was the right lake but it wasn’t.  Used to do that with gold mines out west in the good old U.S.  Bury a little gold in a worthless mine and then sell it to some sucker.  Called salting.”

“Salting?  Goose chase?  Sucker?  I never studied such English.”

Now, we all laughed.

The Wagoneer bobbed around another sharp bend, hugging the rocky mountain wall, the rear wheels spitting small rocks out into the mist-filled space that fell thousands of feet straight down.  The rain was now kicked along by a gale-force wind and it slammed continuous waves of water against the windshield.  The wipers fanned uselessly at the deluge, the water showering downward across the glass in each blade’s wake.  The sheer mountainside on the left, the narrow, rutted trail, the crumbling soft shoulder on the right, half hidden by the mists, swirled and distorted through the sodden windshield that now looked like a funhouse mirror.  The side windows had steamed over inside.  I tried to wipe away a peep hole with the back of my hand but all I could see was a cascade of water streaming down the window and, beyond that, a boiling black sky punctured here and there with strands of thin wind-stripped trees that hung on to the roadside with desperate root fingers.  Reek was trying to clean off the window steam on the inside of the windshield when we noticed the Jeep was missing.

One minute it had been there, maybe a hundred feet in front of the Land Rover and us.  Then it had disappeared around a small right hand bend and by the time we negotiated that corner it was gone.  The road ran for about a thousand yards climbing straight ahead with no other turnoffs, trails, or other roads intersecting it.  On one side, the ugly slashed stone face of the mountain.  On the other, the straight, sheer fallaway of a mountain cliff, studded here and there with clumps of bush and stands of trees poking through the piles of loose rock that had dropped off during the centuries.

“The Jeep, where’s the Jeep?” Floyd asked.

“No see him,” Reek leaned forward, his nose pressed against the sloshing windshield.

“They get ahead?”

“Could see him.”

“Slow down, slow down, maybe they went off the road,” Garcia said.

That’s what I was afraid of.

Reek trundled the Wagoneer to a slow, even stop right behind the now-parked Land Rover, as close to the mountain wall as he could get.  He reached down and pulled the Emergency Flasher button on the steering column, probably in case one of the unscheduled native buses came careening by.  Outside, the parking and taillights began a tock-tock winking.

We all piled out.

“What’s up?” I asked Dad Edwards who unfolded himself out of the Rover.  There was a small, stocky Indian standing by him.  From the same broad-boned face, flat nose, and gold chain-decorated throat goiter this must be His-cousin, the other native we had picked up back at that mountain hut.  Behind them, Annalee Green came slogging in the rain, strands of wet yellow hair hanging out the front of her slicker hood.  Last one out of the Land Rover and taking his time was MacShane, the compressor and pump technician.

“We lost the Jeep,” Floyd said.

“Was here, now no here,” said Reek.

His-cousin began questioning Reek in a chattering language that tumbled sixteenth century Spanish words off Chibcha Indian phrases and North American slang.  Watching the two small, dark men chatter at each other, their arms flailing the air, their goiters wattling at each other as they talked, I felt as distant an outlander as Pizarro must have felt when he first asked directions to El Dorado.

Reek turned to us, “My-cousin he say Jeep go off road just ahead.  We go look.”  He turtled deeper inside a hooded yellow slicker he had pulled from the back of the Wagoneer and the two men began to walk up the trail, their shoulders and heads tilted out over the steep hillside.  I decided to follow along and Doctor Garcia and Celia Ascunsulo fell into step with me.  The others spread out behind us.

It was tough going.  The rain was slanting in harder, hitting us almost head on, stinging the face, needling into narrowed eyes, blinding the view.  The mud and rock shoulder of the road was spongy and near the very edge it was slippery and chunks of mud slid away underfoot, leaving me stumbling sideways for a firmer foothold.  Celia Ascunsulo tucked herself behind me for protection, her one arm outstretched so that she wouldn’t accidentally bump me a mile straight down.  Garcia was holding her other hand and was following along behind.  The three of us were silent, all listening for any sound of the Jeep or the men who were in it.  I tried desperately to see straight down the mountainside through the slashing rain.

We moved past a wind-crippled stand of trees and I was almost knocked flat by the gusts as we left its shelter but kept my feet. Celia couldn’t. The wind suddenly shoved her away from the road edge. She was tumbling sideways, twisting over the cliff side. I reached out instinctively and managed to grab the front of her slicker. With my other hand I doubled my grip on  the collar.  She was falling and her weight was pulling me off balance, toward the steep rock-walled dropaway.  I looked around frantically for help. Garcia was fighting the wind, diving in low to catch us both around the middle.  I felt his weight hit her first and then the two of them slammed into me, knocking us all into a flailing, muddy pile of yellow oilskins several feet from the edge of the road.

“You okay?,”  I finally spit through a mouth half-full of mud.

She was quivering.  Her eyes were wide and her breath came and went in shallow spurts.  After a moment, she reached up and patted my hands.  I just sat there without moving.  She patted my hands again and then began to unpry one from her slicker collar.

“Oh, sorry,” I said.

Garcia sat up between us and began massaging his leg.  “May have twisted it,” he commented to himself.

“You all right?” she asked, repeating me.

“Yes, think so, here, let me help you up.”  I stood and reached a hand out to both of them.  She was light enough, but Garcia was a great deal stronger and heftier than he looked.  He nearly pulled me back over the cliff as I helped him to his feet.

“Ho, everybody, over here double time!”  It was Dad Edwards calling from about twenty yards ahead.

We hunched up through the storm and found the rest of the crew, except Waterston and Commanger who had been in the Jeep, knotted together at roadside.  Edwards was pointing downhill and the two natives were still chattering at each other only now more excitedly.  One of them was pointing downward.  “No breks,” he was saying, “no breks.”  

It certainly looked like there had been no brakes.  The lug-treaded tire marks had no squeezing up characteristics showing that brakes had been applied.  There were no skid or slew marks which would have appeared if the Jeep slid.  Instead, the tire marks came cleanly down the ruts, then did a precision right turn directly off the trail.  The rain was already washing the marks away but I noticed that the right tire mark was wider than the left.

I moved up to stand next to Dad Edwards.  He looked over at me and pointed down the hill through the gusting rain.

“Looks like there’s a break in the brush straight down from here, maybe 75 feet...”

The trees and brush below showed a definite hole where something the size of a Jeep could have punched through.

Reek yelled something which had the word ‘trock’ in it and His-cousin went splashing off down the trail toward the Land Rover.

“We go get,” Reek said to all of us, pointing down into the abyss.  “You move trock.”  He pointed to the Wagoneer.  “Bring him op here.”

Floyd nodded, began dog-trotting through the yellowish mud toward the wagon we had been in.  He reached it, clambered in, got it started, and came chugging up.  Reek waved him ahead and then gave him the signal to shut it off.

Just behind the Wagoneer, Reek’s cousin came shuttling up in a whining first gear.  He pulled up behind the Wagoneer and then began backing the rear of the Land Rover slowly toward the cliff wall.  The trail at this point was about two feet wider than the Rover was long.  The small Indian backed a little until he hit the wall, turned the wheels all the way right, pulled forward inches, then put it into reverse, cocked the wheels the opposite direction, and backed up again.  He did this six times until the Land Rover was directly across the trail, its rear bumper hunched against the cliff side, the heavy duty power winch on the front about a foot from the sharp-edged precipice.  He leaned out the window and yelled something at Reek.  Reek nodded.

“We go.  You come,” Reek said in my direction.

Just my luck.  He had volunteered me.

Reek was unreeling several turns of wire cable from the winch with one hand, the other revolving over his head.  With each turn of the hand, His-cousin gave the engine some gas and the winch released more cable.  Floyd had found a roll of rope and was busy tying one end to the heavy steel hook at the end of the wire cable.  When about ten feet of cable had been reeled out, Reek motioned His-cousin to stop.  He walked over to Floyd and took the coil of rope and then beckoned to me.

“Hey, I’ll go down,” Floyd said.

“Need you here anything hoppen,” Reek replied.

So I had been picked because I was expendable.

“How about me?” Dad Edwards stepped up.

“You diver.  Lake need you.”

“Now I know how it feels to be needed,” I cracked. “See ya.”  I nodded to Doctor Garcia and Celia as I moved toward the cliff.

“Be careful,” she called after me in a tone quite a few degrees warmer than a courtesy concern.  Garcia said nothing.  He was watching, taking it all in with careful eyes.

Reek began to show me how to hold a rope to rappel down the mountainside.  I listened politely, basically because I didn’t know how to interrupt him.

“Hand here in front.  Hand here back.  Slide rope, Si?”

Dad Edwards handed me a pair of leather-palmed cotton work gloves.

“Si,” I said and climbed into position as though I taught at a mountaineering school.

I hadn’t taught, of course, but did have plenty of climbing and rappelling experience during the two months I was shooting a network special on avalanches in the Rockies.  That had been last year and my basic mountaineering hadn’t been forgotten.

We went over the side, Reek first, and began slipping and sliding down the loose rock face.  Reek kicked off and went sliding down his rope.  I went after him, flying about eight feet away from the wall and began to slide the rope through my hands.  I came slamming back into the wall and put my legs into another kickoff position.  As I kicked away again, I noticed that Reek was already three-quarters of the way to the treeline, getting three to four times the distance on each kickoff.  When he landed, he held the rope for me.  With it straightened and stiffer that way, I managed larger chunks of distance each time and finally felt my feet hit the ground with a sharp jolt.  Underfoot was solid smooth rock, slippery with wet moss and grass.  I kept the rope tight to hold my footing.

Reek pulled twice on the rope and I heard the Land Rover engine start and then more rope was being lowered to us on the lengthening winch cable.  Reek tied one end of the rope around my waist, took another coil and wrapped himself into it and the two of us headed for the dark hole in the trees, a dozen yards away.

Inside the treeline, you could follow the wreckage path.  Ground bushes had been torn out, tree limbs were splintered and bent inward, bark was torn off and shredded along the way.  I thought I heard a moan and stopped.  Reek stopped also.  He heard the next one and motioned to me.  We began clambering down the steep incline, shoes and hands finding holds between rocks and in the roots of trees.

It had stopped about forty feet into the green jungle gloom.  The Jeep was sitting on its side, its windshield shattered, punched through with an eight inch round tree limb which had also gone through the hardtop.  My camera case was gone.  The hood and radiator and front axle were ensnared by  yards of coiled vines.  The engine had stalled, but the key was still on.  Earl Waterston was conscious, pinned between the ground and the heavy branch which ran the length of the Jeep.  Commanger had been thrown clear from the passenger’s seat and was lying some five feet from the vehicle, doubled up on one side, his right arm holding his left shoulder.  He was moaning.

I bent over him.

“I can’t move it,” he said. “Feels like a shoulder separation.”  

I told him I’d be right back and moved over to the Jeep with Reek.  He was tying the rope to the pinioning tree limb.

“You okay?” I asked Waterston who smiled at me through a bloody mouth.  His face was bleeding from four or five cuts from the broken windshield glass.

He nodded, then pointed to the tree limb.  “Be better soon’s I get out of here,” he spit out blood.  “How’s Dick?”

“Shoulder. He says it’s separated. Looks broken,” I answered.

“If the Doc doesn’t know, who does?” Waterston answered.

Satisfied with the knots he had tied Reek yanked on the rope twice, waited a second, then yanked twice again.  Up on the road, the winch started to reel in the cable and its attached rope.  Down here it tightened, began to yank at the tree branch which then jammed in the windshield frame and began to lift the Jeep from the ground.  Reek kicked at the massive branch and it suddenly pulled free, swung wildly around nearly taking my head with it and then slid upwards.  Reek jumped up and grabbed the rope.  He put all of his weight on it and the motion stopped.  I helped him untie the branch and set it down on the ground.  It was twelve feet long and obviously the battering ram that had hit Commanger’s shoulder...and knocked my camera gear somewhere not immediately visible.

Before we could help him out, Waterston was climbing over the Jeep’s seats, rubbing his left arm and side.

“Everything in one piece?” I asked.

“Only one thing bust up a Georgia boy and that ain’t it,” he answered.  He headed toward Commanger.  We followed along.

The three of us improvised a splint for the shoulder, following Commanger’s explicit medical directions.  Because the medical supplies were on the helicopter along with just about everything else, we improvised with two short branches and some cut up canvas to wrap it.  When we were done, Reek pulled up the rope which we had abandoned a little earlier and tied it around Commanger’s chest, just under his arms.  We each supported a side and Waterston supported the weight of his legs.  Reek yanked on the rope and it began reeling in, the three of us walking most of the Commander’s weight uphill through the punched out hole in the jungle.  Already, the creeper vines and underbrush were beginning to stand up and weave together, bandaging the green wound.

When we broke into the clearing at the bottom of the rock-fall, I looked upwards.  There were heads hanging over watching us.  Reek motioned Waterston to help him lift Commanger and start him up the sheer wall.  They re-adjusted the ropes under his arms, tied them through his belt and then suspendered them back to the higher rope again so that he wouldn’t tilt or turn  feet over head.  Reek signaled on the rope and Commanger began inching upward, the Land Rover winch moaning shrilly against the blowing wind.

While Reek and Waterston watched his slow upward progress, I slid back down the rocks into the shadowy green cave.  I climbed up on the front fender of the Jeep and looked around.  There it was, about a thousand yards straight down.  That magnificent custom-constructed, foam-rubber padded, world-traveler case of expensive network camera gear.  

After tens of thousands of miles and hundreds of close calls, it had finally met its match.  The hard case had bounced several times against the steep rock wall when it was knocked loose from the Jeep top.  The double-hasp, locked fasteners had snapped from the impacts.  There were camera parts and motors and magazines and film cans and snapped Plexiglas housing pieces forming a dull chrome and plastic and black crinkle-finish trail which disappeared into the greenish-black scraggly growth of the timberline.  Even if I could get to the remains, which the rope and winch couldn’t reach, there didn’t seem to be anything worth saving.  I sighed, turned around and went back to poke around the Jeep.

I checked the front axle, the shocks, the steering wheel, the tie rods, and finally the tires.  The left front wheel was smashed inward, half torn from the hub, the lugs pulled partway through the wheel by the force of the crash.  The right front wheel was straight and even, its suspension undamaged but the tire was airless, and hung halfway off the wheel.  I leaned down and turned it, looked at it and turned it again.  I leaned forward and studied it carefully.

“Ees bad.”  It was Reek and he had come up behind me.  “Muy bad,” he said.  He had the cable in one hand and was looking at me interestedly.

“The Commander get up okay?”  I asked straightening up and moving away from the wheel.

He looked at me questioningly and then understood.  “Op?  Okay?  Si, senor.  Op okay.  Senor Waterston op okay.”

So Waterston had been winched up also.  Well, they could both be patched up more professionally by the crew on the ledge following Commander Doctor Commanger’s orders.

While Reek and I threaded up the Jeep so it could be winched back to trail level, I thought how lucky they were to be alive.  This was one of the few places where the trees and the underbrush could have broken their fall.  A quarter mile back or a quarter mile ahead and the Jeep and its occupants would have gone over the edge and straight down six thousand feet with nothing between them and oblivion but sheer stone ledges and jagged rocky outcroppings.

Dad Edwards and Floyd Butler suddenly appeared through the dripping trees and the four of us managed to get the smashed vehicle back on four wheels.  We all went around picking up the gear that had been spilled and throwing it into the back seat again.  Reek lashed most of it down so it wouldn’t come out as the Jeep banged up the steep rocky mountain face.

Reek nodded me upward and I began climbing the rope hand over hand to get out of the jungle.  I reached the bottom of the rockfall area and reached down to help Dad Edwards.  Behind him Floyd and Reek came up the rope.

“Let’s hope it works,” Edwards said to me.

“What  works?”

“The rig Waterston dreamed up to get his Jeep back on the road.”

Then I realized of course that the weight of this vehicle could pull the Land Rover off that slick, muddy road above.

“What’d he dream up?”

“He’s got the Wagoneer chained to the Land Rover, backing it up.  Like a guy holding another guy’s belt while he leans over,” Dad explained.

“It could pull both of them over,” I replied.

“That’s the chance he’s taking.”

“He’s taking it for all of us,” I answered thinking of all three vehicles ending up down there and us with no transportation out of this wet green desolation. Because of Doctor Garcia’s secrecy, no one else knew where we were.

“Here goes nothing,” Dad Edwards said and pointed.

Reek had given the signal and the sound of whining winch and straining engines came from above.  The Land Rover winch wasn’t budging the Jeep.  The line went taut, pulled, slacked off, pulled again.  The Jeep remained flat, wedged against the loose rocks.

Reek  waved them off and stood thinking.  The smell of scorched metal came floating down the mountainside.

Floyd walked over to him and said, “Steada just backing up the Rover with the Wagoneer whyn’t we put ‘em both into reverse and pull that there Jeep right up?”

Reek looked at him uncomprehendingly.  Floyd leaned over and drew a diagram in the rocks with his fingers, talking pidgin English to Reek at the same time.

I saw Reek smile for the first time.  I could understand why he didn’t do it more often.  His front teeth were broken stumps edged with deep brown decay.  Like most Indians he was raised to believe in the old medicine.  The new shiny clinics were only for the middle class and the wealthy.  The old medicine was good enough for his ancestors so it was good enough for him.  Sweetened butter for sore throats.  Turpentine for leprosy sores.  Boiled vulture meat for stomach infections.  Black sheeps’ wool to cure mumps.  And creosote and water for toothaches.  The results of this old medicine were obvious.  Maybe creosote and water worked for discomfort or swelling or abscess, but the end results made his mouth look like a row of splintered detour signs in a tar road.

Reek jabbered at Floyd, then jumped up the rocks and began shinnying hand over hand up the hundreds of feet of rope.  Up, up he went and then hands reached down for him, pulling him gently over the top.

Floyd walked over and explained the idea to us again.

We could hear the Wagoneer being moved into position.  Then we could hear the rattle of chains as the two four-wheel drive vehicles were trussed together.  Finally, Reek leaned over the edge and waved us away from the Jeep.

The engines strained above.  The groan and whine from the Land Rover came through louder and clearer than the heavier American V-8 in the Wagoneer.  We could hear the tires churning, skidding, sliding, and the smell of burning rubber came drifting down the wind along with the scorched metal odor.

Floyd elbowed me in the ribs and giggled.

The Jeep was off the ground and moving upwards.  It was starting to twirl and Floyd handed me part of the rope to keep it straight.  We both swung our shoulders into it.  Dad Edwards grabbed on too and we managed to keep the front end from smashing into the rock cliff.

The high pitched whine of the engines above screamed at the storm winds which were beginning to catch the Jeep as it neared the top.  The rope we were holding started to whip and twist and the three of us held it tightly as it twanged and thrummed against the gale force wind.

Reek and Waterston and MacShane reached over the ledge and pulled the Jeep into the road.  They levered two large tree branches under the frame on the inboard side and pried it up, then they winched it in a little further, pried up the other side and winched it onto the road the rest of the way.

With the banging into the rocks on the way up, the prying of wheels with the branches, and the sideways dragging of the wheels onto the road, there would be little left of what I had seen earlier.  

Paranoia.  Was this really an accident?  Planned by one person. Two?  More?  Why?  To get rid of men or equipment or both?  My equipment?  Did someone not want any kind of photographic record at all?  

   But who?  Doctor Garcia, Mac MacShane, Floyd Butler, Dad Edwards, Annalee Green, Celia Ascunsulo, Reek and His-Cousin.  They couldn’t all be in it together.  I wondered who wanted my camera gear destroyed or who wanted to kill Earl Waterston or Dick Commanger or both.  Who had wedged a small piece of metal in the air valve so the tire would leak slowly and go uncontrollably flat up here on the most dangerous part of the trail to Orphan Lake?

I thought about that treachery all the way up, terrified the same someone might let go of the rescue rope they had winched down for us.

CHAPTER FOUR

A careful examination showed that the Jeep was crippled but could probably hobble the rest of the way.  Reek and MacShane replaced the broken front wheel with one of the two spares strapped on the side.  Dad Edwards hammered the bent right door mostly closed and then tied it to the body with a piece of rope.  Floyd knocked out the remainder of the broken windshield glass.  Meanwhile, despite their animosity, Annalee and Celia were poking around together in the supplies we had tossed back into the Jeep.  Most of the load was still down in the ravine with my camera gear.

Waterston was taking inventory.  “Three...four...five dehydrated dinner packs, should be a dozen.  One...two CO2 extinguishers...map case...boots...surveyors transit...six bourbons...two broken...that breaks mah heart, boy...lister bag, torn...chlorine tabs...Safari lights, two broken......that’s it?  Whar’s the medical kit, Doc’s medical kit?  And the can goods... whar’s the can goods case?”

Annalee poked a little farther into the Jeep’s innards and then came out shrugging.

Celia pointed down the hill.

“We have to recover my kit,” Commanger declared.

I didn’t volunteer.  Once a day derring-do is already over my limit.

Before anyone else could play Batman, Waterston shook his head, looking at the clouds scudding by alongside the road.

“Take maybe ‘nother hour to git down there and back up Doc, don’t think we have the time.”  He was dabbing the cuts on his face with a dampened piece of cloth.  They weren’t as nasty-looking cleaned up.

“Why not Earl?”

“Looka them clouds.  Goin’ to git right nasty pretty soon.  Git dark and mean along this here road.”

If I hadn’t felt so miserable I would have laughed.  The rain hadn’t let up at all.  It was still slashing across the road in an unbroken crystal curtain.  The road was now completely under water and the streams running down the rock face were swirling four inches deep around the vehicle wheels.  It was starting to get cold.  The chilled gray sun which had been only a frosted glow behind the clouds all day long was now beginning to fade away.  A border of grayness was beginning to edge the rain.

Reek chipped in, “Orphan maybe dos horos.”  He held up two fingers.  “Maybe more,” he shrugged at the rain.

“We gonna get us lost or even fall off this road again if we hold up s’more,” Waterston concluded.  “Let’s saddle up and git goin.’”

Earl directed the reseating arrangements.  His-cousin drew the assignment of driving the wobbly open Jeep.  He was hesitant about getting behind the wheel until Waterston bellowed that he, cut up as he was and half-blinded with blood, would drive the fucking thing.  He wasn’t leaving a five thousand dollar piece of equipment up on that road to be stripped and stolen by the Indians around here, by God.  It was going with us.  Besides, he pointed out, we needed the engine for power takeoff at the camp.  Waterston slid into the passenger seat of the Jeep, waved his cousin behind the wheel, and we jockeyed all three vehicles for ten minutes to get the Wagoneer in front with Reek driving, the Land Rover next with Floyd at the wheel, and the broken Jeep last so the occupants of that now-windshieldless vehicle could have questionable protection from the rain that was blowing directly out of the roadway ahead.

Dick Commanger had replaced Floyd in the Wagoneer.  He was seated next to Doctor Garcia, his bad shoulder toward Celia.  She was busy wrapping it in a khaki knit sweater, tying the sleeves around his neck in an improvised sling.  Commanger was being a professional stoic.  His face was bright red but he held back the Curse of Cry he might have roared in all-male company.  His neck muscles bulged and knotted.  The veins in his forehead slithered under the skin.

From her slicker pocket, Celia produced one of the unbroken bottles of bourbon and held it out to me.  I slit the tax and custom stamps with a thumbnail and pried the cork loose, then handed it to the injured naval officer.  He nodded gratefully and took two hefty swallows, waited a moment to catch his breath, then took another long glug.  He handed it back to me.  I helped myself, passed it to Mike Garcia who looked at the community mouthpiece a little askance but attacked the contents as eagerly as anyone in the ‘trock,’ as Reek called it.  Celia took a timid swallow and made a sour face but when I reached for the bottle to give Reek a chance at it, she took another swig before letting go.

“Sorry we don’t have a bullet to bite on, Doc,” I said.

“Sour mash doesn’t hurt the teeth as much,” he smiled.

“Your camera equipment, it’s all gone?” Celia asked.

“Down the mountain like a rockfall,” I answered.

“A shame,” she said.

“The only good thing that happened back there,” Commanger laughed.

“You be quiet,” Celia said.  I wasn’t sure whether she was being concerned for his physical condition or my mental one.

Reek had finished his turn at the bottle and was handing it back over the seat.  Ordinarily I don’t think that working drivers should drink, especially on slick, muddy mountain trails with no guard rails or curbs between us and sea level.  But Reek deserved a drink for leading us down the cliff to rescue Waterston and Commanger.  He rated another one for helping organize the plan that got the Jeep back to the road.  And a third for now leading us surely part forward movement, part sideways, to Orphan Lake.  He helped himself to all three rewards.

Commanger was cradling the bourbon bottle to his chest now.  It was two-thirds gone and he was taking ownership rights to the remainder.  We knew he was in pain and no one asked for another pull.

“Feels a lot better,” he slurred a little, “thanks to my two lovely friends here.”  He held up the bottle first.  Then smiled over at Celia.  She smiled back and began fussing with the knot on the sweater sling.

“You tie a nice sling.  Where’d you learn that?” he asked.

“I know a little medicine - muy poco, mostly first aid medicine,” she answered. “In the village where I grew up there was lots of sickness.  Hookworms and parasites from the animals, typhoid and intestinal infections from the water, typhus and yellow fever from the mosquitoes.  My father died of malaria.”

Somehow I couldn’t place this cool, sultry woman in a disease-ravaged Indian village.

“The only medicine we had for years was a curandero, a folk medicine man.  Some places they’re called witch doctors?  The curandero medicine is based on superstition.  I know you modern doctors laugh at some of the cures, but I’ve seen them work.  I’ve seen water and roots clear up internal infections.  I’ve seen cats used to cure asthmatic children.  I’ve seen mirrors employed to heal broken bones.”  She looked across at Commanger’s arm. “Perhaps we need a curandero and a mirror here?”

“If it’s just the same, I’d rather have a surgical splint and an orthopedic specialist,” said Commanger waving the rapidly emptying bottle playfully at her.

“But how’d you learn the first aid?” I encouraged her.  I was growing more curious about this girl.  She was very much like the earth; the cool crust disappeared rapidly.  The more you dug down, the warmer it got.

“Eight years ago, we had a major yellow fever outbreak and the government sent in a medical group.  One of them was a young and quite handsome intern.  As you know, doctor, down here our medical men do not receive their diplomas until they spend a year out in a village like mine working with the natives.  That intern was assigned to our area and I thought he was not only handsome but wonderful because he came from Cartagena, a big city to a small country girl.  I was only 15 but I was sure I wouldn’t live until 16 if he ever left the village.  He eventually did, however.  He went to get his diploma, leaving me to finish school and then go on to the university.  He left me broken-hearted but he also left me a little knowledge of medicine - mostly first aid - because he allowed me to work in his little office for months before he left.”

“Well, damn glad to have you along, doubly damn glad,” Commanger slobbered at her.  “Have a feeling we’re going to need someone else who knows how to bandage.”  He looked down at his shoulder. “There goes the diving,” he finally said quietly. “Can’t dive with this shoulder.  Maybe you’ll take my place,” he said playfully at Celia.  “You can try on my dry suit when we get to camp, huh?” he nudged her.  “I’ll help you into it,” he offered.

I waited to see how the cool lady would react.

She smiled, took his hand and said, “You shouldn’t be worrying about things like that now, Doctor Commanger.  Why don’t you just relax?  Perhaps close your eyes?”

Commanger took instruction well.  He tucked the almost drained bottle under his good arm, leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes.

I turned and looked out the window.

We were passing small farms now, farms planted on steep mountainside.  I could make out a straggly winter wheat field and, next to it, a potato patch.  A dozen stringy cows munched their way higher up on the hillside, kept away from the crops by a rusted barbed wire fence that tumbled downhill.  Beyond it, a field of moldering yellow corn stalks lay sopping in the rain, their summer burdens now stored away and drying for the winter.  Beyond the hillside there was a backdrop of snow covered peaks reaching twice as high as we were.  The nearest one had a cataract of water spilling over a cliff; falling, tumbling, splashing spray into some hidden valley below.

Then the view was gone.  Reek turned into the trees and we began inching our way down a single lane trail too narrow for a motorcycle.

“The jungle memory,” Garcia said.  “When Senor Waterston and I were up here no more than three weeks ago, we carved out a path wide enough for a truck, is that not correct, Reek?”

Reek nodded.

“The jungle not only grows back but it grows back in exactly the same patterns.  Fortunately, the largest tree trunks haven’t regenerated yet.”  He pointed to several heavy trunks that had obviously been chain sawed away.  “If they had, we would have great difficulty getting in again.  And once in, getting out.”

There was now an overpowering smell of wet green foliage.  It mixed with the sweet smell of heated rubber from the slicker bottoms too near the car heater and the sour smell of bourbon coming from Dick Commanger’s direction or perhaps from all of us.  I rolled the window down a little for a breath of fresh air and a spray of cold rain water splashed in.

We were bumping along now dropping slowly downward, the Wagoneer clanging its underside against the rocks.  We could hear the other vehicles whining in lower gears and the sucking noises of tires pulling themselves free of the clenching mud.

“Senors, Orphan Lake,” Garcia announced.

Celia leaned forward.  So did I.  Reek continued his efforts to hold the Wagoneer on the road.

We had suddenly come out of the trees onto a narrow lake shore.  The jungle had once come within ten feet of the water but a large clearing had been hacked out of the green wall.  Chain saws and machetes and axes had cleared a space I estimated at about 150 by 400 feet.  Most of it was gently sloping hillside but we had emerged in a flat space some 50 feet square smack in the middle of the clearing.  Branches and other cuttings and vines covered the ground.  Beyond was Orphan Lake.

It was gray, cold, covered with a million rain dapples.  The lake was held in the perfectly round bowl of a steeply sloping mountainside that reached upwards between 200 and 300 feet to a jagged rim.  The trees and underbrush were thick and heavy and grew right down to the water’s edge.  Here and there, rushes and cane stands shot through the surface of the lake.  The sky above the brooding bowl was a cast iron gray and fists of black clouds punched each other along.  The lake reflected the sky and the black clouds mirrored there darted across to the far shore and disappeared into the trees.

Other than the drumming of the rain on the metal roof of the Wagoneer, there was not a sound.  The other vehicles had pulled up and stopped, their engines off.  Everyone sat quietly taking it in.

“Makes you feel a bit like Quesada discovering El Dorado, doesn’t it?” Garcia said reaching for the door handle.

Orphan Lake.  So - underneath that rain-spattered surface, some 70 to 80 feet down, was a thousand million pounds sterling in treasure, if all the evidence was right.  And the getting of it and the getting out of it - all on film - was my assignment, come what may.  And I was fairly sure that there was a lot of what coming.

You could actually feel menace there in that shallow mountain bowl.  The stillness, the unbroken gloom of the trees, the flat gray lid of sky bottling us in here.  It is one thing to laugh at hexes and curses when you’re safe in a warm, comfortable Rockefeller Plaza office but quite another out here in this storm-swept lakeside that time and history had forgotten.  I shivered involuntarily.

The thick quiet was suddenly splintered by Waterston’s drill sergeant voice.

I slid out of the Wagoneer and looked back.  Garcia and Reek were also out of the vehicle.  Doc Commanger was still half out of it, and Celia was gently removing the almost empty bottle from his arm.

“Reek!  Reek!” Waterston was fuming, “Whar’n hell’s the truck?  Whar’s the tents?  Whar’s the rest of yore people?”  He was gesturing open-handed around the clearing.

Reek looked around searchingly, hands cupping his eyes like binoculars.

“Shoulda been heah last night...left Bogota yestiday!  Whar’n hell’s the truck?  Got all our tents, sleeping bags, netting, gear, and food.  Damn, boy, it’s got all the food ‘cept them survival packs we got with us.  Floyd, whar you at, boy?  You got any ideas?”

Floyd came shambling up, “I don’t have no idea, Earl.  We packed the truck good, put everything on it except the stuff the chopper’s bringing in, the big stuff.”

“They know they s’posed to meet us at Reek’s house and if they missed us to meet us heah?”

“Reek did.  Hell, they’re nephews and uncles and stuff.  I don’t talk that half-spick they talk down here.  Reek told them where to go and how to get here.”

“Know Orphan.  Know road,” Reek assured Earl, spreading his arms possessively.  His-cousin, not understanding but knowing something was wrong, also raised his hands the same way.

“Couldn’a  been in a wreck or gone off the road or we seen it on the way, right?”

Floyd nodded.

“Tell me again, Floyd, what you did yestiday.”

“Just like you said, Earl.  Me and Reek checked out the Ford truckload and it was just like we brought it in from Brazil.  Everything was there.  That shipment of Navy diving gear...suits...tanks...airlifts...hydraulic pipe.  The food.  The booze.  Clothes.  Tents.  Floors.  Cots.  All there, Earl.  A lot of stuff for that size truck but it all packed in.”  He turned toward Reek.  “Then I turned it over to his family and him.”

“What happened, Reek?”

“Not know.”

“Maybe yore kin done taken off, Reek. Taken off with fifty thousand dollars gear to sell all ovah the country?”

“Not do that.”

“How do you know?” Floyd poked. “How do you know they didn’t?”

“Reek family,” he said proudly poking himself in the chest, “not do that.”  He shook his head violently back and forth.  His-cousin watched for a moment, then began repeating the action.

“Well, Jeezus H. Jones, we finally git here and we ain’t got no camp, no tents, no food, no dry clothes, no gear.”

“And Earl, to make things worst, ain’t no helicopter going that’s coming through that stuff today.” Floyd pointed.

The sky was growing darker.  The black fists closer together now.

“Maybe they just stopped to have a little guarapo...to celebrate some of them dollars you give them to bring the stuff in,” Floyd offered.  “That’s powerful stuff, make a man like to forget his head as well as where he was going.”

“Guarapo?” I asked Garcia who was standing next to me.

“Bad liquor.  It is forbidden by law in Colombia.  Tastes like quicklime.  And it has a tendency to destroy the body like quicklime as well.” He suddenly turned toward Waterston, “Senor Earl, it is better we wait out of the rain, no?”

“You got any ideas, Doctor Garcia?”

“Si, Senor, the cave.”

Waterston snapped his fingers, turned, pointed toward the middle of the clearing and began to stride toward it, his feet sucking water and mud each step of the way.

Everyone began to follow him.

Garcia turned to me, “Perhaps we should help Doctor Commanger?”

It took both of us plus the determined steering of Celia Ascunsulo to get the bourbon-loosened Navy Commander across the mud flats.  At the back of the clearing a great deal of brush had been cleared away to expose a cave opening in the steep rock cliff.  It was three feet wide and five feet high.  A curtain of water poured across the opening from above, screening the inside.  People were holding their collars and ducking through.  We arrived just as the last one, Dad Edwards, disappeared through the deluge curtain.

Garcia nodded at me.  I turned and looked at Celia who shrugged and we all moved under the waterfall at the same time.

Both Floyd and Annalee had Safari lights from the Land Rover.  Floyd’s light snapped, flickered, finally caught fire in the neon bottle.  Annalee put hers flat on the floor so the light would shine up and across at the door.  Floyd put his behind hers shining in the opposite direction.  The ghostly blue neon light didn’t go very far but there was enough visibility to see most of the cave.

We were in a chamber that had been hollowed out of solid rock.  A million strokes of hand adzes pocked the walls.  The ceiling was about six feet high at its tallest and curved down to five feet at the front and sides.  I couldn’t see the back of the space but the side walls were 20 feet apart.  There were drawings of some type on one. And they were all seeping water while, here and there, the ceiling dripped, making slippery puddles on the worn stone floor.

Reek and His-cousin came bowing through the door, folded rubber tarpaulins and duffel bags under their arms.  Waterston made a gesture and soon the tarps were covering part of the floor and the packed bedding-filled duffel bags were placed in a row to work as seats or back supports, depending upon which part of each individual’s anatomy needed the most comforting.

Everyone finally settled down with much heaving, sighing and creaking.  Although dank and filled with the chill of stone, the cave was a great deal drier than outside.  Some of us even snapped open our slickers for the first time that day.  Floyd Butler lit a cigarette.  Celia gave the bottle of Bourbon dregs back to Commanger.  Waterston sat down next to him and sighed.

“How’s it going there, Dick?”

Dick grinned and tried to wave his injured arm at Earl.  He grimaced with the mistake.

“Even if Kelly Karga can’t get in today, that truck should be here, sure as confederate money’ll come back.”

“Not know what happen trock,” Reek offered, shaking his head disconsolately.

“Well, s’pose you go look for it, Reek.  S’pose you shor as hell get in the Jeep, yes, the Jeep and go git it,” Floyd snapped.

Garcia brightened up, “That’s an excellent idea.  If they are lost perhaps we can find them.  Of course,” he paused significantly, “I’m not certain I would send.......” he gestured to Reek.

“Right you are, ole buddy,” Waterston picked up. “If they stealing our gear, no sense sending the ringleader back to them and with one of our vee-hicles, too.”

“We’ll just keep you here like security, Reek,” said Floyd.

“I will go look.  I know the road since you and I have been here before,” said Garcia.  “I will take the Land Rover and,” he paused significantly, “I will also ask my confrere, Senorita Ascunsulo, to accompany me.”

“Sure Doc, but why her?” Commanger slurred.

“I know the Indians around here.  I speak their language.  I can even hire a new crew if it is necessary,” Celia answered.

Waterston thought that over for a moment.  “You do that,” he said. “You jest do that little thing.  Senorita, you go ahead and see if you can’t hire us some strong Indian families.  We need us cooks and help around the camp and with the airlifts and the ‘quipment and other chores.”

“What about the truck and Reek’s relatives?” Dad Edwards asked.

“Can’t count on ‘em.  Far as ahm concerned they’re useless as a rooster on a nest.  The truck, hell yes, but when those relatives of yore’s git here, they’re fired,” Waterston finished pointing his trigger finger at Reek.

“Not know what happen,” Reek offered in a low voice.  His-cousin nodded a seconding motion.

Celia and Garcia snapped their slickers shut, hunched into the hoods and headed for the cave opening.

“I’ll go git what’s left in the Rover.  Hey, Edwards, lend a hand, huh?” Floyd yelled leaping across a puddle after them. The four of them splashed through the water curtain and were gone.

In a few minutes there was the sound of the British-built Land Rover being kicked over and then the whine of tires against slippery undergrowth.  The engine noise shrilled higher in second gear, then melted away through the steady splosh splosh of the doorway waterfall.

Floyd and Dad Edwards came wading through it, their arms loaded with crates and boxes.

“Lessee what we got here,” said Waterston.

It was a sorry assortment.

There were three suitcases of personal luggage, a case of hardware, a box with two airlift nozzles, a crate of paper and pencils and cataloguing books, somebody’s still camera case, a five gallon Jeep can of gasoline, a case of compressor repair parts, five brand new two-piece wet suits in the original factory cartons, and a case of mixed and assorted dried fruits.  It was the dribs and drabs of the gear and equipment that had not been loaded onto the truck or the helicopter.

“Go see what was unloaded from the Jeep and Wagoneer,” Waterston ordered Floyd.

He and Edwards and MacShane and I moved through the wet wall.

The outlook improved a little when we got everything sorted out.  There was a case of dehydrated food - soups, jerky, vegetables, even a mix-with-water pudding.  There were chocolate bars.  Cigarettes.  Eight bottles of Jack Daniels black were blessedly still intact.  The bedding in the duffel bags was a bit damp but there were enough wool khaki blankets to go around.  The sheets and pillows folded flat could make an adequate sleeping pad and the rubber tarps would keep those improvised sleeping linens off the damp floor.

Annalee and His-cousin volunteered to get a meal together.  Using a nest of plastic buckets, they mixed and stirred, occasionally going to the steady stream of water at the doorway for more liquid.  They made a stew and served it on the bucket lids with pencils from Annalee’s cataloguing case to use like chopsticks.  By the time it was ready we had all dipped into a new bottle of bourbon and by the third or fourth pull, everyone but Doctor Commanger was feeling a bit more spirited.

The pain was starting to get to Commanger now and he was lying swaddled in blankets at the back of the cave.  He would writhe and moan every now and then, trying to keep his responses to the pain under control.  Everybody wanted to help but there was a limit to what we could do.  Waterston went back a couple of times and bent over to talk to him.  He would come back each time shaking his head, saying, “Wish that damn Kelly would come.  We could send him back to the Bogota hospital.”

“You send me to a hospital I’m going to send you to a hospital, Waterston,” Commanger overheard and yelled back drunkenly.  “This is my dig much as yours, maybe more.  Nobody’s going to dive without Dick Commanger.  I’ll have their ass court-martialed.”

“Right you are, ole buddy,” said Waterston mollifying him. “You jest get some rest now, hear?”  He winked at me.

I nodded sympathetically.

“Looks like the Curse is in full working order,” I offered.

“Sure ‘nuff,” Waterston agreed.  “No one ever come away from this here treasure without a load of grief.”

“So I understand.  Doctor Garcia and Celia Ascunsulo were telling me about all the expeditions that have tried to find the treasure of the Gilded Man and what happened to them.”

“Which ones?”

“Let’s see.  Uh… Quesada, Sepulveda….”

“They tell you about Humboldt, de la Kier, Pepe Paris?”

“No.”

“Some of those boys, they found treasure.  Some left empty handed.  Nobody got the big one though.  Nobody yet.”  He paused and stared off into the distance.

“Who came up with that thousand million pounds sterling valuation?”

“That was an ole boy name of de la Kier, an archaeologist like my friend, Garcia.  When he come up with that number, a treasure hunter name of Pepe Paris and a limey naval captain named Cochrane went looking for the Gilded Man.  They heard there was a lot of golden statues - big as a man - in a temple by the lake and when the Spaniards come along the Indians jest shoved them statues and all that there gold and emeralds into that there lake.  Paris and his ole buddy went to Guatavita and they cut them a channel, too, but didn’t have too much luck.  Know why ah think they didn’t?”

I nodded.

“Wrong lake,” he said and pointed.

I looked.  He was pointing at a neat symmetrical row of niches in the far wall.  Niches large enough to have once held gold statues - big as a man.

“If they anyplace, they here at Orphan,” he said.

“Any modern outfits try?”

“’Bout a hundred years later, some outfit come into Colombia from England with drilling machines and dynamite to blow the treasure out of the lake.  Blew them a hole through the mountainside down where they thought the lake bottom was but didn’t git piddley cause most of what treasure’s there’s under lotta bottom silt.  Some of Reek’s old relatives was along and told me later the Limeys found them some treasure includin’ a emerald big as a hen egg. They just gone one night not even breaking camp.  They just up and gone during one night.  Must have found something worth sneaking off.”

“Or the Indians sneaked them off.”  Annalee interrupted, then added, “there have been others.  Man-operated bathyspheres and deep water submersibles with metal claws and remote control grabbers.  The biggest problem at Guatavita - and here - is the turbidity.”

“Water’s blacker than a speed trap judge’s heart,” Waterston offered.  “Can’t see up from down, right from left.  Don’t know if you’re sucking water or gold.  Some of that treasure’s so far down in bottom mud it can trap a submersible; you’d never git it up again.”

“Why not just drain the lake or part of it?” I asked.

“One of the outfits, maybe Earl remembers which, tried to do just that in a shallow part of Guatavita.  Without the water, the floor began to harden, like drying cement.  It was hard as rock and totally unworkable a couple of hours later.”

 “So if the treasure’s going to be recovered and the bottom of this lake is like the bottom of Guatavita……?”

“And Garcia says it is...”

“Then it has to be done while the silt is wet - underwater.”

“Give the boy a Tampa Supreme.”

“Anybody else win, place or show in this sweepstakes?”

“We’re probably the last.  Garcia talked his museum and the government bank into one more final try to excavate this site.  Then he called us.  We do the dig. They get their artifacts and we get cash, roughly half the market value of each item we bring up,” Annalee volunteered, what she didn’t know I already knew.

“Plus half the money for the television special and other rights.”

“Plus the articles and the books and the lecture tours and other activities can be worth almost as much as the cut we’ll get of the treasure,” she agreed smiling.

“Of course, there’s no special and none of that other stuff if we can’t get film of what happens here,” she added, “which could be quite difficult without a camera.”

“I’ve been thinking about that.  Maybe I can replace some of my equipment in Bogota.”

“You can fly back with Kelly, if he ever shows up here,” she suggested.

“So even if you come up with just your bare asses hanging out, you still have the adventure to talk about?” I asked.

“But we ain’t gonna come up empty boy, no sir,” Earl interrupted.  “We got us a new system, nobody ever got before.”

I tried to look curious. 

“We going to make that lake clear as drinking water, Mister Cooper.”

I managed to look curious without trying.

“We got us some new kind of filters going to turn that muddy lake clear as good moonshine in a few days.  They’re swimming pool kinda filters but bigger and better than anythin’ ever before.”

“Where are they?”

“Aw, that damn Kelly and his helicopter’s got them.  Wherever he is.  He’s s’posed to set ‘em down here nice as you please.  Them and the pumps and the compressors and the piping and all the stuff we need for the filters and the cofferdam.”

“Okay, you got me.  What’s a cofferdam?”

Waterston reached over and drew a circle with his thumbnail on the rubber tarpaulin underneath us.  He drew another circle inside it.  He pie-sliced it into eight parts.  “We’re sure as a spotted bird dog that there treasure is in this lake.”  

I nodded.

“We got us these fold-up steel walls, make a big box.  We put it out in the lake, section at a time here,” he pointed to one of the pie wedges in the center circle, “surface up from the mud.  Then we pump out the water in there, clean it in them there big round filters and pump it back in that steel box.  When it’s clear enough, we send down divers and airlifts and just suck up the bottom and strain it for them artifacts.  We the first ones can see what we’re doin’.”

“And when we finish with one section, we just move the cofferdam around to the next and work on that,” Annalee added.

“How long do you estimate it will take to do the entire lake?”

“Have to git in and out of here fast, coupla reasons.  What we’re doin’ up here’s gonna ‘tract lots of strangers, most of them very unfriendly types!”

“Like?”

“Kelly told me some of the Indian tribes around here believe the treasure belongs to them,” Annalee offered, “including the Molitones - the tribe that uses poison arrows. And there’s always banditos, the outlaw gangs who live in these hills.  Sometimes the military has them under control, most times, not.”

“Best reason for getting in and out like a downstate flash flood,” said Waterston, “is the April 9th...but, hell boy, you know more ‘bout that than ah do.  Could be your story finally got to me boy, could be.”

“Do you think they can find us here?” Annalee asked.

“Easily.  Especially if someone tells them where we are,” I answered.

“Who?”

“Down here where many animals kill their young and the insects eat their mates and nothing is what it seems, quien sabe, y’all?” I responded.

  They both nodded agreement in the faded blue light from the hissing Safari lamp.

CHAPTER  FIVE

There was so much shouting you could hardly hear the rotors.

Outside the cave entrance I could hear Reek and His-cousin, yelling, “Copta come!  Copta come!” Each repeat a little louder, a little more excited than the one before.

Overshadowing their strident news was a heavier sound, a mixture of a dozen voices, some deep, some shrill, several high and piping, all forming no recognizable words but piling up notes of awe and excitement into one shattering wail that bounced inside the cave and rattled around the walls.

Underlining the cacophony of voices was the steady wop-wop-wop of slowing helicopter blades.

“Helicopter’s here!” yelled Waterston leaping out of his brown blanket cocoon and running for the cave door.

“Kelly!  Yea, Kelly!” cheered Annalee.  She was on her feet in a second and headed toward the cave entrance a step behind Waterston, the blanket still clutched around her shoulders, her sleep-tangled hair fanning out behind.

Others - Floyd Butler, Celia, even Commanger - pounded by me, some without their shoes, some without bits and pieces of their clothing.  They were all like I was.  Wrinkled.  Moldy.  Soaked outside from yesterday’s rain, soaked inside from the damp floor and wet rubber tarpaulins we had all slept upon.  I tried to sit up and felt like a bicycle that’s been left out all winter.

I must have groaned.  Across the cave a voice said, “Mister Cooper, we believe that dampness is the most unhealthy condition for man.”  It was Doctor Garcia.  He was sitting up and stretching out of his blanket wrappings, his arms in the air like insect feelers.

“Especially if the dampness is seventy feet deep,” I made a little joke gesturing at the lake outside.  He smiled, whether out of friendliness or the humor I couldn’t tell.

I yawned and pulled on my water-stiffened engineer boots.  It was like sticking my feet into a hundredweight of cold oil.  I hobbled toward the entrance.  Garcia fell in behind me.

The rain had stopped.  The sky, the hillsides, the lake, even the trees were still gray, a steady, monotonous tone of gray broken only by the smooth even line where the lake touched the mountainside bowl and, hundreds of yards above that, the humped and dipped lines where mountaintop met the sky.  There was another touch of gray some ten yards to the left, four granite-colored burros stood noses to chests; huddled into a tight pinwheel for warmth.

Down the way, cheering but not venturing too close to the whirlwind, were their owners, a dozen natives I hadn’t seen before.  I made out three men, four women, five children ranging from a stringy, greasy-haired boy of about 16 down to a solemn, round-faced, pigtailed girl of five or six.  Some were cheering the helicopter down.  Others seemed to be warding it off with pushing gestures.

Ten yards in front of them Reek and His-cousin were leading the cheering section for the whirlybird.  When they yelled encouragement, the other natives joined in.  When they paused for breath or approval from the members of the expedition, the other Indians paused, unsure of what to do next.

“The Elenez family,” Garcia volunteered.  “We hired them last night.  They live in one of those farms we passed on the road.  Coffee farmer, but not enough land to make ends meet. Superstitious group.  They didn’t want to have anything to do with us or the lake.  They’re convinced demons live here. Celia talked them into it. She has a way with the Indians, being one herself.”

“That’s one family?”

“Father, that’s Fernando there, the one with the mustache.  And Juan, the older son.  I can’t figure out who belongs to whom but there are actually two families there including husbands, wives, and children from each.”

The helicopter was an eye-blinding green.  Its high rotor tail boom was whipping in a fifteen degree arc as the pilot looked for a place to drop the hanging part of his load.  It was a war surplus Sikorsky S-55, one of those short-fuselage, tall-body utility copters that look like a pregnant guppy. It has wide side hatches and a rear door under the high boom for unloading and tiny wheels on thin sticks that made the whole rig look like a third grader’s drawing. It had been specially fitted with heavy outriggers and lashed to them with steel cable were dull steel plates, obviously pieces of the cofferdam.  In addition, dangling some ten feet below the center of the craft was a small but efficient-looking crane with a long boom, folded flat.  It was basketed in a steel cable sling.

Waterston was standing almost directly under the hovering machine, waving signals at the cockpit.  Finally he bellowed, “Y’all stand by to unload that there crane!”

Reek waved His-cousin a bit forward and then imperiously motioned at Fernando, Juan and the other male natives.

The copter dipped lower, feeling its way down.  The crane touched down on one edge, began to tilt, righted itself and began to settle into the puddled mud.  Reek took over immediately, snapping commands in an Indian dialect.  Callused, work-scarred hands moved quickly across the crane and unscrewed large C bolts from the dangling cable.  When the crane and cofferdam plates were free, Waterston waved them back, then motioned the helicopter farther down the clearing, away from the newly landed freight.

The neon green helicopter settled slowly down with a heave, a sigh and a slow tired folding of its rotors.  Waterston ran forward, ducking under the fuselage lettering that said, ‘KELLY KARGA’.  Behind him only a foot or so, injured shoulder and all, trotted Commanger.  Before they could reach the cockpit, a man came out feet first through the back hatch.

“Whar y’all been?”  Waterston greeted him.

“I oversleep a leetle. She no wake me,” the man nudged Waterston, smirking. 

The chopper pilot was dressed in a survival orange one-piece flying suit, the top covered by a scarred, peeling B-2 leather jacket, the kind worn by World War II pilots and fern bar pretenders.  Over the pocket, there were faded letters that spelled out, ‘T. Kelly’.  He was thin and almost as leathery as the jacket. Underneath a ratty red baseball cap and dark green Ray-Bans there were high cheekbones, a sharp aquiline nose, slanted eyes and a carefully shaped thin black mustache.  Laugh crinkles lined the face from eyes to ears.  He was laughing now as he pumped Waterston’s hand with one arm and clapped Commanger on the good shoulder with the other.

“Bad getting here?”

“Overload.  Didn’t think I’d get op.  Didn’t think I get over the mountains.  Didn’t think I got down.”

“See you got the crane,” Waterston said, pointing down the clearing, “and some of our cofferdam plates.  What you got inside?”

“Damn heavy cargo that’s what’s inside.  The big compressor - the one on wheels - chained down een there. Got food, guns, ammo, pipes, valves, bags of earth for thees filters, tents, floorboards, poles, lister bags, stoves, diving gear, you name it, I got it een there or am on my way to get it.”

“How much y’all still got to move?”

“About ten trips same load’ll get it all here,” he said.  “Next trips I get some of the filters.”

“See the truck anywhere?” Waterston asked.

Annalee couldn’t stand being on the sidelines anymore. She threw her ample arms around him and lifted him off the ground, “Kelly!  I once said it’d be a cold night in hell when I missed you.  Well, it was last night and I did!”

Kelly patted her back affectionately and they exchanged an exaggerated pucker kiss.  The native family jabbered at the public display of affection.

Waterston looked on sourly.

“I see they know each other,” I commented.

“They are old friends,” Garcia said, “Kelly and Earl, Dick Commanger, Floyd Butler and that girl have worked together before.”

“He looks Colombian.  But, Kelly?”

“His full name is Tomas Kelly.  His mother was Bogota society.  My family knew hers.  His father, I understand, was an oil field roughneck who worked on the pipeline in northern Colombia and Kelly was raised in both Bogota and the oil fields.  He knows the city and the country better than most natives.  He was an officer in the air force and when he left that service, he started this cargo carrier helicopter service.  However, I believe this is his one and only carrier.”

I stood in line like a fan club member while Annalee finished her enthusiastic welcome, while Floyd and Miguel Garcia passed pleasantries and the time of day with Kelly, and while Kelly paused for significantly long moments over Celia Ascunsulo’s proffered handshake.  She seemed flustered and flattered at the same time and couldn’t decide whether to break the handhold or just continue smiling politely.

I decided it for her by sticking my hand out toward his and introducing myself.

“Name’s Andy Cooper.  I’m supposed to shoot this dig for TV.  I understand you’re going back to Bogota as soon as you’re unloaded” I said. “Can I have a ride?”

He studied me for a long moment and evidently decided I was okay. “Si, pleasure ees mine,” he crinkled up his face to show just how much of a pleasure it would be. “We all unload, we go back faster.”

Floyd and MacShane climbed into the small tractor crane and suddenly there was a snort and a chug and a puff of black diesel smoke coiled into the damp air.

“Got it going!” MacShane yelled.

“Let’s get this cofferdam material down to the lake,” Waterston yelled back.

The crane lumbered across the clearing, its treads scuffing up squares of mud bigger than welcome mats.

“What can I do?” I asked Commanger.

“Just stay outa the way, Cooper, we can do just fine.”

It was obvious that the shoulder injury hadn’t improved his outlook, especially toward me.  If this was going to be his attitude during the entire excavation I was going to have difficulty getting near enough to the action for good treasure hunting footage. Of course, before I could do that, I needed new camera gear.  I didn’t know if the photographic supply outfits in Bogota could tell an Arriflex from a box Brownie or a Mitchell from an Instamatic.  I decided to call Bob Deane in New York and see whether he wanted me to buy whatever was available or have him send along a new setup from network inventory.

Within an hour the cargo of the helicopter was laid out on the ground.  There were boxes, crates, cartons, bags, bottles, cases, piles, mounds, stacks, reams.  A case of AR-15 semi-automatic rifles sat atop a case of Bloody Mary mix.  Dozens of large-diameter pipes were stretched out.  A giant bright yellow compressor, looking like the engine end of a Caterpillar tractor complete with wheels, sat jauntily behind, its new white walled rubber tires sinking into the yellowish mud.  Coils of bright red rubber tubing lay next to it.  An open case showed a sign which said ‘FRAGILE.  HANDLE WITH CARE.  REGULATORS.’  

There were piles of tent frame and support tubing, a stack of duckboard flooring, Coleman heaters, a liquefied gas four-burner stove with oven, a huge refrigerator with freezer.  There were containers of fuel.  There were spotlights, searchlights, reading lights, map lights, and flashlights.  There were can openers, corkscrews, soufflé whips, Teflon pans, and genuine plastic painted-to-look-like china dishes to eat from.  There was a large red generator.  It was the ultimate Boy Scout Camping Outfit assembled by Stanley, Livingston, Hillary, L.L. Bean, Julia Child, and the ninth grade physics class at Roosevelt High.

If there were ten more loads like this, they hadn’t forgotten anything except financial discretion.

Evidently, treasure hunting was not something you did with string and a bent pin.  Not now.  Not here.

Take that crane.  I’d used that type of equipment for high-level action shots of car racing; my cameras and I riding some forty feet in the air, hanging over the track and the cars.  It was a four-wheel drive, four-wheel steering, rough terrain model with a boom that could handle a ton at a time with ease.  As I watched, Reek and two of the Elenez family cabled several of the flat steel sheets to the crane’s hook and it swung them easily to the growing pile of metal plates near the lake edge.

Or, take that compressor.  It was a 300 cubic-feet-per-minute model, the one they call the Whirlwind because of the amount of blow it can churn out. If I guessed right, it was here to operate the airlifts and I assumed there would be a 150 cfm plus a backup coming along in another load to feed oxygen to the job’s divers, and, I was determined, to me as well.

The helicopter was now empty and Kelly was closing the rear and side cargo doors.  Waterston and Commanger were standing by, talking to him.

“See if you can find out anything about the truck,” Commanger was saying as I walked up.

“You come back and get that shoulder feexed?” Kelly asked.

“Who by?  One of your witch doctors?  I can prescribe roots and herbs myself.  I don’t need them.  Anyway, it’s better today.  Thought it was a shoulder separation, but it’s just torn ligaments.  Bruises.  Sprain.  Can’t do anything in Bogota that Celia Ascunsulo can’t do out here and she’s a lot prettier than your local medical establishment.”

“That’s my new girl.  Just stay away from her,” Kelly said.

“You already have Annalee.”

“Everybody has Annalee,” said Kelly.  He looked sideways at Waterston.  Waterston grinned sheepishly.

“Y’all hurry on back,” he said to Kelly.  “You going along?” he asked as he saw me heading toward the craft.

“I’m going back with him.  See if I can replace the camera gear I lost.”

“Don’t hurry back,” Commanger offered.  He wasn’t smiling.

Kelly motioned me through the remaining open hatch and I yanked myself up to the “second floor” seat in the cockpit over the cargo area. The network has two news helicopters and at least once a month I would pull some type of coverage which required shooting from a chopper. The previous month it had been aerial footage of that supertanker with the gigantic oil spill off the New Jersey coast for a special on ecology.  The month before it had been a pictorial essay on the drought-blighted farm fields of Pennsylvania and Delaware for the ‘Vanishing Man’ series. Usually I worked at the end of a heavy metal arm, counterbalancing a large camera perched at the opposite end of the rig, but sometimes the pilots let me fly them. Without that camera mount, this cockpit seemed totally luxurious and a lot roomier than a first class airline seat.  It was an older, simpler helicopter than I was familiar with, but the principles were the same.

Kelly pulled, twisted and squeezed various controls and the rotors coughed into action, slashing through the damp gray air.  The rain was now holding off, the mists writing white messages on the gray slate day.

Waterston waved his arm over his head in a circle and the copter leaped up then went into a slight nose down attitude as Kelly headed it across Orphan Lake toward a pass in the mountains directly in line with Bogota’s Eldorado airport.

“A little different going by air,” I commented.

“The only way to go een Colombia,” Kelly agreed.  “Not very much good roads, not very much good railroads.  Not very much good boats.  Thees country goes up and down more than it goes across and that’s why we have so many airlines.  Too many.  Too many crazy pilotos.  That’s one of the reasons I stop flying military.”

“One of the reasons?”

“The other?  Maybe some day I get reech, eh?  Maybe?”  His laugh crinkles accordioned.

The altimeter said we were at 11,000 feet and Kelly was skimming the helicopter through a line of bluish peaks.  The air was cold and it dappled mist on the windshield.  There was a vast open-roof-of-the-world feeling heightened by the unrelieved, monotonous sky.  Below, there were farms pasted to the steep hillsides.  The houses were mostly dried mud on sapling frames, covered with thatched roofs.  Many of the porches and eaves of the huts had clumps and clusters of bright trumpet flowers, roses and bougainvillea brightening the day.

“I am not sure I want anything to do with this treasure,” he offered. “ Many of the Indians here theenk eef the treasure is touched, the demons will pull their children under the waters. I wonder how long that Curse is for. I have no children now but....” I couldn’t tell if he was serious or trying to amuse me.

I laughed unkindly.  He looked sideways at me with semi-disapproval for scoffing at his countrymen. He had been serious.

Now that I was closer, I got a good look at Tomas Kelly.  He was a mestizo; half-Spanish, half-Indian. Seated in the cockpit he didn’t look as large as he had on the ground.  But you could feel the ox strength of the man, one generation removed from the small, dark creatures who run miles along the roadside, curved over, broad bands across their foreheads supporting loads twice their own weight.  A good wing man to have if trouble comes.

We passed over a small village, the center aswarm with Indians trading plantains for beef, woven shawls for seed, hard-saved pesos for a thick, warm ruana to ward off the winter cold.

Then there was a refinery, its smoke boiling upwards in black knots.  A road whipped its way from the gates down along a small thin river.  Large haciendas suddenly appeared, half-hidden in the overpowering trees, then suddenly, we were over houses and calles and wide streets and traffic and gasoline stations and Kelly was pointing down to the new Eldorado Airport.  Off through the windshield I could see the church and picnic grounds atop Monserrate, one of the two highest mountains surrounding Bogota.  The funicular and cable railways were working.  The mountains around Bogota are crowned with religion.  One has a white convent, one has a figure of Christ, one is decorated with a cross.

Kelly crossed his fingers, pointing at the circling aircraft, said, “vita large” - long life - and dropped us down through layers of circling planes while he spoke consolingly to the control tower.  


“Eef you wait for clearance,” he shrugged at me, “you could grow wings op here.”  His face crinkled.  “Fortunately, my very dearest friends work there.”  He pointed to the tower, ignoring the protesting squawks coming out of his earphones.

He tucked the copter tidily between a Varig jet that was taking off and a Lear that was landing and then scurried low over the runway to the taxi paths at the far end of the field.  There, small planes and private hangars occupied most of the open land.  We trundled through rows of brightly painted tied-down aircraft and came to a thwack-thwack stop in front of a half-opened hangar stacked deep with crates, cartons and cases.  There was a huge pile of those thin steel plates on one side, yet more crates and boxes and standing in front of those, two additional yellow compressors on wheels. This was evidently the remainder of the load Kelly was to transport to the campsite.  When the helicopter - which I had self-appointed the Big Green Machine - came to a final stop, three men in coveralls came sauntering out, one hand-slashing his throat in a cut gesture to get the rotors turned off.

Kelly turned to me, “I’ll be flying thees shuttle two-three days.  Maybe nine or more trips. Three each day.  You go back with me?”

“Yes - but I don’t know when.  I’ll find what I’m looking for fast as possible and get back here before you take your last load.”

“You call here and tell me or leave message when, eh?”

I thanked him for the ride, said I’d see him around, and headed for the frontage road behind the hangars.

A white-armbanded tourist guide policeman helped me flag down a cab and I asked the driver to take me to the hotel nearest the Gold Museum.  I hoped that hotel could help pull me together fast.

Within two hours, I had a comfortable room around me, a solid breakfast inside me and freshly pressed clothing waiting on a hanger.  While eating, I had made a list of things to do and numero uno as they say down here was to get that replacement camera gear and film.  Without shooting equipment my trip here was as useless to network programming as an organ recital in prime time.  

I made a few calls around town to the photographic equipment stores listed largest in the directory and found little to encourage me.  There were a few used sixteen millimeters around including one that the voice told me “was used only for taking home movies on holidays for a very small family.”  Although everyone I talked to seemed to know somebody who knew where a 16 millimeter Arriflex could be located, that location was never exactly pinned down.

In desperation, I finally called Deane.  It was still before lunch time in New York.

“Andy, me bye,” he fake-brogued as a salutation, “I thought you’d be up to your fucking constant speed motor in gold by now.”

“More like muck and mire.”

“Muddy down there, huh?”

“That’s the mire part.  There’s a lot of mucking around going on, too.”

“You can talk plainer than that.”

“I plan to.  Listen, Bob, did you know what you were getting us into when you got us into this?”

“What could be wrong? It checked out okay.  Waterston’s a fucking good archaeologist and treasure hunter.  He’s published two books on the subject, maybe 50 articles in magazines.  Been on hundreds of talk shows.  Public affairs, legal, programming all checked the fucker out.  And you know what the news department feels about it and why they checked it out completely and told you what the fuck to watch for.”

If you took the F word out of Deane’s vocabulary he’d be a mute. The network’s staff psychologist once confided in a drunken moment at Hurley’s bar that it was Deane’s compensation for impotence which led one of the staff announcers to comment: “When Deane gives head it’s only verbal.”

“I’m watching and I think everything they warned me about is going to happen.”

“Fucking great!  Get it all.”

“Well, Bob, unfortunately that’s one of the things that happened.”

“What thing?”

“My gear is gone.  Bodies, motors, lenses, magazines, film, even my underwater housing, the whole case.  Gone.”

“Fuck me, gone where?”

“Six, seven, maybe eight thousand feet straight down a mountainside with no way to get to it.  We had an accident with the Jeep that was carrying my case.  It went down the hillside along with some other supplies.”

There was dead air at the other end.

“Hold on a fucking minute,” he finally said.  He left me with the hollow white sound of the hold button.  He finally came back on.  “Legal says it was insured so go ahead and get yourself some new gear and have them bill us in tripli!”

“You’ll have to send it down to me, Bob.  The best I can do down here is a Bell and Howell Super 8 with family picnic zoom.”

“That fucking bad?”

“Have Charley and Jake look up my checkout list and duplicate it.  The only item you won’t locate is my Plexiglas housing.  But there are some Mako metal housings in the camera lockers.  Send one along.  Also, I need three sets of those underwater lamps, the tungsten-halogen ones.”

“Anything else?”

“Another 20,000 feet of film and see if you can put a .38 Detective Special in an empty can in the middle of the package.”

“You’re fucking kidding.”

“Would I put you on, Bob?”

“I’m going to put you on hold,” he answered.  And did.  He finally came back.  “I can’t promise anything like that.  But listen, if there’s something wrong, if it’s that fucking bad.......”

“Come on back?”

“Fuck no!  Be sure you get good film of it.”

“You’re all heart.”

“Fuck you. The gear goes to you where?”

“Get it on a plane today - Colombia Air, Varig-somebody.  Send it care of the Bogota Hilton, this side up, no hooks.”

“Got it, Andy.  One more thing.  How much ammo?”

“Oh, let’s see a box should do it.  Regular copper jacket but with one silver bullet thrown in.”

“A fucking silver bullet?”

“For the Curse of the lake.”

He hung up.

I dressed and went out, consulting the list of things-to-do-today.

I headed for the Gold Museum first.  It was just down the block.  The building, according to a plaque, had been put up in 1968 just to house the gold treasures that hadn’t been spirited off by the Spanish and German explorers.  I picked up a booklet inside the door which promised me that the building was a fine example of contemporary Colombian architecture.  It also informed me that the museum had 15,000 pre-Colombian gold artifacts, eight times the number of similar treasures exhibited in museums or owned by private collections in other parts of the world.  It went on to tell me that the museum was the world’s largest treasury of Colombian emeralds and there was a picture of the world’s largest unpolished gem-type emerald looking like a piece of green slag outside a Gary, Indiana steel mill.

I wandered into a large darkened hall called the El Dorado Room.  Each wall was cut up into three glass-fronted aquarium-type cases.  When I first arrived the glass was dark but by some prearranged timing device, the lights came up suddenly inside the cases - popping thousands of gold treasures into bold, glittering detail.

There were one, two, three and four strand gold necklaces and chains, flat dishes, bracelets, tiny strings of beads, large round hoops, intricately detailed breastplates, helmets highlighted with coiled gold wire details, shoulder ornaments, swords, knives, scoops, cups, sun heads, grinning masks with bared teeth. There were figurines of tigers, birds, fish, lizards, insects.  Small figurines in strange tribal costumes.  Large, menacing figures with towering, heavily detailed head dresses.  One small figure looked like a child jumping rope.  Another looked like two children on a swing made of vines.

The raft that Celia Ascunsulo had spoken about was there with its Gilded Man at the center and the other figures around him.  It was the one artifact that gave reality to the legend of Lake Guatavita; about the man covered with gold dust who rinsed himself in the lake while the tribal members threw their emeralds and gold into the waters of Lake Guatavita.  Only Guatavita was not where this piece had been found, but in a lagoon.  But, as Miguel Garcia had pointed out, or was it Floyd, that had been a false clue.  According to him, the gold wasn’t at Guatavita or the lagoon.  But at the lake Garcia had named Orphan.  Or was it?  

Well, I supposed, if someone actually knew where it was located there would be no more treasure hunt.

I moved up to one of the armed, uniformed museum guards and asked where the office was.  He pointed with his left hand.  His right moved to a cocked position over the gun on his hip.

I spent the rest of the day at the museum, researching.  I found out what I wanted to know about Doctor Miguel Garcia and about his protégé, the ever-lovely Celia Ascunsulo.  After reading what materials had been translated and talking to a half-dozen bilingual friendlies, I reviewed my notes.

I found out that since 1936 the Colombian government had restricted treasure hunting and the exporting of archaeological material.  That ban included all native gold work and artifacts.  Only on extremely rare occasions did the officials permit an outside organization like Deep Waters Salvage to come in and work the treasure sites.  It was only through the extensive efforts of the respected Doctor Miguel Garcia, official of the museum, that Waterston had been approved.  Most of the Bank of the Republic officials felt that Guatavita was played out, and what treasure remained was unrecoverable.

“Guatavita, Lake Guatavita?” I repeated after the clerk said I might want to talk to the museum director.

   “Si,” she said, “Guatavita.  Here.”  She pointed out the lake on a map near her desk.  Orphan was not even on the map.

The next morning, I took a cab out to the university and poked around in their personnel files.  I then visited the Archaeology and Geology Departments for a while and then caught another cab.

I asked the driver if he read the newspaper and he said no, he listened to Reporter Esso, a five minute newscast which came on hourly on 840k on the cab radio.  I asked him to take me to the offices of that station.  The doorway said, Primera Cadena Radial Colombiana and there were more than a dozen stations listed underneath it, ranging from the Caribbean to Ecuador, from the Pacific to Venezuela. 

I showed my network ID card and said I was interested in doing a story on Colombian broadcasters.  I assured them that the Ministry of Communication had given me full cooperation and pretty soon I was poking around in their newsroom files, alone except for a pimply-faced young man who “estudied anglash in eschool and can translate...”

I had to go back quite a few years but I found what I was looking for.  I used a battered old photocopier to wring out a smudged but readable reproduction for me and with much bowing, smiling, and assuring the group that they would be on Norteamericano television, I escaped out the door.

I had to wait another day and a half for the camera gear, Deane reassuring me it was on the way, the airport telling me it hadn’t arrived.  It wasn’t all bad.  It was Tuesday so I went looking for the stewardess who had been playing with the tour booklets. She was there again and after some shooters in the hotel bar we went upstairs to her room and toured each other’s Scenic Wonders.

The camera gear finally arrived.  A porter brought the crate up to the room and I checked out the contents.  Arriflex 16, extra body, lenses, film magazines, raw stock film, underwater housing, meters, lights and, wrapped in newspaper inside a film can, a short barreled, blued steel .38 belly gun with a box of cartridges.  Deane’s handwritten note said, “It’s been charged against shooting equipment.”

I called the airport and asked for Kelly’s Karga and he answered.  He said he was leaving for Orphan shortly but would be glad to have company and would wait for me.  He added that he had room for the crate in his crate and to come on out, muy rapido.

An hour later we were slanting through the peaks, the rotors cookie-cutting circles out of the cold rain.  I wasn’t sure whether he said damn or damp weather, commenting on the view.

“Say, Kelly you always go this way to Orphan Lake?”

“Si.  Shortest. Lowest mountains.  Easiest way.  Why?”

“Did those natives ever show up with the truck?  No?  I was just wondering if you had looked for it from the air.”

“Earl thinks they run off with the trock to sell what’s in it, sell trock too.”

“What would you think of following the road from Bogota to the lake?”

He thought it over for a moment, and then banked eastward.  “A leetle hard to see today but we look, eh?”  His tanned face wrinkled into a warm grin and he reached over and punched my shoulder conspiratorially.

He found the road in a couple of minutes.  At this distance from Bogota, the road was still trafficked, large American cars and trucks bullying their way past the Fiats and Volkswagens dragging themselves up the steadily steepening gradient.

A few minutes farther along, the broken macadam secondary road led off to the side and Kelly swung the copter tail around and headed down the shiny black trail.  Now, only a few farm vehicles appeared.  A rusty pickup truck banged slowly over the ruts.  A mule clopped along, pulled on a rope by a small boy.  Two small, dark men half-walked, half-glided along the side of the road, large packs bending them over almost parallel to the ground.  Kelly dipped lower and began to look out his side window, I studied the heavy green mat of jungle from mine.  He was about 70 feet from the treetops when he punched the same shoulder and said, “Camion, camion!  trock! trock,” he switched to English.

The copter dropped down and wheeled a half circle.

There, parked alongside the road was a large stake bed truck.  If it had been loaded with cargo at one time, there was only a flapping canvas tarpaulin to show for it now.  The right wheels were sitting on the trail, the left wheels were off the road into the mud but it didn’t look as though the truck had mired in.  There were no signs of spinning wheels or attempts to wedge it out of the slop.  The driver’s door stood open and there were legs hanging from the driver’s seat.

Kelly dipped the helicopter lower to get a look inside the truck.  We still couldn’t see.  Finally, he motioned back up the road a hundred yards where the trees were spread open more.  He headed for that space, twisted the throttle grip, adjusted the pitch, and settled the whirlybird down onto the road crown.

“You go see,” he said to me adjusting the controls.

I unhooked the door, jumped down and crouched under the wopping rotors.  Then I jogged down the road, my shoes squishing in the swampy dirt.

I really didn’t have to hurry.  There was a small dark skinned Indian behind the large black plastic steering wheel, a torn piece of map in his hand.  He was wearing a blue ruana over his shoulders and a chauffeur’s cap on his head.  The cap had several union type metal pins on it including a truck driver’s local.  Right next to that pin, a heavy caliber bullet had smashed through the cap putting the driver into a much more divine union. Something about the whole expedition - in addition to this body - was beginning to smell pretty bad.

I didn’t know then, but that was to be just the first dead body of the day.

CHAPTER SIX

Kelly and I agreed that our first duty was to report the dead driver and the truck to Earl Waterston and let him notify the authorities, in this case, probably Doctor Garcia.  Kelly pointed out that something like this could not only ruin a perfectly good day but a perfectly good treasure expedition. The influential people who hadn’t wanted Waterston’s group in there anyway could use this to force the Deep Waters group out of the country.  Since Kelly was in it mostly for a piece of the treasure and I had the assignment to come back with a good piece of adventure film, there was no advantage for either of us in having the gold hunt closed down.

“Banditos,” Kelly finally decided. “Banditos.”

That was his theory. But not mine.

Within a few minutes, Kelly had the Big Green Machine over the camp and was changing the rotor pitch to settling angle. Three days had made quite a difference.  When I left the area had been a mud-floored clearing with jumbled piles of crates, metal sheets and loose pieces of equipment stacked here and there.  Now it looked like an organized, businesslike settlement.

The first installation I noticed was the set-up for filtration of the lake. Two rows of five large round metal filters each stood at one end of the clearing close to the lake edge, a necklace of large diameter pipe connecting them to each other.  From the air it looked like a physics textbook illustration of a molecular structure.  

Two large hoses ran from the end filters out across a large wooden raft and then into a huge triangular area of the lake, marked off by thin metal walls jutting out of the surface a foot or so.  The water inside the triangle was clear enough to reflect the helicopter as we flew over, and the color, although still dark, seemed clearer, more pure than the muddy lake around it.

The raft was really a floating equipment platform and staging area.  It was a large wooden rectangle assembled from prefabricated pieces.  There were stacks of rope and hoses coiled at one end.  In the middle was the large crane, its boom lowered and hanging over the edge of the clear water area.  Behind it sat the bright yellow compressors, each with a maze of hoses leading to the front edge of the raft.  There were wooden crates and boxes piled on the far side and one of the huge generators hugged the back corner.  Several of the Indians and what looked like Floyd and Dad Edwards were lowering two large black hoses into the water at the front.  They fed through large mesh boxes before plunging downward into the lake.

There was a large open space behind the raft in the clearing and off to the left of that, ten medium-sized canvas tents had been erected in two rows of five.  An oversized tent with a smoking chimney stood in front of them like a Sergeant before a small squad.  Lines and cables coiled in and out of them and then scurried away in a straight line toward the hillside where they disappeared into the cave.  

If my guess was right, these were electric cables and the other generator was inside the cave churning out the modern miracle of electricity.  Another dozen cables, red, black, yellow, radiated to the right from the cave and traveled to the large tent.  That one turned out to be “Maxim’s,” the name I later learned had been given the mess tent.  Just as we were settling down I saw that someone had even erected posts with spotlights on them.  Most covered the campground clearing but a couple were aimed out across the lake.

“You brought all this in?”  I turned to Kelly.

“I hope I’m too rich to work taking eet out,” he answered, his laugh crinkles folding in on themselves. “That crane, those compressors, the generator, those steel plates don’t want to behave, throw weight around, make a man fly with a tight ass all the time, eh?”

Two of the native boys and two of the women helped unload the chopper.  I supervised them carefully when it came to the box of new camera equipment.

“Ah see you were successful, boy.  Y’all want that in yore tent?” asked Waterston coming up to the aircraft.

“Providing my tent isn’t on a mountainside,” I answered.  

“Last one back, toward the hillside.  Yore bunking with MacShane.  Kelly’s next to you, in with Doc Garcia in the middle tent second row.  Ah know it’s puttin’ two cats in a same bag, but I had to double up Annalee and the Senorita them bein’ women and all. Tent next to yours.  Hee, hee,” he chortled, slapping me on the shoulder, “and ah’m only chargin’ you half of yore salary fer the favor.”

“We found your truck and the driver,” I interrupted.

We had Earl’s immediate attention.


“Where?” asked Commanger, who had come up quietly. “Selling the equipment in some village?” he snapped.

“Maybe,” said Kelly. “Maybe not.  Trock’s empty.”

“See, I told you,” Commanger leveled a finger at Waterston.  “I told you not to send that diving gear by truck.”

“Driver’s dead,” I said softly.

It was loud enough.

“Dead? What d’you mean dead?” Commanger floundered.

“Bullet in the head dead,”  I answered.

“Where?”

“Sou’west,” answered Kelly pointing, “near Cruz del Sur road.”  He gestured toward me, “he see.” 

“Kelly landed and I checked it out.  Truck’s off the road in the mud.  Whatever was in it’s gone.  Driver’s behind the wheel, dead.”

“Shot?”

I nodded again.

“What all was on that there truck, Dick?” asked Waterston.

“Those new experimental pressure helmets we’ve been working on in Washington, the new survival system tank packs I wanted to try out here, the new self-adjusting constant volume pressure suits and all of the salvage balloons and new deep water self-breathers.  Oh yes - and tanks, regulators, lights, lines.”

“Not exactly high-demand goods in a village market,” I offered.  “Was that all the diving gear?  Anything else?”

“Everything the Navy was donating.”

“Ah have some old gear,” Waterston said. “Got me a suit, and I’m sure ole Floyd and Dad Edwards they got theirs, too.  Divers don’t trust nobody with their suits and they wasn’t about to come on this here trip without them.”

“Not the kind I was bringing in,” Commanger rejected the idea.  “They were three of a kind, developed for the Navy Experimental Dive Unit.  I only managed to get them by selling the advantages of trying them on this field experiment and also - and this is the joker in the deck - that I would take the personal responsibility of handling and returning them all. Safely.”

“Banditos,” Kelly butted in. 

“Bandits.  Or thieves?” Commanger responded. “Where are the others?  Supposed to be four men on that truck, four.  So, three are gone with my equipment?”

“Maybe dead somewhere.  Maybe hostages.  Men disappear een the mountains all the time.  Especially men with goods.”  Kelly offered.

“Wrecked truck.  Four dead or missing relatives of Reek’s.  We dead also, dead in our tracks, gennulmen.  Soon’s Garcia finds out, we are dead.”

“Why?” I asked.

Waterston looked at me with disgust.  “Because some folks don’t want us in here nohow, noways.  Ole Garcia there he put his butt in a sling for us with the ministers and the President getting us in.  He told me first thing goes wrong, he can’t back us anymore and has to close it down.”

“We don’t have to tell heem?” suggested Kelly.

Commanger thought that over for a moment.  “Certainly, there’s nothing to be gained by telling him now.  The Indians are dead or gone.  The dive gear’s gone.  Nothing can be salvaged by letting him or the government or even Reek know at this time.”

“What about the truck and the dead guy sitting out there?”

“No one uses that road,” Kelly offered. “I could park my Kelly copter there a month an’ no one honk at it.”

“But their families...” I asked.

“Have no idea where we are.”

“But they’ll soon come lookin’?” Waterston asked.

“It’ll take them a while to track us here but that means even more pressure on us.  We better get a move on with the excavation,” Commanger decided.

“Well, now that’s agreed then.  We uns’ll just forgit that truck for a while and git on with it here.  Kelly, you gonna get us some more diving gear today, whatever we need to get the job done.  Might not be expreemental stuff but we’ll make do,” Waterston said, then he turned and stabbed my chest with a harpoon finger. “Boy, you want this here tee-vee special just as much as we want that there treasure.  You shoot off your mouth, ain’t gonna be no gold, no treasure and no special on any tee-vee.  That way nobody wins nuthin’.”

I started to demand my First Amendment rights but they didn’t seem appropriate here.

“Okay, I’ll keep quiet but on one condition,” I bluffed to both Waterston and the Navy stiffback. “Now that the Navy isn’t running this dive anymore - because its equipment is missing and its boss is crippled I want to be in on all the underwater stuff, everything.  I want to go down with the salvage teams.  And I want freedom to shoot when and where I’d like anywhere around the site, under water or on dry land.”

“Ees not very dry,” said Kelly scuffing in the mud.

Everyone laughed, breaking the momentary tension.

“What d’ya think?” asked Waterston.

Commanger thought a lot.  And all of it was negative.  He hadn’t wanted me or a network representative along from the beginning.  Salvage diving was different from the work I had done in the past.  They had no time to mollycoddle me.  I would hold them up or slow them down.  All this he said as we were walking.

Waterston led us through the yellowish mud toward the large tent on the other side of the clearing.  It was starting to rain again.

Inside the tent were four long tables with attached wooden benches.  In the back, there was a large stove with institutional size pots simmering on it.  A battered but dependable looking truck stop coffeepot was dripping steaming hot water.  Runaway rivers of red, black, and yellow insulated rubber power cords ran across the floor and out under the tent side toward the cave.  Reek and His-cousin were busy chopping and mixing something off to one side.

Kelly poured coffee for all of us and handed it around the table.  It was no better than the hotel coffee, restaurant coffee, or even home-brewed coffee in the private homes of Colombia.  All of the good, hearty, flavorful Colombian coffee was exported.  The not-so-good crops of beans were kept in Colombia for local consumption.  Colombian coffee - in that country - was mild, almost weak, and tasted like dirty water regardless of how much you doctored it with milk, sugar, rum or whiskey.

“Don’t understand your concern, Commander, I’m a big boy and can take care of myself now.  Been doing it for quite a while.” I said.

He paused and looked me over carefully.  He was beginning to realize that I wasn’t going to take orders, his standard method of handling problems.  He tried another approach.

“You’ve done some diving, Cooper?  Good.  Then you know all about positive pressures, gauge pressures, atmospheres, mixed gases?”

I probably knew enough to hold my own but this man was supposed to be the best in the business.  I decided to keep quiet and listen.

“No, I didn’t think so.  Most Sunday divers don’t and that’s why thousands have been killed.  They think diving is like going for a swim.  It’s more like going for a walk through a jungle.  If you know what you’re doing you can come out okay.  If you don’t, you’re just fish food.”

That had to be the way he talked to his divers back at the Navy Experimental Dive Unit.

“Let me tell you one of the reasons I’m here and that’s pressure.”  Then he made a little joke. “Pressure on me to find out about pressure on divers working at altitudes.  I told you back in Bogota that we knew nothing about divers working at nine - ten thousand feet altitude.  Only a little work has been done on it over in Switzerland.  Since what we’re doing is a risky business and since it’s a secret business, Mister, United States Navy Official Secret business, I don’t think you should be part of it, I don’t think you should be photographing it, I don’t think you should even know about it.”

“We’ve been through all of that, Commander.  I’m afraid you’re going to have to trust the integrity of the network not to disclose anything vital to the Navy.  Not one person in a million watching TV at home is interested in your pressure studies.  They’ve got pressures of their own and not one of them, believe it or not, Commander, is concerned with diving at altitude.”

He wasn’t listening.  He was still bubbling around in his own underwater world.

“Pressures are different.  We all know that.  Sea level pressure is 14.7 pounds a square inch on the body.  But at the top of Mount Everest it’s 4.6 pounds and at a depth of 100 feet underwater it’s 29.4 pounds.  Question is, what would it be if that water was as high as Mt. Everest?  That’s what we’re trying to find out.”

“So, I’ll help you find out.”

“Mister Cooper, have you ever seen what happens to a man who misunderstands the dangers of pressure?”

I shook my head.

“Pressure on a diver increases one atmosphere, that is, 14.7 pounds per square inch, for every thirty-two feet he goes down, but then you know that,” he sneered.  “So you probably also know that at 100 feet the pressure on his body is over 147,000 pounds..”

Because I remained quiet Commanger thought he was making points.  He pushed on.

“So if a diver doesn’t have compressed air at about 100 feet, blood and body fluids are forced into his lungs and at just a little farther down, his chest cavity will be crushed by the pressure of the water.”

“But I thought you were using compressed air...?” 

“I am...my standard solution to an unorthodox problem,” he answered, a little bit friendlier.  “I don’t have the answers, only theories.  I’m going to start with compressed air for now, at least until Kelly brings in some tanks of helium and hydrogen.  I’ve been experimenting with mixtures of both with air to solve the theoretical problems of diving at altitude.”

“Why not just the compressed air?”

“Now, boy, you should know that,” Waterston scolded.  “You know air is a mixture of gases.  At sea level, it’s ‘bout 20 percent oxygen and 80 percent nitrogen, so the oxygen puts on 20 percent of the pressure and the nitrogen 80 percent.  Stays at those percentages don’t matter how many atmospheres a diver goes down.  With me so far?  Good boy.”

Commanger took over. “Down at sea level, the amount of oxygen in the air is just about right for the hemoglobin in our blood cells.  But, three atmospheres, which is near where we’ll be working, there is too much partial pressure of oxygen and some gets dissolved in the body fluids and isn’t used up as it should be.  What happens then is a build-up of CO2 without faster breathing to remove it and then the diver suddenly gets dizzy, loses muscle control, goes into convulsions, becomes unconscious...”

“Yeah, then he dies, “ I concluded his sentence, “ from oxygen poisoning, right?’ 

He glared at me but kept on lecturing, “ Okay, that’s the reason it isn’t safe to use pure oxygen below one atmosphere.  But is it safe to use it up here at nine thousand feet?  We don’t know.”

“I suppose we’ll find out,” I said, thinking this oration on diving was over.  It wasn’t.  

Not by a long string of terrors.

“That’s not the end of it, “ he began counting off added grim ways to die on his fingers.   “There’s also carbon dioxide poisoning if your regulator or the compressor isn’t working exactly right and nitrogen narcosis - rapture of the depths - from the nitrogen in the air you’re breathing.  I’ve seen divers take off their Aqua-lung mouthpieces to offer a whiff of air to a passing fish; one sailor even threw away his regulator because he wanted to become a Dolphin.  Even the steadiest members of my dive teams report strong temptations..”

“Let’s see, the only thing you haven’t mentioned is the bends,” I smart-mouthed.

He had the graciousness to smile.  “Yes, the bends, Mister Cooper.  Nitrogen bubbles in the nerves, lungs, heart, spine.  Crippled joints.  Brain stroke.  Heart failure.  Sudden death.  Because the lungs can’t eliminate the dissolved gas fast enough.  That is one of my basic reasons for being here.  

“Ordinarily, I’d use standard Navy dive tables ...tables that say at 70 to 80 feet, like the lake bottom here, a diver can have dive time - time from the raft edge down and the start of returning to the surface - of 50 minutes without needing decompression stops to adjust the nitrogen-blood levels.  No need for decompression of any kind.”

Waterston whistled and then said, “No stages.  No hanging on ropes.  No long stops every coupla minutes, jest standing there on a platform like ten, fifteen, twenty minutes at a time?  Once, it took me two hours and thirty-two minutes to surface, y’all believe that?”

“That’s a deep dive, Earl.  Tables only go to about three hours.”  Commanger said.  “That loss of time plus reduced efficiency in the diver, and I’ll get to that in a moment, is why the Navy is working with habitats.  We’re developing sea floor shelters where divers can live while they work on a project.  They eliminate most of the physiological discomforts and dangers of constant readjusting to the different mediums and only one decompression process is involved.  That’s the one at the end of the project.” 

“Why didn’t you do that here?” I asked.

“Too impractical to bring one in here.  Too much attention would be paid to it.  Too many curious people.”

“Also the problems of lake visibility.”

“Too much attention?  What about metal plates, rafts, compressors?”

“Standard building supplies.  They could be going anywhere.  But a huge, prefabricated sea bottom habitat?  For the interior of the country?  It would attract the curiosity of even the sleepiest peasants.”

“So where does that leave us, the divers and me, as far as the bends are concerned?”

“Ah, Mister Cooper, you come to the problem at last.  I am not sure of the answer.  I have theories.  They’re sound.  But...” he smiled and shrugged.

“Theorize away.”

“A diver without physiological problems - no heart or circulation disorders, no hay fever, migraines, asthma or mastoids, no varicose veins or hemorrhoids, no alcoholism, no drugs, no claustrophobia, no neuroses - do you fall into any of those categories?  No?  Too bad - those divers should, according to my calculations, be able to have a bottom time here of 50 minutes, no decompression stops. Because the nitrogen saturation will be minimal, the diver can return to work on the bottom here anywhere between ten minutes and a half hour after he comes up.”

Waterston beamed.  “Holy grits!  We gonna keep everybody dunking in that there lake all day long.  Floyd, Dad, me, Reek, maybe we’ll even put you to work, boy, let you earn your keep,” he said clapping me on the back.  “No decompression stops coming up, no long waits on the deck, that’s the best news since ah first heard the South was gonna rise again.”

Commanger pulled a neat, small notebook from his chambray shirt pocket and an official United States Navy pencil from the other and started writing a list of equipment for Kelly to pick up in Bogota or wherever he could find it.  Waterston mentioned checking the coastal resorts where skin-diving is popular.

The list included wet suits, hoods, regulators, masks, fins, octopus connectors, watches, inflatable vests, weight belts, depth gauges, Port-a-lift balloons to bring up large salvage and 300 yards of air hose which would work from the compressor to the divers’ regulators, cutting out the need for SCUBA gear.

“Do the best you can,” Commanger was telling Kelly. “These wet suits should be quarter inch thick.  That water’s between 35 and 50 degrees and if we’re going to keep divers working in that cold we need the most protection you can get.”

Waterston questioned that last item, “Quarter inch thick suits?  Ain’t that too heavy?”

“Not according to some new tests we’ve run.  One of our recent experiments was with fish from this general area of the Pacific.  Those fish lived in 29 degree ocean water and they got along fine.  But when we tried to chill their blood to see what extremes of cold they could stand, they froze long before the body got down to 29.  Apparently, the pressures of depths help keep the fish from freezing although we don’t exactly know how.”

“Fish is fish and men is men,” Waterston rebutted.

“That’s correct, Earl, and a full grown adult diver without a protective suit can go into shock and probably die in 15 minutes of exposure to 32 degree water.  Even here, where the lake is shallow but every bit as cold as ocean deep water, he would be dead in as little as fifteen minutes even if the water was as warm as fifty degrees!” he declared firmly.

Waterston grew very still.

“But a diver in a good, thick wet suit can work at almost maximum efficiency for over an hour at a time without feeling the slightest discomfort.  I know it’s your money, Earl, but it’s my dig too, and I think we’ve had enough bad luck already.”

Floyd Butler came stalking through the tent door and headed straight to Waterston. “Getting pretty clear.  Can see one of the raft anchors.”

Kelly said he’d better get going to town to do his marketing and the rest of us headed down toward the raft.  There were a couple of small CO2-filled rubber boats tied to the shore and we paddled out to the raft.  It was pretty much the way it had looked from the air; hoses, compressors, crates and cartons of supplies, the crane, and a pile of numbered bottom markers.

We stood on the smooth wooden edge of the float looking down into the metal dam. The water was rapidly clearing, growing drinking water clear, disturbed only by the steady rain which gave it a bubbled glass look.  The anchor cable going down from the float’s side was not even distorted by the water.  

To one side, nestled against the cofferdam wall, was the bottom of the cable and the anchor.  It was a gigantic steel spool still wound with hundreds of yards of heavy braided cable.  A hole had been drilled near the core and the cable which held the reel to the raft was strung through that, then climbed straight upwards through the partially clear depths.  It was connected to the raft with a heavy-duty turnbuckle.  The anchor had been lowered by the crane.  The raft had eight of the thick white hoses.  One opened near the bottom and was sucking the water up to the filters.  The one with an opening near the top was dispensing clear water back into the work area.  There was an orange signal buoy in the middle of the dam.

“There she is,” Waterston said pointing to it. “Thousand million pounds sterling! Smack in the middle where she’s supposed to be.”

“You sure?” I asked.

“Magnetometer says so.  Got me that instrument on one of them rubber boats soon as you left t’other day and went fishing.  Right from the shore on, that needle started jumping around like a hooked tarpon.  When we hit the middle of the lake it near jumped right through the case.  Lot of metal down there - under that silt - lot of nice yella metal.  Right in the middle where it’s supposed to be, right under that flag.”

CHAPTER SEVEN

Dad Edwards was standing by the raft side looking eager.

“We should be able to go down pretty soon,” Floyd said,

“Clear enough to go now,” offered Edwards.

 “Lookee there,”  Waterston said in wonderment. “Clear as lightnin’.  Let’s run us some turbidity tests in about an hour.  Floyd, you and me’ll go on down there and stomp around some to see how much mud we raise workin’.  Is one of the lifts ready?  Mac says they are?  Okay, then, let’s try the lift and see what kinda muck it raises, too.”

“Damn shame I can’t go,” said Commanger. “Been looking forward to it since you came to the Navy with this project.”

“Maybe I better stay topside, Earl,” said Floyd. “Nobody knows how to run this here compressor but me and MacShane.  I could teach somebody and go tomorrow, but better stay topside today.”

“What about Mac?”

“Running the airlift power unit and making sure that lash-up is working right.  Man can’t handle both jobs.”

“An hour until go?” I asked.

“S’pose you want to go along, too.” Waterston answered.

“Damn right. That’s our deal.”

“Still say it’s too damn dangerous for a civilian,” said Commanger.

I’d had it with him again. “Commander, I wish to hell you’d been along when I shot that killer whale special without an underwater camera cage for protection.  Or the hang-glider footage where I had to hold on with my feet because my hands were filled with a camera.  Or a couple of other shoots that may have been dangerous but were part of my job.  Just because I’m not a sailor boy in your dive unit doesn’t mean I can’t do a job down there right alongside you or anyone else you want to send.”

Both Floyd and Dad Edwards, who had also been beaten about the head and shoulders with the Commander’s diving expertise, looked like they were going to cheer.

Commanger turned red.  His mouth thinned and the corners worked in little spasms.  He turned to Waterston, “A man who doesn’t listen, who can’t take orders, who thinks he knows it all, is a man dangerous to himself and to his...to others.”  He had almost said shipmates.

But what he had said sounded very much like a threat.

“Ah’ll take the responsibility for Andy, here.  Anything happens to him, Doc, if he ain’t outright killed, I won’t let him down again. That okay with you?”

“It’s not with me,” I protested.

“Gonna have to be, boy.  You git along safely down there and not get in nobody’s way you can shoot all you want.  The moment you a problem, then we gotta think of the job first and you second.”

“Even though the network would cancel the deal?”

“I kept it. You blew it. Besides, we already done used up yore hundred thousand dollars gittin’ here. Now we talkin’ about a thousand million pounds sterling, that’s three billion dollars in your Yankee money, boy...and ain’t nuthin’- including you - getting in our way.”

Retreat from the precarious position I was defending seemed in order so I shifted to another attack.

“I’d like to start on these tests.  I’d like to get some film of the clear water and the clouds made by the silt, things like that. Pioneering stuff you came up with, Earl,” I jerked his ego around. 

 “More like it,” said Waterston.

“No diving gear,” observed Floyd.  “Only gear around is mine, and Dad’s and yours, Earl.”

“Give him yours,” Waterston said.  “See if it’ll fit Cooper.  We gonna go down in ‘bout a hour.  Meet at the compressor then.”

I stopped at the tent occupied by Edwards and Butler to pick up the diving gear.  Floyd gave me a hood, a fairly new neoprene wet jacket, full length wet pants, boots, a mask, regulator, weight belt, knife, depth gauge.  He held out a piece of heavily twisted one inch rope roughly 40 inches long.

“Tool belt.”

“Rope?”

“Yep.  Just stick your tools, screwdrivers, pliers, whatever, through the twists here.”

“Never seen that before.”

“Old trick.  Diving for years on pennies, looking for the dollars on the bottom, you learn a lot of tricks to save money.”  The more I was exposed to Floyd Butler, the more I was convinced he knew more about underwater salvage and deep diving than Commanger and his Navy Experimental Dive Unit would ever learn.

My tent mate, MacShane, was sitting on the side of one cot when I came sidling through, half-buried under the diving gear in my arms.  The tent had a small Coleman stove, a jerry-rigged electric light on a cord, two cots, a table, two directors’ chairs, a portable radio playing on the table.  Two of the surplus AR-15 rifles leaned against the wall.

“Heard the bird come in,” he said dryly, “didn’t know you were on it.”

“Guess you had your hands full putting this lash-up together,” I said, indicating the entire camp.

“It’s been more like nine months than three days,” he said wearily.  “Too much to do, not enough help.  Some of the steel plates wouldn’t lock together on the cofferdam, so there’s a good-sized leak that can’t be helped.  One of the compressors is acting up; I think it has a bent vane. I have to take it out of service but I haven’t had time to set up the machine shop or the forge to repair them.  Between being short-handed and rushed to get things done, and the weather and the food so far, lake bottom treasure hunting does not go to the top of my all time favorite activities.”

“How’d you sign on here?”

“Mostly the compressors.  Last job was with Goliath Compressors in Gary. Indiana. Troubleshooter.  Before that, anything you can do with your hands.  Tool and die maker at a Ford plant, puddler, then foundry worker at the Gary steel works, hydraulic system installer at Boeing, injection molder in a plastics plant, civilian electrician at a Navy base, dozens of jobs.  That’s where I met Commanger and worked with him, at that Navy base.”

“When was that?”

“Two years ago.  I was real surprised when he called me to come on this job.  Offered to pay me real good, too.  Said he’d cut me in for a piece of the salvage.”

“Did he say how much?”

“Depends upon what comes up, according to him.”

While talking to MacShane I had unlocked the new camera gear trunk and was sorting out the contents.  I took the Arriflex 16 body, attached a lens and then test-fit it inside the opened Mako underwater housing.  I picked up a black fabric bag about the same size as a potato sack and inserted my arms into elasticized sleeves in the bag.  One hand held an unopened can of raw film I had previously placed inside, the other held a 400’ film magazine.  Working by feel, I loaded one into the other.  Then I mounted the magazine on the camera.  I gave the motor a short burst to thread the film through the shutter and then buttoned up the housing.  I found four of the 750 watt cylindrical black underwater lights and mounted two of them like twin barrels on the underwater housing.  The other two I bracketed together with a single T handle.

When I finished dressing in the underwater gear, MacShane and I headed for the raft.

Underwater housing, camera, and lights weighed more than a hundred pounds and even though MacShane was helping me carry it from the tent to the boats, I was sliding around in the camp mud and sinking into it almost up to mid-calf.

The entire group had assembled to watch our first feet wetting.  Reek and His-cousin had definitely taken charge of the native contingent and the 14 of them were lined up in neat rows on one side of the work area.  Next to them, Annalee Green and Dick Commanger were pointing out something in the cofferdam.  Mike Garcia and Celia Ascunsulo were sitting on a large crate watching the activity on the raft.  Celia gave me a smile so sudden and brilliant it was like a paparazzi shoot-off.  I didn’t need the bends to feel bubbles in my brain.

Earl Waterston, Floyd Butler and Dad Edwards were checking out the air supply compressor.  It was the smallest of the air blowing machines but sounded like the loudest, its gasoline engine hammering loudly away like a street repair crew at full chat.

MacShane rowed me across to the raft.  I headed for the diving crew gathered around the octopus air supply unit.

“Yours,” said Dad Edwards handing me a hose.  I attached it to the regulator hanging around my neck and snapped it over my face.  I nodded.  Edwards turned a valve and I inhaled.  There was the sudden dry cold smell of oxygen in my nostrils.  I breathed in and out a couple of times, made an okay sign with my hand and nodded.  To my left, Dad Edwards was trying out his air supply and also seemed satisfied with it.  He was holding a dozen thin metal rods with numbered yellow markers attached to the top like stiff flags.  Underwater markers to see where we had been.

“Suction okay?” Waterston looked across and yelled to MacShane who was attaching lengths of six inch thick flexible black hose to several outlets on the medium-sized compressor.  A special rig locked them into place.  Two of the heavy black hoses snaked across the raft and disappeared into large pipes standing in the water.  The third lay coiled next to the pulsating machine.  MacShane made an okay sign, choosing not to compete with the steady roar of the air supply compressors.

“Watch out two things down there,” Waterston leaned toward me. “Inlet and outlet pipes for them filters.  Inlet pipe got enough power, suck the blood right out of your body through that suit and all.  Outlet pipe break your bones you get in the way of that outgoing water.  Same thing with those,” he pointed to the black pipes. “Airlift extensions.  Once saw a man’s leg get pulled right off by them mud suckers.  They can bring up 50 tons a hour of mud, rocks, sand...takes only a second or two to shrink a man to a six inch circle and then strain him through those screens over there.”  He pointed to the large catch boxes on the top of the standpipes.  Each box had a thick, closely-grained screen securely mounted just inside it.  Large objects like emeralds and gold treasures would stay on one side of the screen while the meshed water would be pumped back into the lake.

“Y’all ready?” Waterston asked Edwards and me.  He clamped a mouthpiece and air regulator onto his face, adjusted his mask and slid over the raft side.  He hung on and let water into his suit and then disappeared, going hand over hand down the anchor cable.  Dad Edwards slid in next and reached up to help with the camera housing.  I handed it into the water where it became lighter immediately and then took hold of it again as I began going down the steel cable.  The weight of the camera and the weight belt urged me downward faster than the two below me.

When my depth gauge said 25 feet, I could still hear or feel the jackhammer slams of the compressor above.  The water was clear enough to see that the red spectrum had disappeared.  Color goes at different depths and with different clarity of water.  Red usually goes at 20 to 30 feet, orange vanishes at about 150, and  by 300 feet there is no yellow; no blue at 400, no violet at 700.  Beyond 1,000 feet, there are no light rays at all.  I had compensated for this characteristic of underwater shooting by using special filters and ultra-high-speed film stock.

It was becoming darker.  I looked around at the cofferdam wall.  It was formed of interlocking sheets of thin steel, braced with cross-members which formed repeated X designs from side to side.  At the corners, specially-designed V-shaped clamps held the edges tightly together.

I saw a dull light shimmer along the metal and looked downward.  Waterston had his underwater flash turned on and was looking for a place to step down.  Edwards was right behind him.  The flash moved in a slow circle through the deepening gloom and then came to rest as it picked out the buoy line and the two airlift suction hoses dangling lifelessly in the center.

Waterston stepped down onto the bottom and a cloud of silt boiled up around his foot.  Edwards tapped his shoulder and pointed down.  Waterston stepped forward and stamped the lake bed harder.  Rolls of black clouds twisted around his legs.  Edwards began to walk beside him, his flash shining down on the large puffs of silt that popped up with his footsteps.

I stepped off behind them.  It was soft and cottony underneath and it shifted and slid with each step.  I turned on two of the camera lights.  They burned like cold yellow moons but sent out enough light so I could see that Waterston was now standing by the buoy line.  Behind him, Dad Edwards was tugging at the large brass handles on each side of an airlift nozzle.  He was shifting the thick black hose toward the spot where Waterston was standing.

Waterston turned toward me and made motions like a man digging with a shovel and pointed to the base of the buoy line.  Then he made motions like a man cranking an old fashioned motion picture camera.  I moved forward and jammed the T pole with the two separate 750’s into the silt. I moved back and turned them on.  With the two lights mounted on the camera housing plus the T pole pair, the entire floor of the cofferdam turned yellowish-green with light.  I switched on the camera to start shooting.

The last thing I noticed before the accident was Dad Edwards standing by the base of the buoy line, airlift hose by his side, his hands holding the handles tightly.  The other airlift hung in the background, limp.  Waterston was pointing down at a spot but had turned a bit toward the camera to make sure his face was in the picture.  His left hand reached up and yanked on the buoy line twice, then yanked twice again.

Everything suddenly went black.  Not within me.  Within the steel enclosure.  Where there had been two flashlights and four spots lighting the dark lake bottom, there was now just sheer, total blackness.  The bottom dirt, the silt, was exploding in mammoth black clouds.  Dirt came tossing, turning, boiling over itself - spreading, filling the water, twisting from side to side, rolling upwards in propelled clouds of black mud.  I heard a loud metallic clang and then another, then felt a great rush of water push me backwards.  It came from the right side and then there was another.  Something hit my arm like a Bazooka harpoon and slammed me back against the steel wall of the cofferdam.  I dropped the camera housing, the lights disappearing beam first into the thick, heavy bottom.  Surprisingly, without the camera lights on, I could see more.  Through the murky gloom and the roiling puffs of dirt, I could see the shapes of Dad Edwards and Earl Waterston.

Waterston was trying to run.  One of the airlifts was trying to kill him.  The six inch hose with the murderous brass handles was coiling through the water like a massive bullwhip.  It swung menacingly down toward him, straightened for a second, then swung viciously toward the cofferdam wall.  It slapped the steel sections so hard the entire cofferdam vibrated and the clanging noise penetrated my ears like hat pins.  The airlift bounced off the wall and reached out a slow, deadly tentacle that would cut Waterston in half if it reached him.  He ducked.  The airlift lowered and swung back toward him.  He tried to leap over the scything killer, but it caught his left leg and tumbled him down into a billowing black cloud.  The airlift swung by him again and then moved sideways and clanged against the wall.  It turned upward and began writhing in the farthest corner of the cofferdam.

I groped forward in the muddy dusk, stumbling through the slippery silt.  Each step I took kicked up more darkness.  I tried to move slowly enough not to blind myself but fast enough to be of some help.

The clanging stopped.  For one second I thought the power had been turned off, but I suddenly felt a strong shock of water against my right side and knew that it was hunting another prey, hunting another body to strike down in this cold dungeon under the lake.

I leaned forward faster now, realizing that it was only a matter of time before that sinuously undulating black snake would smash my legs or break my back or crush my head.  I stumbled over something and reached down.  It was Waterston. I leaned in very close to his face.  His mouthpiece and airhose had been torn off, he was looking frantic.  I looked into the shadowy water ahead for Edwards.  Nothing moved there.  I took the mouthpiece from my teeth and held it out to Waterston.  He took it gratefully.

I reached up and yanked hard on the buoy line, then did it again.  Nothing happened.  I began pulling up and down on it, hoping someone topside would notice the bobbing of the orange buoy.

All at once it became very quiet and still.  The water stopped tugging and swirling around me.  The silt clouds stopped boiling and began to simmer down.  It was so quiet now; I realized the compressor had been turned off.  Waterston handed the mouthpiece back to me and I took several gulps of air.  I made an up motion with my one good hand.  Waterston shook his head “no”, and then pointed at the leg.  I tried to reach under him but my right arm was dead from elbow to shoulder.  The fingers wouldn’t flex and my fist wouldn’t close.

He finally pulled himself up, holding on to my weight belt.  I managed to get my good arm around his chest and helped him lean against me.  We buddy-systemed the mouthpiece.

I looked around for Dad Edwards but couldn’t see him in the slowly clearing gloom.  All I could spot were the white water outlet pipe, the two airlifts, both now limp, and beyond them, the cable reel anchor with the steel cable going upwards in a thin gray line.

I pointed towards the cable and Waterston nodded.  We began moving toward it, trailing balls of cloudy silt that rose up and just as fast, settled around us.  I was reaching out for the cable when I kicked against something soft, half-buried in the silt.  I reached down and felt around in the low-lying mound of dirt.  I felt neoprene and human skin where the neoprene was torn and a greasy, slippery liquid where the skin was torn.  I could feel smashed, splintered bones and soft inside parts impaled on them.  There was no movement.  No sound.

It had to be Dad Edwards and if he wasn’t dead from whatever water monster had been after us he was surely dead from lack of air.  I knew he had no air because the part I had been feeling was his head and it had no breathing orifices, not anymore.

Even without breathing equipment you can choke to death under water, so vomiting is not recommended practice.  I grabbed the mouthpiece from Waterston and took several deep breaths until my stomach settled down.

I gave it back and pushed him toward the cable so that he had to grab it to keep from falling.  I motioned him up.  He nodded and began a hand over hand shinny up the steel strand, his one leg hanging down uselessly.  I waited for him to get six feet up and then wrapped my feet around the cable, hooked my injured arm over it to keep from falling off and began winching myself up one pull at a time.  The numbness was leaving my hurt arm and it felt like Army ants were eating it from elbow to shoulder.  I tried to hold onto the cable tightly, but the weight of my body pushed against the arm, sending hot needles of pain through my chest and throat.  My left hand was beginning to weaken, the cold slippery cable biting into my palm, the steel sliding along my fingers, the small rough burrs slicing a mesh of cuts into the soft parts.

Waterston handed down the mouthpiece.  I grabbed the air in deep gasps but the compressor wasn’t feeding enough for my aching lungs.  I started to feel dizzy and knew that I was going to fall from the cable.  I held on in despair, ignoring the pulsing, stabbing pain in my arm, clutching desperately with my good hand.  I reached down and slipped the pin out of my weight belt.  It brushed my knee as it fell off and then thudded against the metal cable reel at the bottom.

   I reached up once more to gain another painful foot of height and it was easier for two reasons.  First, I was now lighter.  But second and most importantly, Floyd Butler and Mac MacShane were on the cable reaching for Waterston and for me.  As their hands reached under my shoulders, I let go completely and they told me later I was totally unconscious when they pulled me out.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Some people come out of unconsciousness saying where-am-I?  What-happened? And who-are-you?  I didn’t.  I knew exactly where I was - flat on my back on the wooden diving raft, and what had happened - a killing by a runaway airlift - and who it was leaning over me.  The one with concern on his face was Doctor Garcia.  The supersized blonde kneading my good hand as though she were pumping life into me was Annalee Green.  She was watching the good Navy doctor, Commanger, examine my arm.  Pain ice-picked into my shoulder as he poked and twisted the muscles.  He reached down and bent the arm at my elbow and I jerked away.

“Making sure I can’t go down again?” I asked, trying a small smile.

“Unfortunately, you can.  At least, physically.”  He poked the arm again and I winced. “Injury only to the soft tissue. No fractures, no ligament damage.  You’ll live but you’ll be sore.”

“Damn sore at whoever was responsible.”  Then I remembered Earl.  “Waterston?”  I asked.  Commanger nodded off to the right.

I turned my head.  Earl was lying about six feet from me, staring into the gray skies through unblinking eyes.  Celia Ascunsulo and Reek were wrapping a large white bandage around sturdy tree branches on each side of his leg.  A doctor’s black bag stood open by his side, a cotton gauze square holding an empty syringe lying on top of it.

“He’ll be a little out of it until I can reset the leg... someplace out of this damn rain,” Commanger said.  He lifted his face up into the drizzle that had started again. “Wanted to see your condition before I tackled that job.”

“How bad is he?”

“Looks like a simple, clean fracture.  That accounts for two of you.  What about Edwards?”

“Edwards?”  It was hazy and dark again.  Then I remembered.  “Dad?  Anybody get him?”  I sat up and looked around.

“Floyd’s down there now - wearing the wet suit we took off you, trying to find him.”  “He’s dead,” I responded. “Skull is crushed.  I felt it.”

“Por favor, what exactly happened?”  Garcia asked.

“What went wrong, honey?” asked Annalee.  She was massaging my hand into modeling clay between her two strong fists.  I nodded apologetically at her and pulled it away.

“What did Earl say?”

“He doesn’t remember much,” Annalee answered.  “He said Edwards must have let go of an airlift.  Floyd thinks Earl’s wrong.”  She paused and then moved more protectively over me.  “You’re a lucky man, honey,” she said rubbing my shoulder in what was supposed to be a caress.  It was more of a middleweight’s punch.

“Didn’t see exactly what happened.  I was setting up my camera.” Suddenly I remembered $10,000 worth of camera gear down on the bottom, down in that deep mud.  I remembered Bob Deane’s voice when I had told him about the earlier loss of the first camera case on the mountainside.  I started to stand up.  Annalee put her right hand on my chest and held me in place easily.

“Just stay put, doll, a couple of more minutes.” Was all of this sudden loving care from her sincere concern or was she competing with Celia for most male conquests? 

“I’ll tell you something else that’s down there and it’s my Arriflex and lights and...”

“After we get Dad up here, we’ll go down for your camera, babe,” Annalee said.

“You can’t do anything for him now,” I responded.  “But you can for the camera.  Hey, if somebody doesn’t help me get it now it can disappear in all the guck down there.  It’s yards thick, that mud, like quicksand.” 

There was a rattle and then the whine of a winch shrilling over the thump-thump-thump of the air compressor, which was back on again.  I looked to the left.  Mac was in the terrain crane seat pulling levers.  The large cable drum was turning toward him, the silvery steel strand laying down in neat rows across the oily spool.

Everything paused.  Annalee even stopped massaging me.

She and Garcia, Commanger and I watched the fishing line cable come dripping out of the rain-speckled lake.

Another group was also watching.  Celia Ascunsulo, Reek and two of the natives who had been attending Earl Waterston had all stopped in mid-motion, carefully watching the crane reel in its underwater catch.

It was Celia who reacted first.  She gasped as Dad’s body broke surface and came dripping into the air.

“Aw, no,” protested Annalee.

Commanger stared, swallowed hard.

“Eso nada mas me faltaba!” whispered Garcia. “That’s all I needed!”

Earl was still staring groggily upward into the rain.  Celia’s head was bowed and she was crossing herself quickly and repeatedly.  Reek stood by her side, hands on his hips, watching the slowly twirling load.  Behind him, the natives were huddled in a tight group mumbling verbal amulets against the Curse of the Gilded Man.

The crane began to swing its bloody, muddy burden from the center of the cofferdam across to the raft.  The steel cable was wrapped twice around Edwards’ middle.  He was hanging in a hairpin shape, water streaming from feet and hands.  His diving suit was smeared with black silt and the neon-blue neoprene only showed through in spots.  When the body twirled in mid-air, you could see where the airlift had smashed him against the cofferdam wall.  One shoulder was a pulpy swollen mass with watery pink blood dripping from a huge tear in the protective suit.  Above that, his helmet was perfectly in place but torn open on one side, six square inches of bright red blood and shining white bone showing through it.  His airline and mouthpiece were gone.  A sheet of fresh blood spilled over his smashed face and dripped off the torn helmet.

Butler came leg-first over the side of the raft and without looking at anybody, began to direct MacShane’s unloading.

Reek pushed the two natives over to help.  They reached up, straightened out the line and then lowered Dad Edwards to the raft.  Floyd knelt down and unhooked the cable gently and then made a circle sign over his head.  The winch whined and the cable jerked upwards and away.

Commanger’s automatic doctor’s reflexes kicked in.  He moved over to his black bag, picked it up and walked toward Edwards’ body.  Garcia stayed put by my side, shaking his head and muttering self-pitying phrases in Spanish.  Annalee retched and excused herself, running quickly to the far side of the raft.  Celia stood up and moved sympathetically toward her.

Floyd came wandering over, stripping off his helmet and unzipping his wet suit jacket.  “Got hisself really smashed up,” he said. “What happened?”

“Don’t know,” I repeated. “I was setting up my camera to shoot the turbidity tests and next thing I knew there was a runaway airlift.  I didn’t stick around to watch it in action.  Just glad to get out of there when I did.”  I gestured to my arm.

“You okay?”

“Been better.”

“Sure don’t understand it,” said Floyd.  He turned to Garcia.  “Doc, remember I told you Dad Edwards was one of the best divers around?  Reason they called him Dad was because he was so careful, a real old man about salvage diving and equipment.  Things like this don’t happen to guys like Dad.”

“But it did,” said Garcia.

“Hell, he was teethed on that kind of airlift.  He’s been on more airlift digs than anybody in the place except me and Earl.”

“Maybe the airlift went bad?” I asked, testing.

“I’m planning to have Mac check it,” he looked back toward the crane. “Right after we get Dad set.”

Commanger came wandering back.  Garcia looked at him expectantly.

“Massive cranial injuries.  Broken neck vertebrae, collarbone, shoulder...” he shrugged.  “Like being run over by a truck.”

“Broken neck?  Who?  Dad?”

It was Earl Waterston.  He had managed to shake off his hypodermic enough to sit up and was looking in our direction a bit unsteadily.

Commanger nodded grimly.  “I’m afraid so, Earl.  But how are you feeling?  How’s the leg?”

Waterston didn’t answer.  He was looking gloomily at the corpse. 

“You’ll be out of action for a while, Earl.  Probably for the rest of the excavation.”  He paused and looked pensively at Garcia.  “That won’t be too much longer, I estimate.  You going to close it down, Doctor?”

Garcia spread his hands in a request for understanding.  “I do not want to, Commander.  But you cannot understand how many influential forces did not want this excavation at all.  The representatives of the tribes, the folklore experts at the university, men high up in the palace of the President who do not like foreign treasure hunters.  I used every means at my command to force it upon them.  I felt it was good for the university’s Archaeological Department and good for the museum to have someone with Senor Waterston’s skill to aid in my investigation of the theory about Orphan and Guatavita lakes.”

“If you quit now, you’ll never know,” Earl said.

“But we now have a tragic accident and because of that my career could become a tragedy.  But, if I move rapidly, apologize, say I made a mistake, go back on humble knees, perhaps I will be able to keep my job at the university and my position at the museum.  If I persist here, my enemies...” he shrugged.

“But it was an accident.  They happen,” Floyd protested.

“Was it?  Do not scoff my Norteamericano friend, but we are a superstitious people.  We have lived with our gods and our demons a very long time.  Was it an accident or was it the Curse of the Gilded Man?”

“You don’t believe that,” I said.

“It may come as a shock to find an educated man saying this, Senor Cooper, but yes, I do.  I do believe there is a Curse on the treasure and that it is guarded by demons - in many guises.”

“Doctor Garcia,” I was suddenly inspired. “If you give up now nobody comes out of this lake with anything.  Your theory goes to hell, Deep Waters gets no salvage, the museum gets no treasure, I get no footage for a special.”

He nodded.

“But,” I said, “if we come up with the treasure, then everybody’s right.  You’re a hero, and the accident that happened to Edwards can be overlooked as a sad but necessary part of the exploration.”

“You suggest we hide the accident, no?  How?  When the body is flown into Bogota...?”

Commanger interrupted. “It doesn’t make any difference to Edwards whether he gets into the ground today or next week.  But it does make a world of difference to us.”

“As a representative of the university and an official representative of the Colombian government, I could not agree to a deception,” he said, shaking his head.

“But as an archaeologist?” Commanger probed.

“And a man who believes in the importance of this excavation and what it can do for the culture and the peoples of Colombia......?” came another voice.  It was Celia Ascunsulo.  She had left Annalee to her regurgitative processes and had joined the group.

“You don’t understand,” said Garcia shrugging off her comment.  “My years of work and ambitions! All gone if...”

“No, Miguel, it is you who have difficulty comprehending.  You speak of work and ambitions being gone if you don’t close down this excavation.  I say that is what will happen if you do.  You are afraid it will be the end of you if you don’t.  I wonder if it will be the end of you if you do.”  She gave him a challenging look.

There was more to the exchange than met the ear.  On the surface it sounded like a realistic examination of options.  But underneath, the tone was more serious, more deadly.  I had no doubt they were talking on another level, with other meanings.  I was always a little psychic.

Garcia gave her a long thoughtful look.  “But there is a dead man. ...the body?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” said Commanger, “and I’ve decided it will keep fairly well in the cave.  It’s cold enough in there to delay the deterioration process.”

“For how long, Dick?” asked Waterston.

“Several days, maybe a week.  Enough time to work a section or two of the lake.”

“How does that sound, Doc?,” I asked.

He looked at Celia.  She said, “The good doctor says it is agreeable to him - for now.”

Garcia glared at her, biting his lip, but said nothing.

Interesting.

“Good,” said Commanger, “Now maybe someone can help me get these injured men out of the rain.”

Floyd and Garcia put Earl on a slab of wood and rowed it to the shore.  There, they lifted it off and carried him toward the tent he shared with Commanger.

I told the Commander I could make it myself and he nodded and went off to look after Earl.  Reek and His-cousin were wrapping the remains of Dad Edwards in a blanket.  MacShane came walking up from the crane and asked if he could help.  I reached out my good arm and he pulled me up.

“What happened?” he asked.

“You tell me.”

“Tell you what?”

“Runaway airlift.  How does a runaway airlift happen?”

“Diver lets go of it, I guess.  Hydraulic pressure makes it whip around, just like a garden hose in a swimming pool.”

“Any other way?”

“Diver not having hold of it in the first place, I guess.” He scratched his sandy red hair.  “Or a malfunction in the controls.”

“Can you show me how they work?”

“Sure, right over here.”

We walked up to the compressor.  They’re nothing but big windmills.  Their entire function in life is to chop up air then pack it so tightly it can be forced to drive power tools like impact wrenches or those jackhammers you see being leaned on by large-bellied street workers.  They make an ungodly noise, powerful enough to crack the eardrums of those street crews which work with them.

This one was shut off now, the massive gasoline engine cracking and popping as it cooled down.  At one side there were valves and collars for three airlifts.  Flexible hoses snaked out of the holes and drew black lines across the raft to the open-end vertical pipes which stood in the dam right next to the raft.  The large mesh cages which could be examined from the raft were attached to the pipes.  One of them was filled with mud that was slowly drifting back into the water.

“Works on pressure differentials and suction,” said MacShane.  “It was perfected by Cousteau for his underwater work.  Everybody’s used the idea since then.  Simple idea.  Basic physics.  Those tubes are put in the water, top end sticking out and then these hoses are connected to the pipes and to the compressor.  When the compressor pumps air into the pipes at the bottom, air bubbles want to come up and they do, getting faster the more they go up.  That makes the suction and it brings up water, sand, stones, anything it gets ahold of.  The bigger and deeper the pipe, the more suction. This is a big pipe - six inches - and deep enough to make the job of uncovering that lake floor a pretty fast one.”

“How do they turn on?”

“Valves at each end.  Each hose has two.  And, of course, the compressor has to be on.”

“You were in charge of the compressor when we went down?”

“Yes, but I went over to make sure the other compressor was working correctly, after you were on the bottom.”

“Leaving this compressor alone?”

“No.  I asked the one they call Reek to come over and watch it and to get me if anything seemed wrong.”

“Which hose did you turn on?”

“I turned both on up here.  The valves should have been closed down there until the diver was ready to work with it.”

“Could one of them have been open at the nozzle end?”

“Never make a mistake like that.  I’ve been around compressors too long,” he said and I believed him.

I thanked him and walked away, hungry and with my arm aching.  I also wanted to lie down and think. Floyd rowed me across and I walked to my tent, went in, and fell across the cot, wincing as I put pressure on the injured arm.  All the activity of the past hour finally got to me and I dozed off.

The unusual smell combination of cologne and corn awakened me.  Nudging the tent door open was Celia balancing a large wooden bowl in both hands


 “I thought you might be hungry,” she smiled, setting the bowl on the small crate between the cots.  “I was raised on this.  They say it makes one healthy and strong and gives one hombria.”

I looked at the bowl.  It was a soup so thick the spoon sat flat on top.  It smelled good.  In fact, delicious.

“What is it?”

“Locro de chocles.  Corn and potatoes mostly.  It should heal you muy rapido.”

“And give me a case of hombria instead?  What’s that?”

“Hombria?  Not an illness, although some people can have too much of it.  A man who can withstand pain or hunger without complaining.  A man who can handle wild horses and drink quarapo and love a woman completely and kill an enemy and die for a belief or a friend and avenge dishonor, that man has hombria.”

I didn’t know what they called it for women, but this lanky, brooding, beautiful female had it.

“Hey, if this can give me all that it’s better than a triple martini at Hurley’s.”

“Hurley’s?”

“Local joke.  A bar in New York.”

She gave me an indulgent smile and motioned for me to start eating.  I did, embarrassingly missing my mouth once or twice as I concentrated my eyes on her and not the spoon.

“Your arm?” she inquired.

“Feeling a lot better,” I tried to bend it. “It’s going to be okay, I think.”

“You’re a fortunate hombre.  You also could have been killed down there.”  I remembered that silent, coiling black death whipping across at me and nodded my agreement.

“I hear the diver, Edwards?  He let go of the airlift, is that true?”

I shrugged.

She pushed on. “Did you see him drop it?”

“No,” I said around a mouthful of potatoes and corn.  “I was setting up my camera and the lights.”  I remembered out loud that my camera gear and lights were in the lake being buried more each minute in that bottomless silt.

“Floyd has gone down to recover them. He will bring them to you.”

I felt better.  Floyd struck me as the kind of diver who could find a tadpole in the Everglades.

“Was your camera running?” she asked.

“Yes, I think it was,” I recalled.  “I had just turned it on when it all happened.”

“When what all happened?”

“Whatever did.  The first and last thing I noticed was that airlift coming toward me.  It knocked Earl down when it swung by him.  I didn’t see what happened to Edwards.  I was too busy ducking out of the way.”

She nodded and then sat down on the side of my cot, leaning toward me, her eyes opened expectantly.  She tilted her firm, squarish jaw upwards.  Her lips parted, showing the even rows of white teeth.  I stopped in mid-bite, waiting, something flapping around the choclos inside.

“Do you,” she asked softly, “do you think it was an accident?”

It wasn’t what I expected.

“An accident?” she repeated.  “You think it was an accident?”

“Or what?”

“Whatever is not an accident,” she said suddenly straightening up again.

“You mean someone like Dad Edwards would sic an airlift on Waterston and me, like siccing a dog on us?”

“Or maybe someone , as you say, sicced it on Edwards?”

“But how would they do that?  And what about me and about Earl?”

“The diver was the one picked to hold the airlift.”

“True.  But why would anyone want Edwards hurt?  Or killed?”

She sat up even straighter.  “I am only asking.  It seems to me no accident.  It seems to me there is more going on in this camp than would be accidental.  The looted truck.  The Jeep accident.  The tragedy today.”

“The Curse of the Gilded Man?”

“You may laugh but I come from a long line of believers in curses.  University education or not, I know that the gods can be made angry and have their will with man.  Only, I don’t believe it about these so-called accidents.”  So, she and Garcia were both selling the same party line about the hexed treasure.

“What would somebody gain?” I asked.

“That is the solution and the question at one time,” she smiled, her elegant nose wrinkling.  “When we know one we will know the other.”

“The other motives I can think of would be, first, to destroy the expedition completely or, second, to have fewer people get bigger shares of whatever is found.”

She nodded.

“The only person I can think of who has even considered ending the expedition is Doctor Garcia.”

“Do not believe all that you hear. Remember, Miguel is a politician who may say one thing for an audience but do another for himself,” she looked intently at me.

“He seems afraid of you.”

“Miguel is a complex man, filled with many ambitions.  I merely reminded him of his duties to those goals.”

“Whatever you did worked.  I can’t think of anyone else who wants us to close shop, so let’s abandon that track.”

“More treasure for fewer people?”

“You tell me.”

“Earl Waterston is also a complex man,” she said.  “He hides behind that Norteamericano peasant face, that farm boy innocence, but he is a hungry man.  His reputation for treasure hunting is excellent but his results and his tactics are not good. Before Miguel invited him to talk to us, we checked.  Waterston had one good exploration in the Caribbean.  He brought up many doubloons and much plate.  That was years ago and now, many dives later, he has found little more. We were told he is poor now and will lose his company unless he is fortunate on this excavation.”

I stopped eating and set the spoon down quietly.  Her homework jibed with the information I had collected in my research tour in Bogota.

“There is one other curious fact about Senor Waterston’s past.  The salvage operation he did in the Caribbean had much tragedy.  Three men, including two of his partners, were killed in what looked like accidents, comprende?”

The menace of her words was strange coming from that noble exquisite face.

“And, did you also know, Senor Cooper, that Commander Commanger is a professional United States Navy killer? “

I wanted her to keep talking so I didn’t let on.

“His background, Senor, is underwater demolition.  He is what they call frogman.  I understand they are also trained in many ways of violent death.”

“But Commanger was hurt in the Jeep, and he wasn’t anywhere near the tru...” I almost mentioned the truck but stopped in time, “...airlift hose or compressor, as far as I can see.”

“But how far can you see?  Is it possible, Andrew Cooper, someone was trying to kill you to keep your cameras blinded?”

I hardly heard that last shot. I had suddenly realized there was something very wrong about the way my conversation with this beautiful, complex woman had gone.

The door was pushed open and Floyd Butler came huffing in, the Mako underwater housing in his arms, 

“Found them in about two feet of bottom.  Thought it was a mud shark at first.  Washed it off for ya with a hose. Them lights of yours? Okay so I left them down there.”  He set the housing  on the floor.

I stood up and walked over to the housing and checked the film counter window.

All four hundred feet of raw stock had run through the camera and been exposed.  I knew most of it would be footage of black clouded water or close-ups of silt when the camera had tumbled lens down into the bottom.  But what I was curious to see was whatever footage had run through the gate before the lights went out.  If it showed what I believed happened, there was more of a story here than your average everyday cursed mountain-lake treasure hunt.

Celia stood up, reaching for the almost empty bowl.  I wasn’t finished but I wasn’t going to argue about it.

“I’m pleased you like one of our local specialties, Senor Cooper,” she smiled. “I hope you feel better.  Maybe we can have a nice visit again soon.”

I hoped so as well.

She beamed that thousand watt smile in Floyd’s direction and shouldered her way through the door and out into the drizzle.

“That sure is one great-looking broad,” said Floyd.

“Interesting, too,” I answered.

“Yeah?  I don’t like the brainy ones too much.”

“She doesn’t look Indian, does she?”

“She Indian?”

“Mestizo.  I know Ascunsulo is Spanish,” I commented.  I didn’t bother telling him it was one of the noblest of Spanish names in the western hemisphere.

“Earl says you mix that bad blood from the spics with the bad blood from the Indians, you got bad news.”

“What do you think he means?”

“They’re tricky, y’know?  Sneaky.  The way the spics come in here and killed everybody years ago?  The way they do up in Harlem and New York nowadays.  Spics never change.  Only difference is the kinda knives they use.  Big swords in the old days.  Switchblades now.”

“And the Indians?”

“Even worse,” he said hands down. “Steal everything.  Sneak up on a man when he’s sleeping.”

“But what about the good ones?  Like Reek, His-cousin and the others?”

“You been on excavations with them before?  I have.  They lie to you.  Steal everything you ain’t got chained down.  Cheat you every chance they get.  Sell you out for 50 centavos.”

“I gather you and Earl don’t like the Indians.”

“Ain’t a matter of liking.  They’re okay in their place.  Just don’t trust them is all.”

“Including Celia Ascunsulo?”

“She’s Indian ain’t she?”

“Hard to think of her as dangerous to my body.  Easier to think of her as loving and gentle to it.”

“Earl says that’s how they work.  Take you off guard.  Make you think they’re something they’re not.  Like that Doc Garcia, too.”

“You’re not telling me he’s an Indian?”

“Naw.  Earl says Garcia’s folks is old Spanish.  They come over for one of the kings.  Lot of politicians in his family.  I think he’s got a cousin that’s a governor somewheres around here.”

I tried to look surprised.  Actually, I had a complete biography on Doctor Miguel Garcia, also collected during my gear wait in Bogota.

“I think they’re in it together.”

“You think who’s in what together?”

“That girl and him, Garcia.  They’re like that, y’know.  Earl says that’s Garcia’s girlfriend.”  He twined his forefinger around the index and shook it in my face.  “Earl says he wouldn’t put it past them to try cutting us out of our money when we find the treasure.”

“How would they do that?  You have a contract.”

“You have to be around to collect.  Dad Edwards ain’t gonna be around to collect.”

“Then you think it wasn’t an accident.  You think somebody deliberately switched on the wrong valve or turned on the wrong hose?”

“Like I said earlier, Edwards was called Dad ‘cause he was a very careful diver.  He’d never let an airlift slip outa his hand.  He wouldn’t know how.  Only way it could happen is he was out cold or something like that.”

“Then you think someone deliberately killed him?”

“Naw.  I think they was trying to knock off Earl or maybe you.  Earl thinks it’s him ‘cause he’s getting suspicious of Garcia and that girl.  I think maybe it’s you ‘cause somebody don’t want that camera of yours taking pictures that can be used against them later.”

“Floyd, Floyd,” I said laughing, “excuse me, but you sound like a bad daytime soaper.  Sex.  Intrigue.  Murders.  Ahhh!”  I gargled, grabbing my neck with both hands and sticking my tongue out in a mock strangling position.

“Earl said you was dumb, Cooper, and now I believe it.  You just watch yourself, buddy, or those hands around your neck will be for real.”

“Hey, thanks for getting my camera,” I yelled after him as he stalked through the doorway.” Now, how about my lights?”

So, it was starting to happen.  Sides were being chosen.  Fingers were beginning to point.  I wondered how long it would be before knives or guns would be pointed instead of airlifts and fingers.

What did we have so far?  One coltish, gorgeous woman going out of her way to tell me that Edwards’ death was not accidental and deliberately making sure I had enough background information and suspicions on Waterston and Commanger to make either or both prime suspects in a murder, if that’s what it was.

Then, by coincidence or deliberate timing, came Floyd’s visit with his prejudices-showing interpretation of the dangers presented by the intriguing Senorita Ascunsulo and her man-about-politics, Doctor Miguel Garcia.  More half-hinted prophecies and speculation perhaps, but just as deadly sounding.  I wasn’t sure I had received the messages correctly from either courier.  I wondered if the real spokesmen were Garcia and Waterston and they were using Floyd and Celia, independently, to have me take sides.  My hunch was that having Norteamericano television on the spot could be good or bad depending upon what happened and where the best interest of the shooter lay.  I reviewed my choices.

There could be a good, maybe great, story here.  Treasure hunting yes, but perhaps something more desperate and bloody.  If I played it right, maybe I could get a cut of whatever treasure came up.  Or, maybe a warm body for these cold nights.  Not just any warm body but the slick, well-muscled roundness of Celia Ascunsulo.  Floyd Butler’s implications were that she was already ‘occupied’ by the man I was starting to think of as the Gray Fox, Garcia.  If he was sex-whipped that would explain his submission to her orders earlier, orders to not shut down the excavation because of Dad Edwards’ accident.

My arm was throbbing and I shifted position to ease it.  My mind was full of questions.  Which hose did Dad Edwards have?  Was the valve turned on when he reached for it?  Or did he let go of it?  Was it really an accident or was it murder and, if so, who was to gain by his death?  Were the victims supposed to be Waterston or me or all three of us?  If there were bad feelings between Earl Waterston and Miguel Garcia why did the university professor work so hard to get the Deep Waters Salvage outfit the contract for this excavation?  And, how about the April 9th Movement?  Was it real or a legend like the Curse of the Gilded Man?  Were the revolutionaries truly just waiting for us to bring up the treasure and then take it?  And was there really treasure down there - billions of dollars worth of golden relics of the Gilded Man civilization here in this God-forsaken, remote, sodden and forgotten part of the world?

The answer to that one came immediately.

There was a lot of commotion outside.  People were yelling.  Others were running.  Somebody brushed by my tent shouting, “Donde?  Where?”  A policeman’s-type whistle was cutting shrill burbles in the air.

The tent door flew open.  It was His-cousin, beaming, his goiter wattling in excitement.

“Oro!  Tesoro oro!” he shouted joyfully, pointing across the clearing and then disappeared.

Gold.  Gold treasure.

If we had found the hidden treasure of the Gilded Man here at Orphan Lake, that would answer a lot of my tough questions fast.  But it would open up many more. Even tougher ones.

CHAPTER NINE

They had taken it to Earl Waterston in the first tent behind Maxim’s, the mess tent.

He was sitting up in bed, beaming, his eyes never leaving the object Garcia was holding.

Garcia was standing next to the bed, the sleeves of his yellow slicker dripping rainwater onto the small gold figure he was turning over in his hands.

Stuffed into the tent, slicker to slicker, all holding one collective breath, was the rest of the camp including Reek, His-cousin and the other Indians.  Floyd was holding a Safari light at waist level, targeted on Garcia’s hands.  MacShane was standing at the foot of Earl’s bed, his freckled face stretched in a wide grin.

Garcia held up the figure.  It was muddy but enough had been cleaned away to show the gold underneath.

“Definitely from this Cudinamarca savanna - this geographical area - and it appears identical to pieces in the museum photographed for the Madrid Exposition catalog.  This tunjo - artifact - shows strong Chibcha gold working characteristics.”

Garcia pointed them out.  “Gold work of the Chibchas or Muiscas is usually flat.  It is generally highly stylized and non-realistic.  Note the unnaturally elongated body of this piece and the oversized head in relationship to the body size.  Most significantly, portions of the headdress, the breastplate and even detailing around the ears and face are done with coils of gold wire.  The Calima Indians cast their gold pendants.  The Quimbaya specialized in fluted masks and a high degree of delicacy in their gold work.  The Calima tribe worked on large heavy body ornaments.  We have an excellent collection of those at the museum and only the Chibcha tunjos show this delicate wire work.  There is a theory that this work was done by other tribes and traded to the Chibchas for potatoes or corn but that is not significant today.  What is important,” and he stopped for emphasis, looking around the tent, “is the figure itself.  Look closely.”  He held it up.

It was a smiling man wearing a gold helmet that blossomed out into a dozen coiled wire suns surrounding the head.  The body was long and thin, the legs stuck out at forty-five degree angles ending in feet of coiled gold wire.  Garcia pointed to the hands.  They were lying flat, one atop the other in front of the lower edge of the figure’s breastplate.  Piled atop the hands were coils of gold wire in different sizes and shapes.  Some were rectangular, some round, some triangular.  They made a heap that reached to the shoulders of the figure.

“Tunjos,” said Garcia, tapping the artifact’s burden. “A priest carrying valuables.  The shapes appear to be of other treasures being transported by this figure.”  

He tapped the breastplate.  “It could be a figurine from a group which shows the Gilded Man ceremony!” he paused and looked around the tent, “It could be a slave at a funeral.  The burial places of the Indian lords are still lost to us.  When a chieftain died, he was buried in a hollowed tree that had been lined and covered with plates of gold.  His most valuable treasure and jewels were placed in the tree with him.  And his favorite wives and slaves were drugged with borrachero and killed and placed with him.  No one has ever located these burial sites.  If we have uncovered them - we may very well have found more gold and emeralds and more historical treasure than even the Gilded Man lode.”

“Gimme, lemme see that there thing, Doc,” said Floyd reaching for the figure.

“One more conjecture,” said Garcia, holding it aloft out of Floyd’s reach. “The chief Zipa of Bacata hid his treasure when he had advance news of the Spanish confiscations.  He sent his entire treasure to a secret hiding place.  The natives who transported the treasure were killed and that gold and emerald cache is still waiting to be found.  For that matter,” he smiled, “so are the treasures of Cajica, Gacheta, Tundama, Sogamoso, Chia, some of the Treasure of Tunja and dozens of others.  There is no doubt one or more of those treasures are right here...”

“...where you told us they would be,” interrupted Celia.  She was obviously very excited by the discovery, her wide brown eyes searching out every detail, her mouth open, her breath coming in sharp inhalations of thrill.

“Where’d you find it?” I asked no one in particular.

“I did.  I found it,” answered MacShane.  “It was right there in the basket on top of the airlift.  I was poking through the mud trying to get it back in the lake when I saw something shiny sticking out.  This was it.”

“That airlift done me a bad turn and a good one all at once,” Earl grinned.  “I’ll take a broke leg anytime for somethin’ like that there.”

“It looks like the treasure may not be under 30 feet of silt but closer to the surface of the lake bed,” said Commanger.  “I suggest we get hauling down there and start excavating before something else happens.”

“Right behind you, Doc,” Floyd said,

“Well, git to it,” Earl enthusiastically agreed, thumping his bed.

“We’ve got a shortage of divers, Earl.  Way it is, the only able bodied man who can work on the bottom is Floyd.  You can’t go down with that leg.  I am going to try going down with this arm, but I don’t know if I can hold an airlift.”

“And we don’t need anyone working on their own,” I commented.

“Sure don’t, boy,” said Earl rubbing his leg ruefully.

“Maybe we can get Reek into a suit.”

“I need him up here,” MacShane protested.  “Too much machinery to operate up here what with the filters, the crane, the airlift, and the divers’ air supply all going at once.  I need Reek and His-cousin too, and two of the other Indians.”  He nodded to the huddled cordon at one side of the tent.

“How ‘bout earning your keep, boy?” asked Earl.  He was talking to me.

“I’ve already got a job, Earl.  I’m going to immortalize all of you getting rich and put it on television where the tax men, Cadillac salesman and your ex-wives can see how well you’re doing.”

“Now, Andy Cooper, don’t you go getting’ pro-fessional with me.  Like ah told you before - you ain’t got no story if we don’t bring up nuthin’.  But, if we bring up a treasure you got you a bang-up show.”

“Sorry, Earl.  The network says I don’t block when I’m covering the Bears, dribble when I’m shooting the Bucks, run when I’m at the Derby, or excavate when I’m with Deep Waters Salvage.”

“Tell you what, boy, you stand by a minute.  Floyd, shoo those folks on outa here, willya?”

Floyd ushered Reek, His-cousin and the other natives out of the tent with flapping arms.

When they were gone, Waterston continued. “Everybody here got a piece of what we gonna find.  The professor there and his little ole gal they got the glory of finding this here arkee-ological treasure and they probably gonna get medals or more salary or something.  At Deep Waters we gonna sell what we find at half of fair market value to the museum, ain’t that right, Doc?  And we going to split it up fair, ain’t that right, other Doc?  Right.  I think everybody in the room would chip in a little of his pot to you if you could help us out now.”

“Please consider it.,” added Celia. “Getting the treasure from the bottom - fast - is so important to all of us, I will even volunteer to dive.”

“Go ahead, tiger, you got nothing to lose but your poverty,” said Annalee, clapping me on the back with a meaty hand.

“It’s okay with me; it’ll have to be - providing you take orders,” said Commanger.

“The Banco de la Republic would be so grateful,” added Garcia.

“Salvage diving isn’t my field,” I threw in one final protest.

“It is mine and Earl’s,” said Commanger. “We’ll teach you what you have to know and can supervise you down there.”

“That makes only three divers.  You need more than that,” I accepted defeat gracefully.

“It is four,” said Celia.  “Before you say no, Doctor Commanger, I want to tell you I am an experienced SCUBA diver.  Perhaps I can not hold the airlift, perhaps I can.  But I am capable of locating buoys and guiding the crane lines underwater and sending up the balloons with the larger pieces we find.”

“If you can really do all of that I won’t fight you at all, lady.  I’ll welcome you.”

“That’s the crew, then,” Floyd ticked off his fingers. “Me, Cooper, Doc Commanger, that Celia lady.  Fifty minutes down.  Half hour up.  Let’s see - that works out to two divers a half hour, four divers for twenty minutes, then two divers a half hour, and like that.”

“Now all we need is some equipment,” said Commanger.

“Where in hell is Kelly anyhow?  And ah wonder, does he dive?” Earl asked. “Anybody know?”

No one did.

“Speaking of Kelly,” said Commanger. “When he lands I’m sending you back to Bogota to have X-rays and have that leg set properly.”

“You gonna lay cowpies tryin’, Doc.  If I can’t be on the bottom, I aim to be right here topside, right on that raft every minute this excavation going on.  They ain’t no other way about it.”

“Earl, you could walk with a limp the rest of your life if that bone isn’t set correctly.”

“You gonna walk with a limp in both legs you try gettin’ me outa here,” Waterston answered.  “Besides, ah’ll get me a solid gold cane.”

“You’re all my witnesses,” Commanger enlisted the room.

“Nobody’s going to steal the treasure,” MacShane offered.

“You bet your sweet ass nobody’s gonna steal that treasure.  Doc Garcia and Annalee’s gonna catalogue it all in and then we gonna build us a protected section back in that there cave and we’re going to have somebody with a gun there to make sure nobody messes with it,” Waterston said.

“Who?”

“Going to take turns.  Four hour shifts.  Divers can work nights when they not diving.”

“How do you know you can trust the guards?”

“I know some of you but I don’t trust nobody when it comes to gold.  That stuff makes people act more crazy than a locoweed salad.  That’s why I got Reek to get me these.”

Waterston held up distributor caps from the vehicles.  There would be no furtive driving away during the night with stolen treasure as long as he held those necessary parts.

“And anybody thinks he’s gonna sneak away with some’s got another think coming, huh, Doc?”  he nodded at Garcia.  Garcia nodded back.  “We packin’ ever’ piece in bubble plastic after it’s been catalogued and they all going to be crated in sealed boxes that Kelly’s bringing in, if he ever shows up here again.  Each crate’s going to weigh about two hundred pounds when it’s packed.  Nobody’s going to get very far in the jungle with something like that.  Not even you, Annalee.” he teased. 

 Why did he single her out for that zinger? There must be a story there.

“Careful, redneck, or I’ll break that other leg,” said Annalee, smiling.

“Middle one,” grinned Earl.

She reached out to playfully slap him.  He ducked laughing.  She made a lunge for the cot.

“Watch the fracture,” said Garcia.

“You just watch the gold there, Doc.  Annalee be out with you in a l’il while, huh?” She made shooing motions.

We all discreetly left the tent.

The rain had let up again just as the sun was starting to go down behind the bluish peaks.  A small wind had come up and it was riffling the lake, the square wooden raft tilting fore and aft with the swells.  Except for the noise from the filter power unit there was a sweet green silence in the world.  The smell of chicken and fried bananas came to us on the blowing smoke from Maxim’s.

On the hillside, above the cave, there came a sound like a dog barking.

“Tente,” said Celia, pointing.

“South American dog?” I asked.

“Half dog, half bird,” laughed Celia.

“Explain yourself,” ordered Commanger.

Both Garcia and Ascunsulo began to explain at the same time.  She backed off.

“Tente bird,” Garcia said.  “It looks like a small black trumpeter swan, but thinks it’s a watchdog.  If you can catch one it can be trained to guard.  They watch for insects, spiders, centipedes and even mosquitoes while you sleep and pick them off so gently you don’t even awaken.  If a bigger danger comes along, like a tiger or a snake, the tente barks an alarm until whomever it’s guarding becomes aware of the danger.”

“Let’s see if we can catch it, to guard the gold, “ Celia teased. We all laughed.

The professor turned to me, looked down at the artifact, then back up, “I was going to go clean this up a little more and then have a Scotch.  Can I interest you in joining me for either or both?”

“Both,” I said and we headed toward a coiled hose coming from the raft.

A dark shadow was reflected in the lake, matched by the increasingly louder wop-wop-wop of helicopter blades.  We looked up at a gap between the peaks and Kelly’s Big Green Machine was whirring in, its nose angled downward in a direct line with the open landing space just beyond the two squads of stainless steel filters.

He set the Big Green Machine down as gently as a dog in sawgrass and had the rotors winding down and the side door opened before we reached the pad.

“Amigos!  I am back from market,” he bellowed, leaping from the door.

“How was the shopping?” I asked.

“Everytheeng.  I got everytheeng. Bogota. Buenaventura. I have been everywhere to get everytheeng.   Fatigado, eh?”  He pretended to collapse against the side of the incredibly colored whirlybird. Even before the rotors had fully stopped Floyd Butler and Dick Commanger were opening the rear hatch while five of the natives stood by to unload.  Out came boxes, cartons and bags marked U.S. DIVERS, VOIT, SPORTSWAYS, POSEIDON.

Commanger was going over the checklist out loud. “Masks. Regulators. Balloons. Suits. Hoses. Lights. Like they say, you done good, Kelly.”

Kelly beamed, the bronzed skin folding in deep pleats around his eyes.

“Any trouble?” asked Floyd.

“Not enough money in Bogota for the suits, but he trost me.  Nothing else.  Ah, Senor, one thing else.  In Buenaventura, a great many questions from the store manager.  Where I go?  Why I need all this?  Who I am getting it for?  Looks like diving for treasure, he finally say.  I say nothing.  When I leave there I fly out over the water and then go north.  Anyone watch, they not know which way Kelly Karga go.”

“You’re sure you didn’t say anything.  You sure nobody followed you?” Commanger asked.

“In the air, Commander, you can see if someone follows.” 

“Let’s go.  We can be on the bottom in ten minutes,” Floyd yelled at everyone. “Who wants to go first?  Okay, Commander, it’s you and me.  Little tee-vee buddy, you and the lady take the next shift.  Come down thirty minutes after we dive, okay?”

I nodded.

He handed a pile of blue neoprene and black hose to the Commander and tucked several pieces of gear under his arm for himself.

“You going to be ready for us?” he yelled back over his shoulders at MacShane.

“Only two airlifts working.  The valve on that runaway is split clean in two.  I’ll have to try welding it or cast a new one.”

“Three would make our job and our results one third faster,” said Commanger, “Two’s enough for now.”

“Do my best, Commander.  Remember, I have to run the air compressor and the crane as well as fix broken gear.  I only have two hands.”

“Do the best you can,” he ordered almost ending the sentence, ‘sailor’.

The natives picked up the remaining boxes and headed for Maxim’s to unpack them on the long tables there.  Commanger and Floyd walked toward their tents to change into diving gear.  MacShane, Reek and His-cousin made their way toward the raft.  Celia fell in next to me and Kelly as we headed toward Maxim’s for a cup of that ever-mild, ever-flavorless Colombian coffee.

Kelly looked around and then said, “Where’s Earl?  Where’s Annalee?”

“You tell him,” I said to the lanky beauty striding alongside me.

She didn’t wimble, ahem, clear her throat, stumble around, or throw the ball back to me.  “There’s been a bad accident,” she said.

“Annalee?”

“No, she’s fine.  It’s the other two.”

“Earl?”

“He’s hurt.  He’ll be off his feet for weeks.”

“Who else?” he asked in a lower voice.

“The young diver, Edwards.  Muerto.”

“Como?”

“Runaway airlift,” she answered.

“After you left to get the replacement diving gear, Edwards and Earl and I went down in the suits that were left,” I explained.  “Earl wanted to try some airlift tests to see how cloudy the water would get.  One of the airlifts went out of control. It smashed my arm and Earl’s leg and Dad Edwards’ head.”

Kelly took it all stoically.  “Where’s the body?”

“In the cave...where it’s cool.  Waterston and Garcia agree that if you take the body back to Bogota now it would cause problems big enough to close down the excavation,” I added.

“Ees true,” he agreed, then added, “I could dump him een the jongle somewhere?”

Celia shook her head. “No.  This way, we know where he is and we know that no one will find him until we want his accident announced.”

He nodded and then asked, “Where’s Annalee?”

“Where do you think she is, Kelly?  She’s comforting Earl in his sick bed,” Celia taunted him.

I was surprised at the blade edge to her words.

Floyd and Dick Commanger slogged past us, now sealed into bright blue and orange neoprene wet suits; knives, gauges, weight belts, masks and helmets slapping together in their hands.

Celia and I made some comment about colorful sea life but Kelly kept walking away, his mouth set in a tight bite.

So, Kelly didn’t care for big, blonde Annalee consoling Earl Waterston.  Why?  Personal interest or a financial one?

Would the legendary dramatic jealousy of South American males affect this venture?  Kelly’s helicopter was as important as any piece of machinery or any human being on this site.  Without it, we had no way to get the heavy equipment and tools into the area.  Without it, we had no way to get the treasure out, providing we salvaged a sizable amount of it.  

So far as I could see, other than my unofficial part-time at chopper controls, Kelly was the only one who could fly the air-beater.  If anything happened to him we were stuck with carrying bits and pieces out in the backs of the vehicles, providing Waterston returned the distributor caps.

“I just thought of something,” I interrupted the silence.

We had reached Maxim’s, poured ourselves coffee, and were sitting at one of the long tables watching the Indians tear open the cartons and pile gear on the long tables.  “Do you think the truck was intercepted and the driver shot by someone who didn’t want us to have it as a transport?  What if someone didn’t want us to have the truck to carry something out?”

Kelly gave me a sharp glance.

“Why would someone do that?” Celia asked calmly. Too calm by a Georgia country mile, as Earl might have said.

“To make sure the only way a large amount of treasure could get out is with Kelly Karga?” I answered a question with a question.

“Who would do that?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe the same people who make accidents happen.  Maybe the same people who ask questions in diving gear stores.  Maybe the same people who break valves on airlift compressors.”

“You Norteamericanos see crimes, spies, boogeymen everywhere,” she said. “I think it’s your television that does it, yes?”

“Probably,” I said. “And since I work in it I look for stories where perhaps there are none.  By the way, Senorita, did Waterston or Commanger make an announcement about Kelly and me finding that truck?”

She flushed and looked away.

“I-I tol’ her,” Kelly volunteered.

“Oh, sure.  Let’s see, that must have been before you left, huh, that must be when you told her.”

“Si, before I left las’ time.”

So far as I could remember he hadn’t been talking to her alone before going on the gear-getting expedition.

The compressors started up with explosive grunts that slapped against the crater sides and echoed around the camp.

“Let’s see how lucky we get a second time,” I said, standing up.

“The mud the airlift brought up had a gold figure in it, a tunjo,” Celia explained to Kelly.

“Then there ees treasure here.  Ees true?”

“One piece anyway.  Let’s see if there is more.”

Annalee barged into Maxim’s, tucking loose strands of hair behind her ears.  Maybe it was just suggestion but she seemed more flushed and her clothes were more wrinkled than they had looked when last seen in Earl’s tent.  She stopped when she saw Kelly sitting with us.

“Hey, Tomas,” she said with a big smile, “what’s the big word from the big bird?”

“I wan’a talk weeth you,” he said.

Celia and I excused ourselves and headed through the door, across the clearing toward the lake.  The compressor’s throbbing grew louder with each step.  Behind us, Kelly and Annalee were arguing in low tones as they followed on behind.  

Rowing out to the raft, we could see MacShane and His-cousin  supervising the airlift hoses.  Across the way, Reek was tending the air supply compressor.  The airlift hoses were gushing a steady six inch spout of sand, mud, rocks, grass, reeds, and other vegetation.  The baskets were filling, then draining their loads back into the unclarified part of the lake.  Three natives were busy dipping their hands into the baskets, sorting through the slime, plucking large rocks and mud clots from the mesh screens and tossing them overboard.

“Think there’s more where that first one came from?” I shouted at MacShane.

He shook his head and shrugged.

“No more gold?” Kelly asked.

Celia and I nodded at the same time.

We all stared into the empty dirty bucket.

“Better go get dressed,” MacShane shouted at us, pointing to his watch.  “Fifteen minutes you’re down there.”

I told Kelly to keep an eye on the dregs but it wasn’t really necessary.  We rowed to shore, and on the way back across the clearing, passed Garcia and two of the natives helping to carry Earl to the boat to go out to the raft.

“You know, where I come from, the term gold-digger means a different kind of woman,” I said.

“What does it mean?”

“Someone who’s only into a relationship for the money.  Someone who will do anything for gold.”

“You see, Senor Cooper, we do speak the same language after all,” she smiled and disappeared into her tent.

It took me two minutes to learn to keep my airhose away from the filtration hoses and other divers.  It took three minutes to learn how to aim and hold onto the airlift.  It took another four minutes to learn how to move my feet and to maneuver the airlift without disturbing the bottom silt too much.  In ten minutes, I had become a salvage diver under the firm leadership of Commander Richard Commanger, U.S.N.  

Floyd had tutored Celia in about the same time and was teaching her how to use the Port-A-Lift.  These are folded balloons that can be attached to big pieces of salvage, then inflated with air from the mouthpiece until they float to the top, carrying the salvage up with them.

I had a death grip on the two handles of the thick black hose.  The heavy suction was tearing away the softly piled silt, scooping huge gouges on the lake floor.  Next to me, Commanger made deft, swift moves, burrowing deeper and wider into the shifting foothold.  Both of us were being extra careful not to get the airlifts too close to each other.  I could feel the steady stream of dirt and water thrumming away inside the hose and every once in a while a heavy rock would slam against me on its way up.  My arms and shoulders were beginning to ache from the strain of holding the suction device.

The loud clang of the change-over signal echoed through the water.  I shifted to get a better grip when I felt a tap on my shoulder.  It was Floyd and he motioned to himself and then up.  I looked around.  Commanger had given the airlift to Celia and was headed for an anchor cable.

I nodded to Celia and she nodded back.  She was sweeping the lake bed with brisk, thorough strokes, her airlift whisking away layer after layer of silt in a tidy pattern.  I looked back at the Swiss cheese holes I was gouging and tried to imitate her more efficient moves.  My movements were boiling up a foot of silt so I watched the airlift nozzle carefully to make sure that I didn’t suck myself into it, feet first.  The roiling, tumbling clouds of silt gave me a feeling of drifting, of walking on water.  I could hear nothing but the water-cushioned thud of the compressors, could smell nothing but the taste of the air being pumped into my mouthpiece, could feel nothing but the solid squirm and pull of the heavy airlift I held in front of me like the reins of a runaway team.  The Aqua-lites were dangling from cables and they turned the water a chalky yellow.  The filters had done their job.  The water in this cofferdam was now clear enough to see twenty feet or more.  It showed what looked like acres of mud ahead of us, acres ahead and yards deep.  Even with the high powered suction, it looked like a career instead of a job.

The next time up, Commanger was standing there, looking perplexed.

“You feel any different down there this shift?” he asked me.

“Same bored, tired, scared of that vacuum feeling as usual,” I said.

“You?” he asked Celia.

“No, why?” she responded.

“I’ve been experimenting with various gas mixtures for the divers, trying to find the most beneficial one,” he looked down at the lake, “so far, not so good.”

“In what way?” I asked.

“Nothing worth doing a paper on for the Navy Times. I’m going to have to go a little more radical, I guess.”

“You put anybody in danger here with your experimentation, I’ll do a paper on you for the Undertakers’ Gazette.” I over-reacted because Celia was there.

“Si, that goes for me, too!” Celia seconded.

“That’s another one I owe you, Cooper,” he yelled after our departing backs.

We swept that mud for three long, aching days...50 minutes under, 30 up.  We were sucking water and sand and mud but nothing else of value had shown up.  The one small gold figurine was the total finding so far.  Waterston was growing progressively more gloomy.  Everyone else was just out-and-out discouraged.

On the fourth morning, I was working near the side wall of the cofferdam.  Except for the coldness of the water and all of the salvage gear we could have been spear-fishing off of Tahiti.  I was day-dreaming about hitting a big shark when my airlift struck something hard.  I slid it over and it hit the object again.  Steadying the airlift, I leaned over as far as I could and peered into the churning silt.  It looked like a large rock.  I tried to get under it with the airlift but couldn’t so I decided to dig it out by making a furrow around it.  By following the hardness contours, I made it out to be five feet long and about two feet wide and a foot thick.  The more I uncovered, the more I began to suspect that it was no rock at all.  It was a case of some kind.  I moved the airlift closer and began to siphon off more mud.  The Aqua-lites bounced a greenish gleam back at me.  I felt chunks of something hard hit the inside of the airlift.

I was intently trying to swallow the cache when there was another signal clang sounding in the water and within minutes, Commanger and Floyd Butler were standing alongside us to take over the hoses.  Commanger pointed at the partially-swallowed mass in front of me.  He made an okay sign with his fingers. I looked over at Floyd and he did the same.

I let ladies go first so I could watch the gorgeous ass of my sleek, tall salvage diving partner go up the anchor cable ahead of me for our well-deserved half-hour rest.

There was a crowd of beaming faces and several cheers to greet us as we emerged at the raft’s edge.  Many hands helped us up and onto the deck.  A couple of them clapped me on the back.  Doctor Garcia reached out and embraced Celia, the rain water on his slicker mingling with the lake water of her wet suit.

I stripped off my helmet and turned to Annalee. “What’s going on?”

“You hit it, baby, Sutter’s Mill, the Lost Dutchman, Morgan’s Cave - all at one time!”

“I did?”

“One of you did.  One of those hoses brought up so much gold they had to put buckets and crates around the baskets to keep the overflow from going back down.  Earl’s so excited he’s practically walking on that broken leg.”

“A lot of gold?” I babbled.

“And Garcia’s hysterical because these have important archaeological value.  He’s been busy rubbing some of them with acid and says this find’s going to change the history books.”

“What did he find?”

“Among other things, Roman coins.”

“Roman coins?  Here?  In South America?”

“Look for yourself.”

I had to peer between Tomas Kelly who was fingering a handful of gold and looking appreciatively skyward and Reek who was busy with a stiff brush, scraping mud and debris from the clumps and clusters of treasure.  Thrown into the box at the side like a fresh catch of herring were at least three-dozen different, age-corroded, mud-stained pieces that had just been brought up by the airlifts.

I could make out several figurines and coins and what looked like bowls and cups and plates and a broken sacrificial knife. The far airlift, which I guessed was the one I had been working with, was spewing out additional hunks of what looked like rock.  They would come spitting out of the hose, clanging against the screen.  There were so many, His-cousin and MacShane were frantically detouring them to boxes and buckets standing alongside.  There, the native family sat around pulling the rock structures apart, separating the treasures from the mud that held them together.  Waterston was sitting next to them, directing the recovery with jabbing fingers and watchful eyes. Whenever a coin or figure was cleaned enough he would seize it and put it carefully into the collection box.

“I’m supposed to be cataloguing all of this,” Annalee said to me.  “It’s coming in so fast, I can’t even count it much less describe it.”

I felt a hand on my arm and felt a long shudder in its fingers.  I looked over.  It was Celia still in her wet suit, her pouty mouth open, her nostrils breathing in the air of discovery, her glistening brown eyes staring transfixed at the mounting pile of riches.

“It isn’t everything,” I intruded into her spell. “It can’t buy happiness, for example, or freedom.”

She looked at me unbelievingly for a long moment. “Ah, Senor Cooper, you are so wrong,” she said. “Happiness and freedom are what this can buy the best.  Is that not so, Miguel?” she turned to Garcia standing behind her.

I needed film of all this.  I headed for my tent, took the Arri out of its housing, unloaded it, then put a new magazine on it.  I added a zoom lens and then walked back across the clearing and rowed to the raft.  I moved quietly behind the shut-down crane and began shooting.  There was a good angle of the airlift spillings and I got that.  I turned about 100 feet of the tunjos piling up on the metal screens and then 50 feet of the natives breaking up the muddy clumps to get at the treasures inside.  I shot everyone, silently, unobtrusively:  Earl Waterston gloating over a large figure of a condor; Celia Ascunsulo holding a half-scraped clean necklace of gold beads up to her blue diving suit; Mike Garcia rubbing an acid solution onto a coin and then holding it up excitedly for Tomas Kelly to enjoy.  I had just clicked out of the 400 feet of film in that magazine when MacShane yelled, “Time!  Second diver shift down to relieve first.”  He hit a metal drum at the edge of the raft and the sound boomed through the air and water.

Everyone turned to look for us.  I was just lowering the camera from my face.

“What you doin’, boy?” Earl Waterston called out.  “You takin’ pitchers a this?”

“What’d you shoot?” asked Celia.

“Who’s in those shots, honey?” asked Annalee.

“If you photographed me I’ll have to ask for that film,” said Garcia.

“What?” I replied to all of them.

Celia answered. “There is already hatred for the Spanish by the tribes who believe their treasures should remain in the lake, undisturbed.  If any of us were ever identified with this treasure by those tribes, our lives would be in danger, grave danger.”

“You may shoot the search but not the people,” Garcia added.

“The hell you say.  I’m here to get coverage of this treasure hunt.  My network paid Earl Waterston good money and a lot of it, to get rights to this material.  And that includes people, the people who did it. Now that we found the treasure you tell me that I can’t shoot the excitement, that the only thing I can take back is industrial-type footage?”

“It is also for your own personal good, Senor,” Garcia added soothingly. “This type of photography can also be misinterpreted as the plundering of our country by foreigners and exploitation of that by the Yanqui television networks.   That could lead to major international complications when it is shown.  Problems for both of us, Senor.”

“Over my dead body,” I said, lowering the camera to my right side in a tight grip and doubling up the other hand.

“Okay, boy, if that’s the way you want it,” Waterston signaled behind me.

Strong arms hooked inside my elbows and forced my arms back, painfully, until my elbows almost touched.  One of the hands was crushing the bruised muscles where the airlift had whacked me.  A flush of nausea went through me and then another.  My hand went dead and I heard the Arri thud into the mud.  My arms were released.

Floyd Butler and Dick Commanger walked in front of me.  They had evidently come up quietly from behind the compressor just out of my sight and witnessed what was happening.

“You gonna pull out the film or do I?” Floyd asked, picking up the camera.

It was a rhetorical question.  Without waiting for my answer, Commanger reached over, grabbed the Arri, unhooked the magazine and began spinning the film from the take-up reel into the image-destroying daylight.

CHAPTER TEN

I wrenched free of the grip and took off low.  I caught Commanger around the thighs and he went backwards and slammed against the side of the crane.  He swung the Arri at my head.  I ducked but couldn’t avoid his other hand.  It came whistling into my ribs and I staggered from the piston power of it.  I tried to belly-punch him but his wet neoprene suit took up most of the muscle I put into it.  His next roundhouse with the camera bounced across my back.  It felt like I had been hit by a crowbar.  I bent backwards with the agony and he put several hard, sharp kicks into my stomach.  Before I doubled over I saw him leaping toward me, swinging the forty pound camera toward my head.  I rolled over, and as I did, shoved the heel of my hand at his Adam’s apple.  The combination of my thrust and his falling weight did it.  He coughed once and then landed on me, dead weight.  I pushed him off and lay there gasping.

Floyd and Kelly were both there in a second.  Floyd leaned over the Commander for a moment and then looked at me like he was going to pick up where Commanger left off.  If he did, I was through.  I didn’t have enough fight left in me to take on a network vice president.  He left the Commander and began to lean toward me, hands working.

Kelly unexpectedly moved between us, warding him off.

“Vamose, amigo, vamose,” he said shooing Floyd away.

He was little more than half Floyd’s size but he looked just as sinister and sounded four times as mean.  It was a quick, nimble switchblade against a clumsy broadsword.  But Floyd was game and began to move in.

“Y’all knock it off, heah?” yelled Waterston.  “Floyd, boy, you behave yourself now.”

“Tomas Kelly, you pick on somebody your own size,” yelled Annalee.

“Like Annalee,” said Celia and giggled adorably.

Waterston glared at her.

Kelly looked down at the sprawled Commanger. “You keep this op, you won’t have no diver at all,” he told me.

 I nodded and dragged myself wearily over to see how my camera had fared.  The handle was smashed and the eyepiece was broken but the body seemed all right.  The film magazine was lying near it, a hundred yards of its film intestines trailing in the wet raft deck.  I gathered them up and stood swaying, waiting.

Commanger was sitting up now, his head supported on Floyd’s bent knee.  He was shaking his head and straining deep breaths into his lungs.  Kelly stood to one side, hands on hips, wary, watching for either of them to make a move.

“You hokay?” he asked me.

“I don’t think so,” I said, looking at Waterston and Garcia.

“You shor’ ain’t all right with me,” Waterston shouted.  “From the first day you come aboard this dig Dick said there’d be trouble.  Mah own damn fault. Ah needed the money to outfit this here expeedition.  Got myself into a peck a’mess now, all right.”

“I’m certain you understand, son, that the wrong type of photography could endanger the careers or the lives of many of us here.  I’m certain you wouldn’t want to be responsible for that.”  Garcia spread his hands.

“Of course he wouldn’t,” said Celia.

“We can allow you to photograph the site, the excavation procedures, the cataloguing, even some of the personnel.  I don’t think it’s too much to ask for a little personal privacy and security for those of us who will remain behind in Colombia.  If you will cooperate, the filming is perfectly acceptable to me,” Garcia continued.

“Hell no, ship him out!” countered Commanger.

“We can’t, Dick.  I have me this obleegation!”

“The only obligation you have, Earl, is to get this salvage out of the lake, sell it to our friends here, divide up the proceeds among us and get as far away from this rain barrel as a plane can take us.”

That was the first time I had heard Commanger cut himself in on the treasure.  Prior to this it had always been the bullshit altruistic motivation of U.S. Navy dive tables and pure scientific research.

“I’m certain the Commander doesn’t mean for Senor Cooper to actually leave the excavation site,” said Garcia.  Celia was whispering into his ear.

Commanger stood up slowly, leaning against Floyd.  “Why the hell not?”

“Because he could tell the outside world where we are,” said Garcia.  “By tomorrow, we could have the murderous tribes of Indians and the groups of sadistic bandits and the others who make up the April 9th Movement all here to happily relieve us of our discovery and our lives.”

“I’m not leaving anyway,” I said.  “I never walked out on a job and I never will. I came here to cover an expedition and I’m going to do it.  I plan to keep shooting film.  And you can plan to keep destroying it if you can.  But you better watch me twenty four hours a day because you’ll never know where I am, or where my camera is or what I’m shooting until you see it in prime time.”

“Then we’ll just have to do something about that, boy,” Earl said.  “Floyd, you and Mac git that camera and that case and throw ‘em in the other part of the lake quick like.”

Floyd motioned to MacShane and I started to step in front of them. 

“Mistah Cooper,” Waterston said. “You git in their way I’m gonna let those boys and your good ole friend, Dick Commanger, cloud up and rain all over you.”

I knew my frogman friend had a few sudden-death tricks he was aching to demonstrate, especially after the hand garroting I had given him.  I backed off and decided to try another approach.

“Okay, Earl, but hold on a moment.  You know I’ll lose my job if I lose that gear again.  Don’t destroy it.”

“That’s better, boy.  Now you makin’ some kind of sense.  You got any ideas, Doc Garcia?”

Miguel listened to Celia for a moment and then said, “I believe we should confiscate the equipment until the excavation is over or until such time as we might want certain subject matter photographed,” he volunteered.

“Good idea.  Okay with you, other Doc?”

“I think he should be tied to his gear and dumped in the lake, that’s what I think.” Commanger snarled.

  “I tie good knots,” volunteered Floyd.

“I like to untie people who tie knots,” Kelly growled at him.

“Can you live with that?” Waterston asked me.

“Do I have a choice?”

“No.”

“Then, yes.”

“Good, ‘cause we still gonna need you as a diver.  Gotta use eva’body.  That includes you, Andy, heah? If you want to keep your gear.  That ‘minds me.  Ain’t you two ‘sposed to be down there running that vacuum?  Let’s git on with it.  We accomplishing as much standing around here as a steer on a milkin’ machine.”

I went over to the edge of the raft near the anchor line and sat down to pull on helmet and mask.  Celia wandered over in a moment and sat down next to me.  I couldn’t reach my neck with one hand because of the pain in my back where Commanger had hit it with the camera.  She reached over and tugged the helmet into place.

“Are you all right to work?” she asked as she adjusted her own mask.

“Don’t feel much like it.  Looks like no footage, no coverage.  Everybody else gets something.  What do I get out of working?  A nice vacation in the rainfall capital of the world?”  I looked up at the drizzling gray skies.

“Perhaps you will come out of this better than you think, Andy Cooper,” she said, a sly grin breaking across her noble Indian face.

“By staying alive, you mean?”

“Maybe by becoming rich,” she said and ducked down the anchor cable and under the lake surface.

Dinner, the little I ate of it, was delicious.  There was fried chicken in wine baked in a hot sauce, rice with coconut stirred in it, a soufflé of squash and beaten eggs and yams, and a pastry made from wine and coconut custard surrounded by meringue.  There was the standard cup of weak, mild coffee and chilled cheremoyas for dessert.  The cheremoya is an extraordinary fruit.  Its creamy insides taste like vanilla ice cream until you hit the long red seeds.  Each seed sends veins of red coloring seeping into the white meat.  When your spoon carries the two colors together to your mouth the taste sensation is vanilla ice cream with cherry topping.  That’s the cheremoya and it grows wild in the tropics, like some people, I thought.

I truly wasn’t very happy.

My back throbbed like it was being manipulated by an osteopathic pile driver.  My shoulder and arms were beginning to stiffen from the continual heaving and bucking of the airlift.  I had worked three more shifts that day.  Fifty minutes down, thirty minutes up, fifty minutes down, thirty minutes up, fifty minutes down, and then the lifts were shut off for the day just in time to keep me from falling under one.

It was all productive.

Over dessert, Earl Waterston banged a spoon against his glass of bourbon, and said he wanted to tell us,  “...sumpin’.”

“Looks like this here section of the lake is about to peter out,” he said. “I’m not complaining.  We got us, how much you guess, Doc, from this part of the lake alone?”

“It’s hard to say, Earl,” said Garcia.

“You got any idea?”

“It depends upon...”

“He’s jest shy,” Earl said expansively. “What we got catalogued this afternoon alone gotta be more than a million dollahs wuth in gold value alone and we ain’t catalogued but half of what we picked up today.  We done packed up five cases already and they in the cave with His-cousin guarding them, that right, Reek?  Right.  And the other stuff we gonna keep cataloguing tonight under the lights down there, right, Annalee?  Right, Doc Garcia and Senorita Ascunsulo?  Right,” he slurred.  His dinner must have been eight courses of bourbon. 

“You can catalogue, but without me,” said Celia.  “If I am going to dive tomorrow, I must sleep tonight.  I feel like I’ve been strained through one of those screens.”

“You’ll have to excuse me, too, Earl.  I’m working on the castings to replace those broken parts on the compressor,” said MacShane.

“I think I’ll bunk in early, too, Earl,” said Commanger.  “Get an early start tomorrow.”  So he wasn’t feeling too well either from our little get-together this afternoon.

It was already late. Colombians generally do not have dinner until nine or ten o’clock and the custom had not been abandoned just because we were in the jungle instead of the Boom Boom room of some hotel.

Kelly and I left Maxim’s together and walked out into the chilled night.  The rain had stopped again but particle-filled mist swirled in the garish yellow beams of the spotlights mounted in the clearing and on the raft.

MacShane came up from the boat that went to the raft and walked by us carrying a metal piece under his arm.  He nodded as he passed and headed for the cave.

I watched as he reached the entrance.  His-cousin nodded and let him in, moving the semi-automatic rifle slightly out of the way to allow him passage.

“I don’t know how he can work in there - with Dad Edwards’ body in residence,” I commented.

“I suppose there ees nowhere else dry enough for forge,” said Kelly.  He shrugged. “An’ he has the gold there, no?  They say it has a life of its own, eh?  That much should be plenty lively, no?”

I could see Celia’s shadow moving around her tent.  I could imagine her undressing and the ache left my muscles and went into my heart for a moment.  Kelly saw where I was looking. 

“Ees beautiful, no?”  

I had to admit that she certainly was beautiful. Uniquely beautiful. Not cheerleader cute. Not movie star glamorous. The kind of legendary beauty that belongs in sculpture, on coins, in the hearts of men who change history.  Helen of Troy and Cleopatra immediately came to mind. 

“Not look like girls where I come from,” he shook his head.  “When you get them they got only six red hairs on their head, and those painted.”  He shook his head sadly.

“Six red hairs on their head?  Painted?”

 “Si.  Near Leticia, my town, ees jungle village called Mari-Acu where old Ticuna Indians live.  When Ticuna girl old enough for a man, family build cage and put girl een it.  Keep her there many months, maybe year.  Her family go get smoked monkey meat, dried fish, drink called chicha.  They make new clothes and masks from bark.  Use monkey tails, bird bills, tiger teeth, animal hide to make necklace for her.  Then, father beat drum until all Indians come together.  Monkey men come out of jungle een masks and wood carvings of men sex tools.  That first night, next night, same men try to get girl from cage but Indian women make big circle around her.  She painted all black now, everywhere.  Women put necklaces on her and sing about how beautiful she ees.”

The image made me laugh.  Kelly held up his hand as if to say you ain’t heard nuthin’ yet.

“At midnight girl kneel on cloth while old woman paint six hairs on head bright red and tie them een knot.  Then they pull out rest of hairs one by one.”

“And after that?”

“They take girl down to river, Chief says something, blows smoke from hees pipe on head and pulls out six red hairs and push her under water.”

“And what does all of this do for her?”

“Now she beautiful.  Now she can be marry.”

Both Kelly and I burst into bent-over laughter.  I don’t know why I found it so funny.  I suppose the Ticunas would find our tailcoats and veiled, satin bridal outfits, our something-old-something-new, our rice-throwing and tin can tying and secret honeymoons just as funny.  After all, how much difference is there between the Ticunas drinking chicha and dancing around the camp fire and a group of Norteamericanos drinking bourbon and hoe-downing around an American Legion hall?

I was making that point to Kelly when we heard the tente bird that lived on the hill behind the tents start its strange dog-like bark.  The yaps were shrill and close together, the sound of terror.  There was a flapping in the bushes and a large crashing sound.  Then there was a growling snarl, then another.

Before Kelly or I could say it, His-cousin’s voice screamed, “Tigre!  Tigre!”

 Down here any kind of mountain lion, puma, or leopard was called a tiger.  But they all had something in common.  They were all man-eaters.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

“Gun!” shouted Kelly shoving me toward my tent. “Get your gun!”  He sped off toward his canvas quarters.

 I ducked into my tent and looked at the corner where the rifles had been leaning against the wall.  It was empty.  I checked the other corners.  Bare.  Not a gun to be seen.  I turned to dig into my camera trunk for the .38 Bob Deane had sent along with the new gear.  The trunk with the gun inside it were gone.  They hadn’t wasted any time keeping their promise about confiscating my gear.

I ran back through the doorway and sprinted for the cave.  I wanted to be where people had guns even if I didn’t.

The one giant spotlight atop Maxim’s flickered a pale greenish glow over the cave entrance.  Several flashlights were bobbing around cutting harder golden circles against the gloom.  There was a knot of people in front bent over something.  It was His-cousin and Annalee was trying to stop the spurting blood by stuffing a jacket into the inch deep slashes across the neck and chest.  There were at least two arterial punctures, the sprays of blood pumping sudden red poppies in the jacket fabric.  Commanger was holding His-cousin’s pulse, shaking his head.  One of the natives from the family came running with Commanger’s black bag and held it in front of his eyes.  Commanger shook his head and looked back at the dying man.

Kelly and Celia came running up, both holding rifles and looked at us for information.

“Jaguars,” said Commanger. “More than one, maybe more than two.  Inside.  Floyd’s in there trying to keep them away from MacShane.  May be too late.”

Kelly and Celia went running into the cave.  I followed them, forgetting I had no weapon.

A dozen feet inside the chill, damp rock Floyd had his flashlight aimed steadily at a point I couldn’t see.  I shifted around to find what the flashlight had isolated.  There were two jaguars, pinned by the yellow beam.  Both were large and mean-looking.  One snarled at the light and made a pawing motion at it, the claws shiny and sharp as a longshoreman’s hooks.  The other stood still, a chunk of something in its mouth, blood dripping from its chin to the wet stone floor.

They had found Dad Edwards’ body and they were eating it.  Zoologists and naturalists the world over will tell you that big cats will not eat carrion or dead bodies.  I wanted my cameras more right then than I ever had just to prove they were wrong.  Here were two sleek, healthy-looking Colombian mountain animals and they not only had been eating a body that had been dead for days but had probably been attracted by the odor.

“There’s another one,” Floyd said, not taking his eyes or the flashlight off the ones in front of him. “Back there somewheres.  I keep hearing MacShane yelling.”

“Stay here,” Celia said to Kelly.  “Give me your flashlight.”

“Here, I’ll hold it,” I said.  She nodded and we turned toward the deeper part of the cave.

It was brighter back there.  And hotter.  A large propane gas forge was glowing white hot, throwing orange waves of heat against the walls.  There were metal shaping tools and molds on a steel workbench alongside the forge.  I could make out the broken valve section from the airlift compressor and some pieces from the smashed Jeep suspension.  It was hard to see back in the shadows but I searched them with the flashlight beam.

The light finally found MacShane cowering in one corner, a pair of red-hot tongs held straight in front.  Crouching five feet away from him, its tail twitching, was the third jaguar.  Its ears were flat and its rear legs were making small pushing motions against the floor.  I put out my hand for the gun.

“I’ll do it,” Celia said calmly.

“Do it now!” I urged her.

Both bullet and jaguar moved at the same split second.  The bullet caught the cat behind its right shoulder and the impact from the high-powered AR-15 tumbled it sideways in midair.  The cat landed on its side, rolled over, screamed, and scrambled to reach the injury with a front paw.  It spotted us and screamed again, the shriek of it slicing through the heavier echoes from the Army rifle.

An answering jaguar cry came from the other part of the cave and then there were shots; three, four, five, and the sounds of people running.

The jaguar in front of us came stalking, head and belly low to the ground, now limping forward; its eyes blazing yellow light back at the flash.  It crept closer, snarling, its long yellow fangs glittering the promise of swift and terrible death.

Celia let go with the AR-15 again.  This time with a burst of bullets. They stitched the big animal to the floor, the first one stopping it literally dead in its tracks as it went through one eye and into the brain.  The rest of them thudded into the cat’s chest, puffing out small explosions of fur.

“Nice shooting,” I turned to her.  It was the first time I noticed what she was wearing.  Or wasn’t wearing.  She had been changing, I guess, from one set of fatigues to a fresh one.  She had replaced the old shirt with a new one and had even slipped into her ruana red side out, to ward off the night chill.  From the end of the ruana down, there was nothing.  I caught a glimpse of durable cotton panties through the ruana’s open sides and then the long run of white legs in the flash glow.  They were centerfold legs, sleek, trim, muscled in sensuous, flowing curves.  The rounded taper of them ended in ankle-high, wrinkled boots, the laces loosened and flopping on the watery rock floor.

She looked down and then laughed.  “What the well-dressed jaguar huntress will wear,” she said. “I seem to have forgotten something.”

“Certainly not your marksmanship,” I said, pointing to the dead cat.

“I have practiced a great deal,” she said. “I am in the jungle much of the time.”  She started to shiver, whether from the encounter or the cold I couldn’t tell. 

“Everything okay?” came a voice from the flame-red part of the cave.  It was MacShane, putting down the hot tongs, stepping tentatively out of his protective corner, his red hair shining like heated electric coils in the forge light.

“Okay here,” I shouted. “We’ll come see if you’re okay.”
      I stepped toward the forge, Celia beside me, when a hand grabbed my shoulder.

“I’ll check him,” said Dick Commanger. “I know what to look for.  You two deserve a drink.  Out that way.”

I noticed his other hand held Celia’s arm to also restrain her movement forward.

“Just wanted to see if he was okay,” I explained.

“We’ll take it from here,” said another voice.  It was Floyd, his rifle slung across the crook of one arm.  He moved between us and the forge area and began to shoo us backwards.

“That drink sounds like a good idea,” I said.

Celia nodded and reached out for my arm.  We turned and stepped back through the puddles toward the open end of the cave.  There was a heavy smell of gunpowder and a thick layer of smoke drifted and eddied around the hand-chipped walls.  Kelly was standing off to one side holding a flashlight aimed at the floor.  There were two more dead jaguars, one a large cub.  A group of Indians were already working on the carcasses with knives, stripping the skin from the bullet-punctured muscles.

“They must have been very hungry,” I commented.

“I think it was their home, this cave,” she said.  “That is why they attack.  Most tigres stay away from men, especially a large camp like this.  The noise, the lights, the odors frighten them.”

“Some of these men frighten me,” I said.

“Me, also,” she answered.  “Men around gold are not human.  They become greedy, suspicious and evil.  Today, they are all over-reacting to your cameras.  Even my friend here.”

There was a sour pronunciation to the word ‘friend’.  It was Doctor Garcia and he was dog-trotting forward holding out one of the khaki cot blankets toward Celia.  He reached us and gently placed it around her shoulder while taking the rifle from her arms.

“You are all right?” he asked her intently. “I was so worried.  I looked for you.  No one knew where.........”

“I am fine, dear, dear Miguel,” she swept the cave with one gesture. “I gather we are all fine - except for the tigres and His-cousin.”

“And Waterston who’s in a monumental rage,” answered Garcia.  “He is furious that he missed the excitement.  He heard the noise and the shooting but couldn’t leave Maxim’s.  It seems that everyone ran out leaving him alone with his broken leg.  No one knows whether he’s angry because he couldn’t go jaguar hunting or because he was helpless should a jaguar have come into the dining tent.”

Annalee passed by and took in the blanket-covered girl and Garcia with the rifle.

“Nobody ever guarded my legs with a gun.” She tried to joke but it came off just bitchy instead.

The blood-soaked dead body of His-cousin was wrapped in a length of mosquito netting.  Reek was squatting alongside it mumbling an ages-old Indian prayer.  He weaved back and forth his arms stretched outward, beseeching the gods to accept His-cousin into the eternal springtime and glory of the immortals.  Watching him, I could suddenly feel the cold breeze of the lake, the soft lap of oars, the rhythm of ten thousand chants from the shores as the Gilded Man was borne to the resting place of the dead Princess where he would wash away guilt by dipping his gold dusted body into the deep murky waters.

Garcia brought me out of it. “With two bodies,” he grimaced distastefully, “one and a portion of another, we are forced to make new decisions, I am afraid.  I truly should report all of this to the Banco and perhaps even the office of El Presidente.  If I do not, I am derelict in my duty and it will seem that I am plotting!”

“Please don’t start that again, Miguel,” Celia reached up and stroked his shoulder. “It will all work out.  You will see.”

“I am not sure, Celialita.”

“Of course you are.  You have Celia’s word.”

He looked at her as though she were a natural force, not a human woman.  He hadn’t looked at her legs once.  And they were the most spectacular sight in the Andes.

“Come, we will talk again and I will ease your mind,” she said herding him off toward his tent.

She turned to me, “I have a bottle of rum in my tent.  I will meet you there in ten minutes.  It’s in my blue nylon backpack.  Ask Annalee if she is there.  I won’t be long.”  She turned back, making soothing sounds at Garcia and helping the old man toward the tent he shared with Kelly.

As I passed Maxim’s I heard a lot of familiar voices inside excitedly babbling about the cave jaguar shoot.  They were all filling in details and Waterston was swearing louder and louder because he had missed it.  There was the continual banging of half-filled bottles on the tabletops.

I wandered into Celia’s tent and smiled at the wrinkled, muddy khaki pants on the floor and the clean pair stretched out on the bed.  I looked around for a blue nylon backpack and found it.  The front pocket had a bottle of Ron Caldus and a telescoping metal cup next to it.  I filled the cup with several ounces of the rum and looked around for a place to sit.  There were duffel bags, Coleman heaters, a clothesline with hangers and working garments strung on it, a wooden chest and a square metal foot locker, but no chairs.  I finally pushed her clean pants aside and sat down gingerly on the steel framed folding cot.  I sipped at the sharp-edged rum and felt my cold insides huddle around the swallow for warmth.  No fancy New York martini ever tasted as good or did as much for me.  

It had been one of the longer, more shattering days and suddenly my synapses began to arc like downed high tension lines.  My legs and shoulders began jerking convulsively to some fiendish, silent tarantella.  My hands began to shake.  The half-cup of rum scuppered from side to side, then washed over the rim.  I tried to stand up but my legs quit a third of the way through the job so I slumped back against a pillow, legs still dragging on the floor.

I gulped down the rest of the rum.  That didn’t work so I closed my eyes and went for my emotional reserves, the ‘IN CASE OF BREAKDOWN, DRINK GLASS’ extinguisher for those emergency cases when booze couldn’t handle the job.

The door opened and Celia swung in with her Miss Universe smile.  “How are you do...,” she opened her mouth in greeting and then in mid-vowel did an absolute, total freeze frame.  Her glorious face turned rice white.  A writhing blue vein from her hairline snaked down her temple.

“Escorpion!” she mouthed in a bitten-off stage whisper. “Escorpion!  Don’t move!”

CHAPTER TWELVE

I could feel the scorpion now.  It was on my arm, crawling up my shoulder toward my neck.  I could imagine it.  Evil insect body.  Curved tail.  Stinger like a crane hook hanging at tail’s end, carried forward over its head, ready to lash out and to kill.  It stopped moving.

Andes axiom #12 is never try to jump up or brush away a scorpion or a snake if it’s within striking distance.  Their reflexes are faster - and counter-productive - to your survival instincts.  To stifle the impulse to move, I bit down hard on an old filling and the gunmetal taste of cracked amalgam soured my mouth.

Celia was moving slowly forward, her hands grabbed something from the iron stove in the middle of the tent and she began working on it out of my view.

Suddenly there was a burning sensation on my arm, then another, then another.  Oh shit, I’m dead.  My arm burned where the scorpion had stung me.  And my leg, too.  My leg, too?  I looked down.  A burning paper match was between my legs scorching the thin khaki shorts.

Better dead than de-balled, I leaped off the bed, slapping at the charred khaki inseam.  Then I saw that the scorpion was now on the floor, stinging itself again and again and twisting in spiral agonies.

Celia moved forward and stomped it twice with her small but heavily-booted foot.  We both stared at the phlegm-looking remains; she catching her breath, me still rubbing my almost baked goodies.

“Hurt a scorpion, it will sting itself to death trying to reach the pain.  Matches usually work!” she trailed off, holding up the book of paper matches used to start fires in the tent’s stove.

I forgot that I was still rubbing my crotch but her eyes latched on to the action and locked there.

I followed her eyes down to my hand, moved it away sheepishly, “One of those matches you threw, uh, fell in my, lap, burned my...”

“Let me see,” she said smiling, moving toward me. The ruana swung a little as she moved. Just enough to allow me to see the smooth curves of her hips and the way the cotton panties stretched tightly across them.

They have insects down here in Colombia which can paralyze you with one small sting.  One must have found me because I couldn’t move, couldn’t talk, couldn’t even breathe as this exquisite princess reached down between my legs and softly stroked my slightly-singed private.

My private immediately forgot about the slight scorch, pulled itself up to full upright attention and began saluting, volunteering for duty.

Her eyes moved slowly up my body, met mine. “I’m so sorry about that.  Oh, I do feel it now, I can feel that you are inflamed,” she baited, licking her lower lip.

“Inflamed,” I babbled.

“As am I,” she cut me off. “Perhaps your fire hose could extinguish...”

She pushed me slowly back onto the cot, her hands yanking down on the back of both my shorts and underwear which hit half-mast before I hit the pillow.  I looked up at her as she stood beside the cot; smiling. With teasing slowness she ran her hands up, and then further up her long silken-skinned thighs and reached up into the open sides of the ruana. In a quick economical gesture she hooked her thumbs into the panties, hiked them down and stepped out of them. As she lifted each leg in turn I caught tantalizing glimpses of the real treasure of Orphan Lake.  She straddled me, those gorgeous long legs pinning my arms to my sides, her thick, brown hair swirling around my head, her sweet goddess face coming closer and closer.  Her pink tongue flicked at my lips, my teeth, my tongue.  Her breath became mine.  

I sucked her fragrant hard pantings into my lungs as she lunged downward.  She lifted slowly and then drove downward with a wail of need, encircling my now-solid cock, every inch being hungrily sucked into a wet, hot clench of desperation.  Half-laughing, half-crying, she cantered, galloped, and rode me so hard that before I could stop she was going to put me away wet.

“Not yet!” she yelled, feeling my stronger throbs.  She slowed her urgent ride, pleadingly.

If I could have cut it off, I would have - both the cock that was too excited, too fast and the orgasm that was starting - shuddering my entire body, thumping away, spurting, gushing, pulling my asshole right through my balls.

“Oh Celia, oh God, oh God, I’m so sor...,” I held her tight.

She wasn’t listening.  “Hold me... tighter... tighter...,” she ordered, desperately.  She started pounding down on me faster, riding this old stallion hard, driving for the finish line.  A low, feral growl started deep in her throat and came roaring out as she reared back at the top of a stroke and drove down in a knife lunge that slid the cot a good two feet sideward.

“Now!  Now!  With you, with you!” she panted in my mouth, her deep thrusting now frantic, convulsive, obsessed.

Then, she stopped, collapsed on top of me, dribbles of saliva rolling from her mouth down my cheek.

I felt like a total shit.  Here this amazing creature, this exquisite goddess had selected me to be the ultimate male,  el macho grande, the blessed receiver of her priceless favors.  And how did old Andy thank her?  By shooting his wad faster than a 12 year old with a copy of Playboy. 

“Oh God, Celia, I’m so sorry.  It’s been so long since I... you’re so beautiful...I’ve wanted you so much since I first saw you.  I promise next...I promise next time...I swear I won’t finish too fast, I’ll go all night.  Hey, look - I can prove it right now...” I said pointing down.  My best friend was beginning to stand up for me again.

I began kissing her face, licking the salty/sweet perspiration from her forehead, her cheeks, the sweet folds behind her ears, down her neck!

She moved away, sat up, shook her hair back and began twisting it into a ponytail.

“Not now.  Don’t pout, either of you,” she playfully flicked Little Andy again but a little too energetically.  It hurt.  “We have serious matters to discuss, work to do.”

Regretfully separated, cleaned up and dressed, new cups of rum in hand, we sat in the two dingy khaki director’s chairs by the tent door staring out at the never-stopping rain.

“Your equipment, your camera, what do you need to shoot the pictures?”  She leaned toward me.

“What difference does it make?  They’ve got my stuff locked up there in the cave.” 

“I might have a way! Tell me exactly what you need.”

“Complicated.  You’d have to know equipment.”

“Could you get it in a few minutes?”

Let’s see, film, lens, magazine, body.  Maybe the meter. “Three, maybe four minutes after I got in the box,” I estimated.

She chewed her sullen lower lip for a few seconds.

“I will get you to your camera, later.”

I generally don’t look gift horses or bareback riders in the mouth (although I had done a decent job of mouth to mouth sexual regeneration with this one) but I was curious.

“Why?” was the most imaginative response I could muster.

“You take pictures for me, yes?”

“You get my shooter back, I’ll make a feature for you,” I promised.

“You go back to your tent now, I come for you later.”

“I’ll come for you later, too,” I smiled and waited for an appreciative response to my little word play foreplay there.

“Yes, my dear Andrew Cooper, nothing would please me more than to practice our love timing endlessly until it is perfecto.”

I was ready to start practicing.

“But right now,” she continued, reaching for my face and holding it in her strong, wonderful hands, “I must put aside my personal needs - our love making and even the more deep feelings which I have for you and I hope you have for me - to tell you that nothing is as it seems here.  Miguel Garcia is not who he appears to be and is not my lover.  Terrible events are coming very soon but you must not be afraid.”

“What terrible events, what are you...?”

“I can not tell you these secrets,” she answered my interruption, “but as they are revealed know that I have asked the Gods to protect you.”

She turned suddenly and went through the door, stiff-backed, straight, determined, then turned back. “Remember, I come to get you later.”

Whoa, Nellie.  As though I didn’t have enough of my own paranoia with the assassin frogman, man-eating jaguars, up close and personal scorpions, murderous salvage gear and being a punching bag for half the crew here, my dream girl was now adding her wild-eyed nightmarish paranoia, as well.

Was she putting me on while she was taking it off?

Or was she deadly serious?  And if so why all the mystery?

What next?  More importantly did I really want to know?

I staggered over to my own tent and entered quietly so I wouldn’t awaken MacShane after what he had been through.  He wasn’t there.

After checking in, around, over, under, above and on my bed for crawling things, I fell face forward on my pillow, filled with self-hate for little Andy’s over-eagerness to perform for Celia and Big Andy’s unwelcome but newly-arrived questions about her.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

It was 3:10 by my watch when Celia awakened me.  She made a silence motion with her finger and lips and beckoned me to follow her.  I checked the other bed.  MacShane still hadn’t been in it.

I slipped on my llama wool jacket and we stepped through the tent doorway and along the side of it toward the hill.  In order to reach the cave entrance we had to pass one more tent.  That was the one shared by Reek and the now-dead His-cousin.  As we neared it, I could hear Reek’s drugged snores.  The liquor Waterston had been pouring had stilled the camp.

Everything was quiet.  The compressors were off.  The tente bird was sleeping.  The kitchen pots and pans were nestling together in silence for the meal-less night.  The half-moon burned cold and white through the damp air, reflecting itself in thousands of small footmark puddles in the muddy ground.  The spotlights flickered a wan yellow pass over the site.  The two work lights on the raft burned shifting shadows across the wide wooden platform.

I started to flatten myself against the hillside as we approached the cave entrance.  Celia motioned me on, faster.

“The guard?”

“No one is there.  He is gone.”

“He, who?  Gone where?”  I was beginning to feel like the camp idiot.  Everyone seemed to know more than I did about what was going on.

“The guard.  He has gone for friendly help.  Here, come this way.”

We sidled through the entrance and she motioned me back against the wall.  In the rear, where we had dispatched the jaguar earlier, there was still the bright red glow of the forge and now, a constant ringing of hammer against metal.

“Senor MacShane seems a very dedicated man,” Celia observed.

“Or an insomniac,” I added.

She reached out and took my hand in hers.  Her long thin fingers took a firm hold.  We slithered along the walls which were trickling with rain runoff and turned a small corner into an anteroom carved from the rock.  We were now about twelve feet from the hammering MacShane and the crackling forge.  The sealed steel treasure crates were standing on end in a row, a damp list of each crate’s contents starting to curl away from its Scotch-tape mounting.  Behind the crates was my camera case.  Celia motioned to it and I nodded.

Quiet wasn’t a necessity.  MacShane was pounding the life out of something on his steel workbench.  I opened the trunk, grabbed the extra Arriflex body, power belt, a zoom lens, film cans, two magazines and closed it.  On second thought, I reopened it and reached under the remaining film cans for two objects I thought might come in handy.  One was the .38.  I lifted it out of the film can holster and slid it into my jacket pocket.  On the other side, in a light meter case, was the complete miniature camera Minox kit, the kind the magazines call a spy camera.  I used it generally to take candids of the crew at work or special behind-the-scenes coverage.  I needed it now if nothing else worked.

I closed the trunk and side-stepped back to the spot where Celia waited.  She held out her arms for part of the load and we began to slide back down the wall.

I heard it first.

The silence.  MacShane had stopped pounding.  He paused and stood still.  I heard him walking, coming forward toward us, a flashlight in his hand flicking from side to side.  He bounced the light into the treasure room and studied one of the cases for a moment but then moved on.  When he had passed another twenty feet toward the front of the cave, we followed him, using his light to find our way.

He reached the doorway and stopped, looked around for somebody.

“Hey, guard!  You here?  Anybody here?”  Then, muttering to himself, “...supposed to have a guard day and night.  Some guard. Jesus, what if another of those jaguars...!”

He shook his head and wandered into the night, carrying something large under his arm.  He skirted between Maxim’s and the non-functioning vehicles parked in the clearing and headed for the raft, shoulders hunched forward into the raw, wet wind.

“Thanks for helping me get my eyes back.  Now, I owe you both personally and professionally,” I told Celia.

“Don’t forget.  You owe me pictures.  I will collect on both very, very soon,” she promised with a small smile, turning away into the darkness.

I headed across to get the camera gear hidden somewhere in my tent.  Then I planned to see what MacShane was up to and maybe even get it on film. 

I hastily loaded the Arri, then looked around for a place to stash the rest of the gear. There was a loose piece of floor duckboard and I pried it up, put everything but the Arri in a waterproof nylon jacket and stuffed them under the board.  Then I moved the cot back over my cache.  I walked outside again and, staying close to the hill, moved down toward the raft which was the only other place Mac could have gone.

I crouched on the shore and sighted in on him through the long zoom lens on the Arriflex. Great German optics. Even though it was too dark to shoot, I could still see what he was doing as though I had night vision binoculars.

MacShane was working on the broken compressor.  He had part of its innards spread across the wooden decking and was installing what looked like an exhaust manifold.  The metal piece gleamed in the dull yellow light from the spots overhead.  He was just finishing up the installation.  He stood, wiped his hands and reached into a toolbox on the floor beside him.  His hand came out with a small can of pressurized spray paint.  He removed the cap, leaned in toward the compressor engine and sprayed the new part, going carefully over it several times until he was satisfied.

He put the paint spray can away and reached down to pick up something metallic. He held it casually in one hand and then walked to the far end of the raft, to the end at the cofferdam.  He paused on the edge of the bobbing, tossing deck and then looked back over his shoulder for a moment.  Believing he was unobserved, he tossed the metal piece into the far end of the dam and then headed back to close up his toolbox and have a last, careful look around the raft before getting back into his boat.  I headed out of the area, wanting to get into and out of our tent before he got there.

I managed to make it but not by much.

I hid the camera with the other gear, gathered up my diving gear and bolted out the door and around to the tent back.  He was just coming around the front of Reek’s tent so I know he didn’t see me.  What happened later must have been deduction on his part, not seeing me leave with my wet suit.

As I skirted the camp, keeping close to the hillside on my way to the raft, I kept my fingers crossed that I would find a SCUBA compressed air tank somewhere on the raft.  I couldn’t very well use the hookah setup now.  The noise of the remaining compressor would have the camp down there in a half minute.

After tugging into my diving gear, I stuffed my other clothes under a large bush on the hillside behind the tents.

I unhitched one of the boats and rowed out to the raft. My luck held.  The air tanks were exactly where they should logically have been stored.  There was a full 70 cubic foot tank with a gauge that registered full.  There was also a single stage regulator and rubber mouthpiece attached and ready to go.  That should keep me in air for a half hour or more.  The water was pitch black so I grabbed a nearby Aqua-lite from a pile of them off to the left.

I stayed in the shadows as I worked my way forward toward the anchor cable closest to the spot where I saw the piece of metal sink into the lake.  It was on the far corner of the raft.  I strapped on the tank, let myself over the side, adjusted everything, then began a hand under hand descent into Orphan Lake, curious about the mysterious comings, goings and discards of MacShane.

It was like going into a pit of congealed grease.  The water I let into my wet suit didn’t have time to warm before I ducked under the surface.  The lake cold stiffened me instantly.  My muscles went rigid and I took deep gasps of air as the shock of the icy mountain water went right through the insulated suit.

My hands, face, and feet went almost totally numb.  I could hardly feel the anchor cable and tried to see my hold on it.  It was hopeless.  The lake was blind-black as far as I could see; up, down, and in any direction.  The bit of moonglow which had penetrated the water disappeared at about the five foot level.  I couldn’t make out my hands or the cable, had to depend upon pure feel.  I was afraid of turning on the Aqua-Lite too soon.  I didn’t know if it could be seen topside from the bottom depth of 70 feet, but I planned to take no chances turning on its powerful beam any higher.

I finally felt the top of the cable reel anchor and stepped down onto it with relief.  I switched on the light with my numbed fingers and clambered down from the reel to the lake floor.  I flashed the Aqua-Lite ahead of me and looked around.  With the light on, the water immediately changed.  It became clear, drinking water clear, wherever the yellowish illumination poked through the black.  I could see perfectly; a good ten or twelve feet circle of clarity wherever I pointed the powerful underwater searchlight.  I tried to remember where MacShane had thrown the piece of metal.  

He had stood on the far edge of the raft and lofted it toward the end of the cofferdam.  It had probably plunged to the bottom near the far wall.  I began to move in that direction, slowed down by the weight of the compressed air tank and harness on my back but curiously free of the always-constant fear of fouling my air hose on another diver or piece of salvage gear.

My cone of light picked out an airlift dangling in a small lifeless coil within the silt pit I had been digging earlier.  I looked into it.  There was still a good tenth of that original fused mass of coins, figurines, pots and other treasures which the suction and I had uncovered earlier.

I wondered how many more treasure troves like that lay under the silt beneath my feet and throughout this lake.  If an estimated two million dollars worth of gold alone had been brought up in just one day, then the stories of a thousand million pounds sterling in treasure might not only be true but could just possibly be an underestimate.

For the first time I began to feel envious of Waterston, Annalee Green, Floyd Butler, Dick Commanger, Tomas Kelly, and the others who were going to share in the fortune.  I began to feel jealousy toward Miguel Garcia, Reek, even a bit for Celia who were reclaiming the heritage and legacies of their peoples for their nation and who would undoubtedly be well rewarded for it.

For me, nada, so far.  I was just all wet - inside, outside, professionally, even sexually.  I was breaking my ass, wrestling that airlift fifty minutes on, thirty off, fifty on, thirty off, all day without getting a thing for it - not even a single foot of film, so far, of the excavation, the people, or, most importantly, this unbelievable treasure we were finding.

I stopped and looked into the hole.  The crusted formation glared back at me, black and shapeless, hiding its golden and green secrets from the inquiring light.  My eyes picked out a dull gleam here and there and I stepped into the pit to poke at the hulk.  I released my knife and hacked away at the side of the mass.  A chunk came loose and I held it under the light.

It was an emerald, flat on top and bottom but evenly jagged around the edges.  It looked like a very large bottle cap.  I slid it into the knife sheath and slid the knife into my weight belt.  If nothing else, I would have it as a souvenir of this experience.  I smiled at that.

Being surrounded by so much treasure, so many coins and artifacts and emeralds, I was beginning to lose all sense of value.  If my guess was any good at all this emerald was worth maybe seventy-five or a hundred thousand or even more dollars.  Some souvenir, I thought.  It might well compensate me if I lost my job coming back empty-handed, or empty-film magazined, from this assignment.  The network had laid out a great deal of money for the rights to the exploration and was even planning to promote the special as one of the year’s most spectacular television offerings.  The material I had so far wouldn’t even fill a station break.

A few strides forward and I brushed against the high pressure jet that had been sent down late yesterday.  It was the thickness of a small fire hose and worked exactly the opposite way as the airlifts.  The airlifts sucked up the silt, sand, rock, debris and treasures with hydraulic pressure.  The high pressure hose used the same compressor power to pump water in a powerful stream out the nozzle end of the tool.  I had used it to cut away a trench surrounding the treasure cache.  The stream of water sliced through the bottom of the lake like razor through paper.  It was as powerful as the airlifts and it took both of my hands and the bracing of my hip to hold the thrusting, shoving hose.  I had hit the treasure with it accidentally and it immediately shattered the fused pieces into several major sections.  I had moved the hose away before it drove the block deeper under the silt or blew some of those valuable tunjos away from the airlift.

I continued pacing across the lake bottom and passed the other airlift, dangling head down, asleep and drifting for the night.  My light picked out the far wall of the cofferdam and I began sweeping the mud with this yellowish gleam.

There was a spot about ten feet from me where the silt seemed disturbed.  A small cloud of black particles was settling back into the floor but was still high enough to show disturbance.  I started toward it when I suddenly heard or felt something.  I stopped and listened.  It was the compressors.  I could feel the vibration from the raft thrumming through the water.  My ears could make out the dull thud-thud-thud of the heavy gasoline engines.  I looked at my watch.  It was after six a.m.  Either MacShane or one of the natives was trying to get an early start on the day or, and here I shivered with the thought, they had found that someone was underneath and were coming down to make sure dead men tell no tales about mysterious discards.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Before whoever it was found me I was determined to find the discarded compressor part.  I reached the silt puff and bent over to feel for any metal object underneath it.  My hand found a heavy metal casting.  I held it up to my mask. It was an exhaust manifold from a gasoline engine, undoubtedly the one MacShane had been replacing on the compressor.  I looked closely, holding the branches close to the light and examining each one in great detail.  Suddenly, a tingling in my scalp warned me that I had company.  I could either play dumb or move fast.

It took a split-second to do the last.  The steel wall of the cofferdam directly behind where I had been, clanged at an eardrum-shattering level.  I swung the light around in time to spot a diver coming toward me, something menacing under his arm.

It was the high pressure jet hose and full-on which it evidently was now, it could easily cut a hole right through a man’s chest.  Whoever was wielding it aimed the hose toward the light.  I frantically ducked down in the silt and reached for the switch to shut it off.  I felt the powerful water jet go over my head in exactly the place my stomach would have been a moment before.

The hose began a pattern of horizontal and vertical sweeps which would catch me eventually unless I changed position pronto.  I started to move away, hiding in the darkness of the water. Suddenly, the four brilliant underwater salvage lights came on, blasting underwater sunshine from their mounts under the raft.  The water was now as clear as an Olympic pool.  I could see everything as my eyes slowly - too slowly - adjusted to the glaring brightness.

I could see the opposite cofferdam wall, the one airlift off to the left and the other a few feet from me, still coiled around itself in the treasure recovery trench.  I could see the menacing white jet hose plunging to the bottom.  And I could see the diver who was holding the nozzle coming toward me, working the adjustments that would make the high pressure hose an instrument of smashing, grinding, violent death.  

I looked at the face behind the mouthpiece and the mask.  U.S. Navy Commander Richard Commanger.  Highly respected underwater salvage expert.  Grade AAA service jacket and record.  Dozens of medals for assassinations; for killing “the enemy” whomever that might be at any given moment and at this moment it was me.

I had no doubt Commanger wanted me dead more than ever because I now knew he had sold out. I didn’t know whether he had done it on earlier digs or had made this his first dip into the till.  Whether he had grown weary of watching treasure hunters come up rich while he was stuck with his small Navy pay or whether someone had finally talked him into getting in on the payoff wasn’t important.  The major fact now was that he had his hand out, understood what that meant, and was more than willing to carry out his part of the deal.  That meant killing me here and now.  Dead cameramen shoot no film.

Commanger was about 15 feet from me now and was swinging the jet toward my head.  It would crush my skull like a garden hose splinters a dry leaf.  My only chance was to blind him somehow.  I kicked into the soft side walls of the trench I had dug out yesterday and then kicked again, lifting the silt as high as my wet suit would let my foot go.  I kicked again.  And again.  The loose silt boiled and twisted upwards, spreading dense black clouds five, six, seven feet between me and the killer hose.  I kicked once more and then ducked to the left rapidly.  

A sudden slice of clear water punched through one side of the dirt clouds.  It was the jet hose and Commanger was beginning to sweep the dirt with cross strokes, knowing he would catch me sooner or later with the long deadly reach of the pressurized water.

I needed a weapon. Anything.  I felt a throbbing next to my leg and reached down.  It was the airlift lying next to the treasure. It was now turned on because it was connected to the only operating compressor, the same one powering the high pressure hose.  I remembered the warnings I had been given by who...by Commanger I recalled wryly...about what an airlift could do.  I dropped the manifold and Aqua-Lite and picked it up.  I braced myself and looked for a target.  

The clean swathe of water was cutting through the mud particles a few feet from my legs.  I swung the airlift toward that area and turned the ON valve all the way.  The big black hose came to life with a convulsion that would have broken my teeth if they hadn’t been buried in the soft rubber mouthpiece.  I didn’t know what would happen but my theory was that one force should counter the other.

It did.  I caught the wet slam of the jet hose as it reached the opening of the airlift and I followed it, the airlift suction pulling, gulping, swallowing the jamming, thrusting power of the jet.  The full force of that water hose was hitting inside the airlift some five feet behind me where it began to curve up.  The straight line of the high pressure punch was slamming against the inside wall of the airlift, pushing it back with pressure.  It was being yanked backwards, literally being torn from my hands by the powerful hydraulic force working against it.  I dug my feet into the bottom and hunched forward leaning my weight against that insistent dragging.  I could feel my feet starting to slide through the loose silt.

The suction was rapidly clearing out the dirt screen I had kicked up and the water between us was becoming more transparent.  Unfortunately, it was clearing in the area of the hose first and Commanger could now see what I was doing with the airlift.  He pulled the high pressure hose rapidly to one side breaking the airlift connection and then aimed at my face.  I tried to move as swiftly by watching the way his hands were going.  There was a split second lag between his shifts and the way the hose force would go because of the pressure of the lake against his stream.  It gave me that split second I needed to adjust the airlift to once again catch the murderous force.

Commanger suddenly stopped coming forward and began to step back instead.  That puzzled me for a moment and then I realized why.  The suction of the airlift must be getting to him.  The powerful intake of the throbbing hose I was hanging on to was not only pulling in the water from the jet hose but was urging the lake water around him in my direction.  I realized the secret of stilling his murderous weapon was to move closer to Commanger, not away and let the airlift suck the hose right out of his hands.  I could feel myself grinning around the edges of the mouthpiece.

Commanger realized what I was trying to do as soon as I stepped toward him.  He tried to swing the hose toward my chest and I blocked it.  He swung lower.  I shifted the suction.  I could see him lean backwards.  I stepped forward again.  I took another step.  The power of his jet hose was now slamming into the bend of the airlift with a pull that threatened to tear my arms off.  It would have if the flexible sides of the airlift suction hadn’t been taking part of the force and diverting it upwards.  The hydraulic suction was also swirling around the incoming current and breaking it up, forcing the energy to dissipate throughout the tube.

He made one more desperate effort.  With some kind of superhuman strength he broke the suction and, before I could react, he was swinging the hose across my chest.  I was late. The outside edge of the airlift nozzle and my left hand caught the force as it reached me.  I spun sideways, the jet hose hitting my shoulder, whipping me away, paralyzing my right arm, tearing the airlift out of my clenched fists.  It snaked past my shoulder and caught the compressed air tank on my back, throwing me several feet farther backwards.  I sucked on the mouthpiece.  There was no air.  The hose had evidently been torn away from the tank by the thrust of the water.  I landed on one knee and shook my head to clear it.  Commanger was still coming after me, the jet hose was cutting a deep trench closer and closer.  

I spit out the useless mouthpiece and looked around for a way to escape.  I began to crawl shakily across the lake floor, trying to hit the release buckle on the tank, to get rid of that extra weight.  The fingers of my right hand were tangled up in the webbing.  I was trying frantically to undo the catch when I heard a sudden thud and then another.  I looked up.  The tumbling cloud of silt was growing bigger and more twisting.  It tumbled and turned inside itself with agony.  There was a difference to it. It wasn’t all black anymore.  

Great puffs of brilliant watery red suddenly stirred inwards.  Great gushes of blood billowed and roiled into the twisting, tumbling silt.  The jet hose had stopped stitching its way toward me and lay writhing inside the hole made by the airlift, slamming against the remains of the treasure cache, breaking off chunks and pieces and driving them downward and outward into the soft silt sides and bottom of the trench.

I was suffocating. I had to have air.  The nearest anchor cable was 10 feet away.  I half stumbled, half crawled across to it.  I could hardly reach up to climb onto the cable reel, my right arm still numb from the shoulder through the fingers.  I unhooked my weight belt and began to shinny up the cable, wrapping the useless arm around the thick steel strand and pulling myself up with my left hand.   

My chest was now filled with a bursting pain.  My throat was straining to open, and I could feel the cords ready to rupture with the effort.  My insides felt like they were pushing up under my neck and were forcing their way out.  I had to bite my lip to keep my mouth shut, not to open it and drink in sudden death.  

Suddenly, I didn’t know where I was.  I panicked.  I looked around frantically.  There was no up, no down.  The same amount of light surrounded me, there was no lighter layer to guide me upwards.  I was suspended in clear liquid.  Clear, pure liquid.  Clean and clear as air.  Life-giving air.  Here I was surrounded by it.  There for the taking.  Just open my mouth and gulp it in.  Take in all the air my aching throat and burning lungs would need.  Breathe it in deeply, slowly, enjoying each deep inhalation.

I began drifting and smiling, breathing deeply of the sweet life-giving air.

Then, the next thing I knew, I was coughing, swinging my head to one side and coughing.  Gushes of water came spewing out of my mouth.  I felt more coming and coughed again.  A half-pint of sour-tasting liquid came the wrong way out of my throat and spurted through my lips.

My head was suddenly straightened up and something warm was placed over my lips.  Hot air was forced past my tongue, past my throat, down into my lungs.  One-two-three-four-five-six-seven-eight-nine-ten pulsations of air were forced into me and then my head was turned to the side again, the warm pump gone from my lips.  I gagged, caught my breath, gagged again.  This time nothing came up.

My head was straightened again and the warm air started over.  I began to feel daylight but couldn’t see it.  A spill of shiny brown hair masked me.  I slowly realized there was a face on mine, that it was a woman.  And that she was kissing me.

No, not kissing me.  Breathing into me.  Why would a woman be breathing into me?

Then I remembered.  The anchor cable.  The clear water.  My mind had been tricked, out of oxygen, it was willing to fool the senses and settle for something that looked like air.  The clear  water.  I remembered opening my mouth, taking in the sweet deep swallows of what my mind told me was air.  Then I remembered more.  The manifold exhaust piece.  The jet hose.  The airlift.  Commanger.  The bloody turbulence I had crawled away from desperately, sobbingly, frantically escaping the killer high pressure hose coming after me.

The warm pump moved away from my mouth.  I looked up.  I couldn’t see at first because the sun was directly behind her head, backlighting the face.  But I knew who it was.  I shifted my head so the sun would be blocked and looked at her intently.  She was frowning, two fine furrows between her eyebrows.  Her big dark eyes were brimming with concern.  They flicked across my face anxiously.  Her full, oval mouth open, the pouty lower lip drooping, as the upper lip was being bitten by large, strong teeth.  Her lustrous brown hair hung forward across her shoulder, angling a few inches above my chest.

I moved my head to one side and then the other.  I was on my back on the raft deck.  The love of my life, Celia, had just saved my life.

“You will do anything to keep from taking my pictures, no?”

I managed a weak smile.

“Reek knew something was wrong when he heard the compressors.  He came to get me,” she said.

“Reek?”

“Until we saw the dirt come up, we didn’t know where or what...”  She pointed.

I turned my head and looked in that direction.  There was a dark slick floating on top of the water inside the cofferdam.  It was silt from the bottom drifting upwards in a giant dirty cloud.  Streaked through it were veins of watery red, floating grease-like on the silt.  Near one edge a smashed mask bobbed in the gruesome tide.

“Who was it?” she asked.

“The frogman, Commanger.  He tried to kill me down there.  I saw MacShane throw something in here and I wondered what it was and why he was getting rid of it.  I went down to find it.  I found it okay.  But before I could get back up, Commanger tried to kill me.  With one of those,” I said, gesturing at the white high pressure hose that lay across the raft.

“What happened?”

“Celia, did you know an airlift can swallow a jet hose?  About Commanger, I didn’t really see what happened.  He knocked the airlift out of my hands.”  I reached over for my shoulder and arm.  The numbness was gone but they felt like they’d been worked over on MacShane’s anvil.

“When I dropped the airlift it blew the silt all over, like that over there, so I couldn’t see what happened.  My guess is the airlift either hit him or the suction got him.  Probably the suction.”

“It saves us some trouble, my dear Andy. He was going to be a problem for this glorious day anyway.”

She shifted and I realized there were others on the raft.  There were four men standing behind Celia.  Like her, they were all wearing red ruanas but unlike her, three of them had  AR-15s in their hands.  One had a bandillero hanging from a shoulder.  

The fourth was Doctor Garcia but I hardly recognized him in that woolen poncho and the broad brimmed woven straw hat he was now wearing.  Instead of the severe university professor and museum curator, he now looked like a highlands Indian, like a peon, like one of the natives we had hired to do odd jobs around the camp.

I was confused.  And showed it.

“Companeros, meet Mister Andrew Cooper of norteamericano television and the man with the so-important fotographico assignment for us.”

She stood aside and pointed them out one by one.

“Captain Manuel Ortez, Captain Luis Pisca, Lieutenant Enrique Cola...the fearless leaders of the People’s Revolutionary Army of the April 9th Movement.

“And of course you know our sunshine patriot here, the man of constantly shakable faith, Doctor Miguel Garcia...believer in the rights and dignities of the people - so long as it is theory and not disagreeable bloody fact.”

Garcia stared moodily down at the decking.

“And who really are you?” I asked this constantly amazing woman.

“Simply a patriot seeking justice for my people,” she thrust out her chin. “Si, Manuel?”

“Si, jefe.  Si, our leader.”

“Your news department was correct,” Celia said. “Welcome to the revolution.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Jefe?  Chief?  The junta?  You?”  All that could come out of my dropped-open mouth was a string of stammered questions.  “Water went to my brain?  I’m hallucinating?”

“Yes, I am.  No, you are not.”

“Simone Bolivar?  I don’t believe it.  You’re a museum curator.”

“No, only a guise. The true curator is the Doctor here who seemingly volunteered to use his positions for our political cover and money raising while we formed the Movement.”

“Because?”

“Miguel is my second uncle, a friend of my father who along with my mother and sisters were murdered in their beds when the Army butchers took over the country.”

“But you’re just a kid.  What’re you, about twenty-five?”

“I am that child who shall lead them.”

My first instinct was to laugh at her youthful bravado but her deadly intensity sent involuntary shudders pulsing down my back.

“Lead them where?  To what?” I sat up, the reporter now, no more the bystander.

 “To free them from existence without enough food to exist, from untreated disease, from rape and torture, from punishment without crime, prison without end, execution without justice from the criminals who have slaughtered all humanity and civilization here amongst my people.”

“This really goes on?  Today, in 1975?”

“Ask the good Doctor if what I say is not true.  He is a  member of the ruling group now in power.  Tell him what is true, Miguel.”

I looked at Garcia. “First, it is most unfortunate that the jefe, she, ordered the few of the April 9th here to emerge prematurely, because we have few of us assembled here and because we have only a few weapons,” Garcia finally said. “She had hoped that much more of the Chibcha treasure would be found before we assumed control of the camp and possession of the treasure.  But Reek who is one of us, overheard a plan to kill you and Senorita Ascunsulo and me tonight and we were forced to take the initiative.”

“Killed?  Me? You? Her?” I said, looking at him.

“Waterston and his frogmen.  They planned to blame it on the junta.  Whether that is because they were aware of our true loyalties or whether April 9th was to be merely a scapegoat, we do not know.”

“So what the hell is April 9th anyway and what does it want?”

Celia nodded at Garcia to answer. “In many ways, the civil war has never stopped,” he began explaining.  “There was an agreement to co-exist at higher levels certainly, but the guerrillas of both sides and their caciques - local political chiefs - have never laid down their hatreds and their weapons.  There are constant outbreaks of violence between Liberal and Conservative partisans.  Some of them are patriotically inspired.  Some of them are merely excuses for looting, raping, and killing.”

“I guess I don’t have to ask which you guys are, with those red ruanas.  I know down here it’s red side out if you’re a Liberal, the blue side if you’re a Conservative.”

“We are neither.  We have nothing to do with the National Front, that combination of the worst of both groups,” Celia added.  “We are our own movement. April 9th comes from the date the political murders started in the capital.  The date that began ten years of violence that followed the riots.  More than a quarter of a million Colombians were murdered by one fanatical group or the other during that time.”

 “There is not much to choose from between the existing parties.” Garcia added. “Neither seems to have strong or fixed principles.  The Liberals want relatively rapid economic and social change.  The Conservatives are more resistant to sudden upheaval and shift of patterns.  But both are peopled by factions led by political leaders out for their own ambitions and never aware of the nation’s need.  It was my disillusionment with both parties which first attracted me to the April 9th.”

“Why didn’t you work inside the party to change it?”

“Fairly impossible under the National Front agreements.  All important positions are either shared by both parties or are occupied by them alternately.  They take turns using their powers against each other instead of using that energy to help the country.”

“So this is another one of those uprisings you people have down here between soccer games?”

“No,” said Celia. “You are confusing common Colombian politics stirred up by outsiders with this historical change from the true patriots of Colombia.”

Garcia added, “Celia has very few weapons and absolutely no money.  Despite that, the 9th will not be dependent upon outsiders with their own ideologies to peddle in the markets.”

“Believe it or not, Andy,” Celia joined in, “many of us are not much impressed with Monroe Doctrine, Pan-American Treaties, the American States groups or the divine right of your capitalists and politicians to come into our country and pillage our national resources - like the treasures of the Gilded Man - under the guise of helping us.

“What we are counting on is that as an important member of the television press you will carry the story of our fight to the world.  We are going to need many friends - not nationalistic house guests or industrial parasites - but friends in the family of nations and we should like to have the people of the United States - not the exploiters - among them.”  

She smiled that broad, flashing grin and I knew American television audiences would have a new, bigger-than-life international heroine as pretty as Grace Kelly, as statesmanlike as Golda Meir, as strong as Indira Ghandi when they saw the film I was going to shoot.

“We’re latecomers,” she continued.  “Our running to catch up didn’t even start until the early 1900’s.  Colombia had no money. We had no expertise.  We had no education.  Nobody outside gave a damn about us.  Only about what could be drained out of us.  Foreigners poured in here and built the transportation systems and the utilities and they had government agreements - like Waterston does - to plunder our gold and emeralds and other natural resources.  

 “We’ve had quite enough of foreigners, Andy, both your Norteamericano foreigners and everybody else’s kind of foreigners.  Why do you think the national treasure, this gold here, has been barred from exploration for years?  We would rather have it lost in our lakes than share it with foreigners who don’t understand its heritage and want only what it can buy.”

“Why Waterston then?  Why all this?” I waved around.  “How did this all come about?”

“Ask him,” she pointed to Garcia.

Garcia cleared his throat. “Remember, I mentioned April 9th has no weapons except only about fifty military rifles bought up here and there at surplus stores. A revolution without guns is an old harmless dog.  This was a method for obtaining teeth.”

“Gold artifacts, historical treasures, sold to the highest bidder for M-16s, rocket launchers, mortars?”

“Not exactly.  Tell him how it is planned, Miguel,” said Celia.

He paused.

“Our television friend should know so he can tell why we needed the treasures,” she encouraged him.

“I have important friends in many countries,” Garcia said.  “It comes from years of traveling for the museum and for the university.  Most of my archaeological associates are familiar with the legend of the treasure buried in these mountains.  It was not difficult for me to make arrangements through one such Ministry of Defense, to put us in touch with organizations to supply us with arms and equipment.  Naturally, we will not use our national treasures as payment for these weapons.  Only as ransom.  We plan to deliver these artifacts to that organization for safekeeping and take delivery of the items we need.  When we have seized the government, we will ransom our artifacts with gold from the treasury.  Comprende, Senor Cooper?”

“You see now why this excavation was necessary and why Miguel and I and some of our friends are along?” Celia added.

“But why Waterston?  Why is he the contractor on this dig?”

“Purely selfish reasons.  Waterston had a halfway decent reputation for recovery operations and that new water filtration system.  We also felt that we could control him. When the job was offered to him he was coming off a series of failures so he, how you say, jumped at it.”

“So the museum thinks you are in Guatavita and knows nothing about Orphan Lake. You didn’t want them to know about this place.”

He nodded.

“And also why you personally insisted upon hiring the natives on this dig.  I assume they’re all revo...members of your April 9th Movement.”

“We say sympatico,” Celia reacted. “These are the people who suffered most during the ten years of civil war.  Talk to any one of them.  They will tell you of bloodbaths to turn your stomach, all in the name of political expediency.  We owe them a great deal to make up for that torture.  We are dedicated to helping them become members of a stable class, working their own lands, voting their own hearts, setting their own destinies.”

“So when you saved my life it wasn’t because I was important to you,” I said, “but to your politics.”

“Both, in that...,” Celia started.

Garcia cut in. “Important in two very, very important ways. First, that friendly supply organization?  The one which is so willing to sell us the tools of revolt?  They want documented proof that we have the treasures, that we have the collateral for the material they are going to supply.  With suspicious local officials and petty customs agents, and undoubtedly the Army very soon,  we could only move the gold slowly and with great guile and only at night.  In the meantime we need the weapons, the vehicles, the ammunition now.”

“They will accept a film record of our successful unearthing of the treasure,” Celia added, “and our possession of it as proof that we have the ability to pay for the weapons.  If we lose,” she shrugged, “then we lose our antiquities.

“So, we require a photographic record of the pieces we have salvaged.  Written descriptions of properties can be changed.  But a photographic record cannot be easily altered and the pieces it will show can not be duplicated even by the finest craftsman.  It will be our seal that these national treasures will be returned to us, each and every one in the condition in which we turned it over. This task you will do for the Movement, yes?”

“You mentioned two ways I fit in?” I asked.

“The second task we have already mentioned. It is also for the Movement but is also for you. We not only give you the expedition and the treasure search, but a revolution thrown in. Your film record will show the world our fight so we may enlist support for our cause. I should think you now have a much better television show than the one you had planned, no?  You may use or sell any or all of it for your purposes, providing you give us what we need.  Is that fair, my dear Andy?” Celia bargained.

No wonder Celia Ascunsulo wanted me to have a working camera.

Probably the biggest journalistic scoop going on in the world right now and I had an exclusive. I nodded eagerly.

“If you feel well enough to begin, we must get you out of that diving outfit,” she indicated my wet suit. She looked around. “Luis go to his tent and get clothing and his camera equipment,” she ordered the tallest one behind her. 

I told him where I had hidden it.

He saluted and headed for one of the small boats.

She turned to me. “We have a great deal of work to do and but a short time,” my militaristic Madonna ordered. “You must photograph much of what is happening here so the world will know.”

He was back in about seven minutes and although we might not agree on color coordination, we were definitely of one mind as to texture and density for this climate. He had brought a long-sleeved T-shirt, my heavy street hockey Levis, that red and white zigzag-weave llama wool coat I had bought in Bogota and dry boots and boot socks.  Even a clean pair of jockeys. 

I stripped down and changed, Celia looking nonchalantly at the mountains during my chill-hurried moment in the buff. As I dropped the neoprene suit on the deck, I slipped the bottle cap emerald into my left side Levis pocket all within one slick motion.

 I unwrapped the Arri and the other contents of the damp nylon jacket and checked the load of the magazine already on the camera.  A full two-hundred-fifty feet left.  I jammed the other loaded magazine under my arm, cans in my belt back and the Minox camera kit and .38 revolver in the pockets of my carnival-colored llama coat.

 I was just buttoning it up when I noticed three unknown divers dismantling the side of the raft.  They were all wearing odd-looking diving suits with what looked like air chambers molded into them.  The suits had yellow letters stenciled across the back that said, U.S.N.

Another Indian I didn’t recognize was operating an air compressor.

“Gear from the missing truck?” I pointed.

Garcia nodded.  “We wanted only their diving equipment, no killing.  Unfortunately, the driver and his helpers were uncooperative.”

“If you hijacked that stuff, how did you know Waterston wouldn’t call off this dig because he had no suits?”

“Tomas Kelly, of course.  He made the suggestion to buy more gear, no?  He flew to one of our sympatico friends who gave him what Commanger ordered, also on credit.  We told Kelly to plant the idea that someone was asking questions and to imply that April 9th was coming soon.  We thought it might frighten Waterston to hurry and find the treasure.  It worked.  As did fate.  We found it almost right away, no?”

Everything was breaking loose too fast. I had to start shooting film soon. There was plenty to cover but I had a feeling that the jefe of April 9th might not want pictorial evidence of anything negative to the Movement. Should I go along with her wishes and get maximum cooperation or try to sneak footage that showed all sides of all sides?

We started across to the lake shore in the small boats.  Celia and I in the front, the Doctor and the one called Luis in the second, the other two red ruanas in the third.  Just before I stepped into the boat, I noticed MacShane’s body lying slumped behind the broken compressor.  His tools were still spread around the rubber tired wheels.  There were gore-blotted holes in his shirt.

“You killed him?” I asked.

“It was him or you,” said Celia. “He was going to hit your head with that hammer when you came up.  When we tried to reason with him, he became surly and threw the hammer at Luis there.  Luis was forced to respond.”

That’s twice this woman had saved my life. I hoped she would be around the third time, if there was a third time - and I had a feeling there might be - in case it wasn’t the charm it’s cracked up to be.

It broke my journalist’s heart but the least I could do to repay her for my life would be not shooting anything that would endanger hers - personally or politically.   

I looked to the left and noticed that someone had punched holes in the end filter with a heavy object, a metal pole perhaps.  Loops of water poured out of it onto the sprawled body of Enrique, Fredrique, whatever Reek’s original name had been.  Two April 9th Indians were going through his clothing.

“MacShane got him before we got MacShane,” Celia nodded at the body.

Between the filters and the tent city were two of the disabled vehicles. The front suspension of the crash-damaged Jeep was out of the vehicle, on the ground awaiting repair. The hood of the Land Rover was up and bent over into it, very dead, was Floyd Butler, his right hand clutching a snake’s nest of black wires. The Wagoneer was gone.

Celia pointed to the vacant spot. “While we were looking for you this morning, Annalee took it and left. I think Waterston sent her to report what’s happened here. He was forced to send someone by vehicle because Miguel made sure we had no working radios to disclose this secret location. I have no vehicles to go after her. If she gets through, soon the Army anti-insurgent units will come.”  

“What happened to Floyd?” I asked.

“He also was planning to leave and had the distributor part for this one from Waterston. We requested it and he hesitated,” said Celia shrugging. “Manuel was forced to take it from him. Butler was angry, he said if he couldn’t use the Land Rover nobody could and began tearing out those ignition wires and broke the distributor. Manuel then broke his neck.”

“While you all watched?”

“We were reasonable. He was not.” 

I seemed to remember that when Indians were captured in battle they begged not to be turned over to the women of the victors.  Traditionally, the legend goes, the women were obsessively, compulsively vicious and sadistic in their tortures.  For them, no quick and merciful deaths for the enemy.  Only the long, agonizing torture that kills many times before  killing once. Underneath all of the enlightened education, the brilliant knowledge, the foresighted logic, the determined leadership and noble ideals of Celia Ascunsulo, there were still old dark storehouses of bloody vengeance.  It suddenly seemed very important to keep her satisfied, in bed and everywhere else.

Scores of Indians were wandering around in their red ruanas.  Some were eating.  Some were trying on clothing taken off of bodies or out of tents.  I saw one drinking from a bottle of Waterston’s bourbon. Another was arguing to get into the cave.  Two burly Indians, one with a rifle, the other with a machete, were herding him away with threats.  The first thing Celia must have done was post a guard on that gold.

Those guards stood aside respectfully as we approached.  I nodded Celia and Garcia ahead and followed them in.  Luis and Manuel came behind.

“Where’s Waterston?” I asked.

“Our patriots have him in Maxim’s,” Celia answered. “You can film this?”

“Can’t, it’s too dark.  My lights are all at the bottom of the lake.  We’ll have to take the gold outside to shoot it.  Let’s move these crates out.  Waterston said they’re two hundred pounds.  If each of us grabs a corner of this first one...”

It practically flew off the floor when we lifted.  The lightness so surprised us that the crate tipped up on one edge and wobbled for a moment and then fell on its side, Luis and Garcia jumping back to protect their toes.

The lid had fallen open.

The crate was empty.  Taped to the outside top was Annalee’s copy of the contents.  It said, ‘CASE #1.  ORPHAN LAKE EXCAVATION’ plus the date and time of discovery.  Then there was a long list detailing some 100 individual pieces by size, weight, materials and methods; gold casting, gold casting and wire, gold wire and emerald chips, and so forth.

But inside, no gold castings.  No gold wire.  No emeralds.  Nothing.

“Vacio!”  Manuel croaked, pointing to it and stating the obvious.

“Get those others opened,” Celia ordered, shoving Luis toward them.

They were all empty. The treasures of Orphan Lake had vanished into thin hex or thick pockets.

“Who?” Garcia broke the silence.

“My gold, my weapons!” moaned Celia.  “Where is it?  What happened to it?”

“I think I know what happened to it, but I don’t know where it is,” I responded.

“Speak up,” ordered Garcia.

“Something you’re both not going to like very much,” I motioned both of them to follow me to the back.

The propane gas forge had been turned off but the steel bowl was still crackling and popping as it cooled.  I borrowed a flashlight, checked around behind the heat unit, and got down on the rock floor and poked around.  I found what I was looking for.  There was a pile of dirty metal sludge against the cave wall.  It had cooled into a hardened mass of lead-colored metal.  Next to it was a row of five gallon-can sized chunks of wax and bags of sand.  I played the flashlight across the ridges of congealed metal.

“There is what is not gold,” I said.  “There are the impurities and the alloys that were skimmed off when your gold treasures were melted down.”

“Melted down!  Melted down!  Tunjos of the Chibchas?  The priceless relics of our heritage?”  Garcia lurched toward the empty crates, his eyes searching.  “Melted.  Why?  For the gold in them?  They’re worth ten, twenty, a hundred times more than the metal.  They’re our history, our legacy...they’re beyond value.”

He turned to Celia, “What unbelievable animal would do such a thing?”  There was spit in the corner of his mouth.  His hands clutched convulsively.  His breath came and went in little spasms.

“What do you know about this?” Celia turned to me.

I put up my hands in innocence. “Not me, lady.  They didn’t tell me anything.  You know that.  I was one of the bad guys to them.  You know as much as I do.”

“Yes, I was here the whole time and so was Miguel and so were you and so was the gold and now we are here but the gold is not. “

She turned to Luis and Manuel. “I want this cave searched from back to front and side to side.  Dig up the floor.  Pull down the ceiling.  Chop into the walls,”  

They made the mistake of pausing for a moment.

“Do it now!” she hissed, her lips shaped like a gun barrel.  “Look for anything unusual.  It might look like gold.  It might look like rocks.  Carefully inspect every inch of wall, every loose stone, every crevice.”

Luis waved the two doorway guards in and the four began flashing lights around like a berserk mirrored disco ball.

“Waterston,” Garcia suddenly muttered. “My friend Waterston.  He would know.”  He stumbled toward the front of the cave. 

“Come, Andy!” Celia half-invited, half-ordered, scurrying after him.  I trotted along behind.

We caught up with Garcia at the doorway to Maxim’s and all went in.  Waterston was seated at one of the long wooden tables, a half empty cup of coffee perched inside the three wet rings it had made on the sanded table top.  He looked tired but still mean, like a fox run to a corner.  Only a stupid hunting dog moves in right away.  The Waterstons and foxes of the world know too many tricks and will use any of them to survive.

“Senor Waterston, we will have a nice talk, yes?” asked Celia, confronting him politely.

I put the Arri down by my hip and switched it on. 

“Where’s the treasure, the artifacts, the tunjos?” Garcia pushed in, angrily.  Gone was his politeness, his gentle manner, his professorial posture.  He hunched over Waterston, waiting.

Waterston shifted slowly, looked up with a turd-eating grin. 

“The treasure, Miguel my ole friend?  Why it’s in the crates jest like it oughta be.”

Without warning, Garcia reached out and grabbed Earl’s shirt in a tight fist.  His fingers ripped right through the khaki fabric as he shoved. Waterston went over backwards, the splint on his leg cracking hard against the wooden table, his head thumping against the board floor.

I down-angled the Arri by my hip.

“No lies to me!  You tell me where is my gold!”

“Hey now, Miguel, no need to get upset like that, ole buddy.”  Waterston grimaced up from the floor, rubbing his head with one hand, his leg with the other. “That’s the hones’ truth, that’s where it should be! Far as ah know.”

Garcia wavered for a moment, not sure.

“No!  Is not the truth,” intruded Celia.  “Miguel, make him tell the truth.”

“You give it to Annalee to take?”

“Annalee, take what? You gone crazier than a worm in turpentine, pal? G’wan get outa heah before I tear off your arm an’ beat you to death with it.”

He reached for the bench to support himself and started to get up. 

Garcia's head jerked violently forward. “I’ll kill you!“ he spit and suddenly kicked out at Waterston.  His heavy boot thudded into the side of Earl’s broken leg.  He kicked the leg again in the same place, harder the second time.

Waterston went down again. he grabbed his leg, moaning in broken gasps and tried to move the tortured leg away from Garcia but couldn’t.  His body flopped against the sodden floor.

Garcia kicked out again, smashing his hard engineer’s boot in the same place.

Waterston faked reaching over to grab his leg and then snake-fast, grabbed Garcia’s leg and twisted.

Garcia went down, half on top of him. Waterston quickly slid away, then rolled over, one thick, meaty arm  now around Garcia’s throat which he squeezed tighter, tighter, tighter. Garcia’s hands tried to pry away the hard muscular garrote but he was choking, his face turning purple, small gurgles wheezing from his mouth. He looked desperately at Celia.

“Manuel!” she snapped.

Manuel whirled his SR-15 around, stepped forward and smashed the steel butt plate into the soft spot between Waterston’s neck and shoulder. His entire upper body convulsed, the arm around Garcia’s neck snapped away and back like a broken rubber band.

Garcia pulled himself away and sat huddled up by the end of the bench, gasping hard rubbing his neck, trying to breathe.

Celia nodded at Manuel again.

Manuel placed the steel butt plate into Watertson’s throat and began putting his weight against the rifle. Waterston tried to grab the butt with his good arm but Manuel kicked it away, put more pressure on the gun.

Waterston writhed on the floor, trying to breathe, trying to say something but no breath, no words came out. 

His face was now turning from red to purple, eyes glazing, the good arm pounding desperately against the floor. 

“I let him kill you unless you tell us about the gold.  All about it,” Celia offered.

He pounded his head against the wooden floor, waved his good arm at her desperately, pounded his head again.

Celia nodded at Manuel. He lifted the rifle but only about a foot. There, he kept it ready and aimed to smash Waterston into instant suffocating death.

“Tell me all,” Celia ordered quietly, deadly.

“Yes, ma’am, yore...yore right.  It’s gone,” Waterston gasped, eyes rolling wildly around the room, chest heaving, straining the fabric against the buttons on his ripped shirt. “Commanger, he took it.  Commanger and MacShane was in on it, too.  They took it.  Ask them,” he pleaded.

“Very convenient, Senor Waterston, very convenient.  Unfortunately we can’t ask either of them.  They are both dead. “

“Dead?!”

“You will join them.  I have no time left for this game and you have no time left for your life ...”

“Naw. Hold on there now.... lissen lady, lissen....lemme get mah breath a minute, okay? Lissen,  Dick Commanger, he  make me go along with it...hang on there, jist a second more... okay...lissen, he come up with the idea, y’know?  Ah was happy just to get that there salvage contract and sell the find to you and the govment,....you know that don’t you, Doc?.”

 He looked over at Garcia who was now shakily standing up, glaring at him.  

“But that weren’t ‘nuff for Dick.. .” Waterston went on,  “...him and Floyd and Mac said they’d kill me if ah didn’t help them...lissen, lemme get mah breath again...okay, we was all ex-frogmen, y’know?  We all was taught a hunert ways to kill a man to look like ah accident an...an...they was going to test out some of ‘em on me.” He gulped in huge gasps of air.

I thought of Dad Edwards’ “accident” with the airlift.  I also thought of Commanger with the high pressure hose and the “accident” that was supposed to happen to your old, loveable neighborhood photographer, me. 

“Enough excuses. You die right there where you lie.”

She again motioned to Manuel who reversed his AR-15 again and placed it directly on  Earl’s temple.The small metallic sound of the released safety catch actually clanged through the compressed silence in the room.  

“Now, hold on theah jist a minute, jist a minute and let me have mah say,”  Waterston began scuttling backwards on his butt. 


“Mac, he did it, he melted that gold down in that forge in the cave whar they fixed them machine parts?  Melted it down fast as it come in.”

“Melted?! What do you mean, melted?!”

“Jest that. Melted down on that forge.  Easier to get out of the country.  Stolen treasures— everyone would be looking for that.  But gold could be hid lotta places.”

“You crocodiles, you monsters,” was Garcia’s reaction.

 “And where is this particular gold now?” was Celia’s response.

“Idon’tknowtheydidn’ttellmetheywouldn’ttellmetheydidn’t trustme,” he pleaded, his words all smashed together.

“I don’t trust you either,” answered Celia.

“Shooting’s too merciful for someone who would steal our sacred gold. I am  going to have Miguel kick your leg until the blood seeps through the bandages, yes?  Then I’m going to have you taken out to the jungle!”

“Naw, lady, naw,” he moaned, slapping the floor with  his hand.

“And left for whatever smells your blood first.  Maybe el tigres to eat you fast, or perhaps gusano flies or the jejunes to eat you slowly, a small bite at a time.  Or the snakes - the red and black ones - whose bite paralyzes but does not kill so you can not even move as you are eaten alive by the other animals.  Or, maybe, the ants.  We will bury your leg in an ant mound and they can eat you from the inside out, up inside your leg into your lower body, through the muscles, through the intestines, into your stomach, destroying you from inside, saving your nerves and your brain for the very last so you can feel every agonizing bite.”  She was leaning over him, snapping the words across his body like a rawhide whip.

“Oh Gawd, lady don’t, please don’t.  Hones’ to Gawd, lady, ah don’t know what they did with it.  They wouldn’t tell me.  They didn’t trust me.” The assassin linebacker now had tears rolling down his face.

“But you knew they were melting the tunjos...” Garcia interrupted.

Waterston nodded, beating his head against the floor again.

“Why?  Why destroy irreplaceable artifacts?  It’s insane.  It doesn’t make sense,” Garcia questioned.  “Especially since we promised you half the value of the artifacts - a value much higher than the metal or stones in them!”  He looked bewildered.

“Because y’all weren’t going to give us that money.  Dick  told me that.”

“Commanger told who what?” Celia asked.

“He told me, Dick did, about ole Doc Garcia here and how he was going to do us out of our share.”

“Go on,” Celia said coldly, looking at Garcia.

Garcia’s eyes widened. His left arm started to reach out toward Waterston.

“Dick said before he left Washington to come down here that Naval Intelligence told him that the Colombeen goviment and Doc Garcia was going to ree-nage on us getting half the treasure.  That they was going to buy us off with a little ole bit of money for our trouble and if we didn’t like it we could lump it and take our chances being pulled into the slam down here and tried for stealing the gold.” 

“But your contract.......”

“Lady, who’s going to take our side and tell the Colombeen goviment to give us our money?  The U.S.?  Peru?  Small Claims Court in Atlanta, Georgia?  Who?”

“Is any of this true?” Celia turned to Garcia.

Garcia’s face was flushed now, and his breathing was coming in small, deep spasms.  “He is a desperate man, Celia.  He is a cornered criminal.  He lies to protect himself.”

“Naw, I’m not lying, lady, honest.  Dick Commanger even told me that the Doc there - that Garcia - was a goviment man and not one of you April people t’all.  Dick said Naval Intelligence had him dead to rights as a double agent.”

“You are a lying dog!  You should die like a lying dog!” Garcia suddenly said in a deadly voice.  He stepped forward and began kicking Waterston in the face. 

Blood burst from Waterston’s forehead, his right eye, his mouth.

“The Curse of the Gilded Man! the Curse of the Gilded Man! the Curse of the Gilded Man...” Garcia laughed with each kick.

More blood began spurting out of Watertson’s mouth first, then one ear.

“Stop it!” Celia yelled. 

“You’re killing him!” I shouted, starting forward.

Garcia stopped playing soccer with Waterston’s head and reached into his waistband . He pulled out a nasty-looking. short-barreled .38.  belly gun and the belly is exactly where he aimed it - mine.

“Unfortunately - your pictures - you’ll have to join him.” He moved his left hand up to the bottom of his right to steady the weapon, police style. I dropped the Arri on the floor and held up my hands, palms toward him, in an irrational, primitive attempt to ward off impending harm.   

There was an explosion next to my ear, gongs of pain clanged through my head. 

Garcia’s right eye suddenly exploded into a red poppy. He stumbled backward, legs hooked over the bench and fell backwards, lying still half-hidden under the mess table.  

I ducked and looked around to see who had fired. Celia was handing the AR back to Manuel. She had evidently grabbed it from him and shooting from an underarm position, put a bullet spot-on through Garcia’s right eye.

She bent over and felt Waterston’s throat. It was a futile gesture. Garcia had kicked him to death.

  “Stupido!” Celia yelled at Garcia’s body. as she straightened up.  “You killed the only one who knows where the gold is hidden. And you were going to kill the one who could take our cause to the world!”   

She handed the rifle back to Manuel and stood there staring down at Garcia’s body, the color draining from her glorious meerschaum complexion.

 I turned to her, “I owe you my life all over again, I guess.” 

“Do not forget that, “she answered still staring at Garcia’s body. “I may call upon you soon for repayment.” She wasn’t smiling.

“A double agent? I can not believe it.” 

She kicked Garcia’s lifeless leg with a muddy boot.  

 I recovered the Arri. The fall had switched it off. I left it that way as I stood up.

“Well, maybe Earl was lying to protect his own ass,” I offered. “I mean, isn’t—wasn’t—Doctor Garcia as involved in the revolution as you? He certainly sounded that way when he explained everything about your Movement and  how you were going to get the weapons and how it would all work...”

She was still staring off into space nodding to herself, I believed absorbing what I had been offering. Not at all. She was a fathom deep in her own thoughts.

She waved Manuel off, smilingly. He bowed slightly  and took up a post by the door. 

“It would explain much,” she turned to me. “Miguel tried many times to convince me of his sincerity but I could tell in my heart he had no conviction for the revolution.  He was what we call a purple; a half red, half blue—half Liberal, half Conservative.  He was what is wrong here. 

“This coyote may have thought he was being a loyal citizen to spy on us, to inform on the Movement.”

She nodded to herself, began to count on her fingers. 

“Now I know why he insisted upon making all of the plans. Why he demanded to know every detail of what I was doing, who I was recruiting, where I went, what I did. Why the government so willingly approved of this expedition after banning all searches for the Chibcha treasures for many years. Why there is this complicated plan of photographic proof of the treasures as ransom for the weapons to be paid later, a very strange, complex plan which now seems to be just a delaying tactic to keep my people from having weapons. 

“He believed he was the ultimate patriot to betray his own relative, me. He, like me,  believed in a better manana for his beliefs than for ours.

“But, there are no more mananas,” she finally summed up. “For Miguel it came today and perhaps for all of us as well because of his treachery.”

She was silent for a moment and then stopped and turned toward me, “You have more film in there?” she pointed to the Arri.

I looked at the counter. “Couple of minutes’ worth.”

“I want you to photograph me now and here.”

Super scoop time.

I posed her in front of the long table, the two gruesome bodies half-hidden in the darkened mid-background. Without a light meter, I was only guessing what kind of results I would get from shooting what had happened here, let alone this ‘talking head’. All I could do was open the lens as far as it would go and congratulate myself for loading this magazine with high speed film which captures and holds more light than conventional film.

I nodded to her and switched on the camera.

She introduced herself by civilian name and job and then by rank and insurgent role. She said she wanted a minute or two to explain why this was not an ordinary, turn-the- newspaper-page, two for a peso Banana Republic revolution and why this one was so vitally important to Colombia and to the world. 

She talked about the oppression, the death squads, the corruption which had been destroying Colombia from the inside out for over ten years now. She said it was long past time for the good people of Colombia, the true patriots, to rise and free their country from the murderers, thieves, corrupters, torturers and traitors who had been eating away the soul and heart and mind of Colombia’s very body. If this nation was to live, drugstore palliatives like rigged elections and foreign investment would no longer do. Colombia now required radical surgery and although the necessary bloodshed was most distasteful to her, it was the only method to once and for all free her land from the venomous parasites. She didn’t even flinch when she turned and indicated the dead bodies to show she was as good as her patriotic pledge.

She nodded to me and I clicked off the Arri. 

She beckoned Luis to her side. 

“Because of our traitor there,  we now have no weapons to fight so we must destroy all traces that we exist.  When the Army comes, and they soon will, they must think no one is here.  Everything must be taken down, hidden, cleared. While we are clearing, I want the area searched for newly dug hiding places....the hillsides ...the clearing...the cave...the divers to find any underwater hiding places.”

She had to be a Scorpio.  With Taurus rising.

She interrupted her orders and turned to me. “You said you found what MacShane had thrown in the lake...?”

 “A broken piece of machinery.”

Shrugging, she continued her commands, “ I want this entire area cleared, searched and searched again until we have found our gold;  muy, muy rapido, comprende!”

Luis nodded, beckoned the others and they scurried away, yelling at five or six others who were standing around by the side of one of the tents. 

Her attention returned to me. “We must hurry. Miguel was undoubtedly the one behind Annalee’s escape.  When she gets through to a telephone or a police station, the Army will send aircraft here to see us - soon! And anti-insurgent death squads a short time after.  Hurry!”

There was movement and noise everywhere.  Dozens, scores, of small, dark people scurried away intent on doing their jobs and doing them fast.  

I decided to finish the film load by shooting the cave even though it was a dimmer interior than the tent.  I started at the back, working my way forward.  Celia’s searchers beat me to every location. The machine shop and forge was completely torn apart, legs and bolts and braces and bits lay spilled in scattered confusion across the ground.  The floor, the walls, and the ceiling were gouged and hacked to find any newly dug areas or soft places.  A row of men, their red ruanas shoulder to shoulder were crawling across the floor, poking long knives into the dirt floor.

The treasure crates had been disassembled, their hardware hanging at broken angles, their wooden insides torn out and splintered like runover vegetable crates.  The anteroom was too dark and the stench too terrible for me to get an exposure. A small flashlight was concentrated on the mauled body of Dad Edwards, the Indian holding it searching the clothing slowly and carefully.  Someone had cut open the two dead jaguars and their intestines lay coiled in the mud like albino snakes.

 I did a long pullback of a dozen people clambering the walls and scrabbling along the floor dirt as I walked backwards out the cave entrance.  I turned and got a long shot across the tents toward the raft and the filters.  There were only seven left now.  The plumbing pipes lay on the ground, their elbow joints twisting the lengths of pipe at odd angles like a piece of sculpture at the Modern Museum.  

As I watched, one of the filters was tipped toward the lake, its half-muddy water gushing out in a torrent and streaking toward the lake.  The filter followed right after, rolling noisily over some pipes, clattering and banging against the rocks and then splashing heavily into the lake. It sank with a heavy sigh as the air wooshed out .

I moved toward the raft, shooting as I walked.  The magazine ran out.  I knelt down, unhooked it, exchanged it with a fresh one from inside the belt in the hollow of my back, 

I got close-ups of the dead bodies lying around the ground.  I got in tight on Floyd’s folded corpse. There were dozens of flies on him and I leaned in and rolled a burst of film that I knew would turn both television viewers and television cameramen green.  One with disgust, one with envy.

I walked forward shooting in short bursts, mentally editing as I went.  Filter over, splash.  Oil drums punctured, splash.  Crane driven off the raft, tipping, toppling, wavering, leaning, splash.  Tanks, hoses, big compressor, splash.  Valves, collars, sleeves, tools, small compressor, splash.  Airlifts, water hoses, splash.  Middle sized compressor, trundle, trundle, four small, strong men straining behind it. Splash. 

I held that one for an extra long time, sighting it directly center, framed by two tall trees on the opposite bank.  Then, I turned the camera a hundred and eighty degrees to record exactly where I stood.  

This segment was strictly for me and I mentally recorded the load number and actual footage through the gate.

The pontoons were punctured and the now abandoned raft was sinking, going down slowly as the great drums sucked in water, pulling the platform down, down into the muddy depths of Orphan Lake.

I caught a glimpse of two divers opening slots in the sides of the still-standing cofferdam.  Within a half hour the clear water inside the work area would be laced with layers of the lake’s muddy water.  Except for the hard-to-see outline of the cofferdam, it would then be almost impossible to tell that an excavation had taken place.

In less than two hours, the site had totally changed.  The lake was quiet and serene, back to its half-century sleep.  The spots where the huge filters had stood were being melded back into the hillside by Indians scrubbing the ground with bushy branches.  The two disabled vehicles had been pushed into the lake, their tracks cleared.  Bubbles from the raft pontoons had stopped coming up.  The tents were now completely gone and squads of small men were covering the marks with other pieces of brush.  A screen of bushes had been dragged in front of the cave entrance.  I put the Arri down and snapped a roll of Minox stills of everything I could see and then pocketed it again.

The only object that showed we had been there at all was Kelly Karga, the helicopter.  Kelly had parked it at the end of the clearing under a roof of high-branched trees to keep the interior cooler. Although it had been raining nonstop for days,  Kelly was sure the blazing tropical sun would soon arrive to turn an exposed California metal chopper into a Pittsburgh blast furnace. 

 Where was Kelly? With all the noise and excitement, he should have appeared. Had he fled with Annalee? I doubted it because of his even greater love for his Karga or, hey, wait a minute,  was he trying to ride out everything by hiding out inside it?

I headed for the Karga when I became aware of a noise on the very edge of hearing, barely there.

It grew louder, sort of a low shriek.

A throttled-back jet.  

Everyone scurried for cover. The small dark men ran toward the trees on the hillside or the cave. I dashed toward the Big Green Machine.

So, Annalee had managed to get through after all.

And here came the spotter plane for a look-see.

I ducked under the tall tree cover over the chopper hoping that this now desolate-looking,  lake would fool them.  Seeing nothing,  they might decide that Annalee was a loco tourist and shoo her out the door.

Even in the official non-combatant position I occupied, I hoped so. I realized I had become totally sympatico with the April 9th., especially with its leader.

A journalist taking sides during a revolution in a foreign country could be making a very fatal mistake. 

The thought persisted in the back of my scalp; a very, very fatal mistake.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Kelly had seen me approaching and had the side hatch open by the time I reached the Big Green Machine. There was a radio headset around his neck, the connecting wire and jack unplugged and dangling by his knees.  I threw the Arri with one magazine attached, a second magazine and the film cans up on the steel deck and climbed in after them.  Kelly pointed up to the second storey cockpit over the cargo area in this old helicopter’s unusual layout.  I climbed up after him. Once there, he plugged in the headset and adjusted it on his head. A tinny sound of excited Spanish came leaking out of it. He held up an index finger commanding my silence. Finally, he spoke.

“So,” he said gesturing upwards, “the Army chicken looks for rebel worms to eat.”

“Army plane?”

“Si,” he tapped the earphones, “they are talking.”

“About?”

“That big fren’ of mankind, that Annalee has been to them.  She is on a radio somewhere at a policio estation.  She ees  tell them look for thees lake.  She tell them we not at Guatavita but tell them enough about here so they will find soon enough.”

“And when they do?”

“The death squads come and we will have many keelings of thees rebels and anyone weeth them like you.”

“What about you?”

“Ah, my fotographico friend, I am merely a poor innocen’ trock driver of the air.  I am a Liberal with whiskey and love-making.  I am a Conservative with money and cargos.  Those are my political beliefs.  To me, April 9th is just a day on the calendar.  I am a innocent beast of burden.”

“Well, I’m not involved, either.  I’m just here working.”

“Down here, amigo, a person who ees with our enemies, ees our enemy. Norteamericanos, ‘specially. It best you make yourself not here.”

“Any suggestions?”

“You could drive but there are no workeeng vehicles.  You could walk but the jungle eet you up een an hour.  You could go to the April 9th and go from here in a hearse.”

“Is this thing flyable?”

He nodded.  “Always flyable. Dependable as Colombian rain.”

“How about flying me out?”

He shook his head, “I would like to help you out, my fren’, but I am not been paid.  I not leave ‘til I paid.”

“Look, Kelly, this film is worth a lot of money if I can get it back to the network and not lose it to the Movement or the Army.  The network would pay a great deal for it.”

“I don’ think as much as I owed?”

“How much is that?”

“Two-hundred-fifty thousand, American.”

“That’s a lot of choppering.”

“One hundred for driving this muy dangerous trip ten times.  One hundred I pay out for them for all that equipment I breeng here. Fifty thousand for feex up Kelly Karga for thees job.”

“Who owes you that?”

“Waterston.” 

I thought of precisely how to explain it to Kelly and decided to tell it straight and let him sort it out.

“Waterston’s dead.”

“Dead? Yes? Then...then...Garcia, he owe me.”

“Well that doesn’t work either Kelly because he’s also dead. You see, Garcia killed Waterston. Then Celia shot Garcia.”

“Garcia dead also?  Waterston dead? Then that Garcia woman, Celia? She ees now een charge, has the gold, she pay me.”

Third verse same as the first.

“Not that easy, Kelly. The gold. It’s gone.”

His jaw fell open. “Como?”
“They melted down the gold and hid it.” 

“Melted? Hid? Who did thees?”

“Far as I can figure out, Waterston and Commanger were the head honchos.  They used MacShane to do the melting. He knew what he was doing.  He worked for years in steel mills and tool and die works.  Then I guess Floyd Butler, who’s dead also.”

“Ees dead, too? ” Kelly started to count on his fingers.

“And you know Dad Edwards got killed, don’t you?  Runaway airlift.”

“Airlift?”

“Tore his head in half. My guess would be exhaust gas from the compressor accidentally-on-purpose-fed to that hose but I think they were really after Waterston and got the hoses mixed up.”

“Como?”

“I think Earl was starting to get suspicious about Garcia and Celia’s real reasons for being here.”
“Everybody else dead, why you still alive?,” he looked at me suspiciously.

“I am Mister Kodak to the 9th.  They want pictures of this uprising and asked me to cover this to-do here like Matthew Brady did the Civil War.  But about the tunjos and coins and stuff.  They were melted down but I have no idea what they did with the gold.”

“Waterston did not tell?”

I shook my head. “Not even when Garcia stomped him to death.”   

Kelly whistled through the space between his teeth.

“The Curse of the Gilded Man,” he said softly.

“That’s what Garcia kept saying as he played soccer with Garcia’s cabeza.”

“Do not laugh at our old curses, my friend, they have ears of the ages to hear you - a radar of today to find you.”

The jet’s snappish little whistle now sounded directly overhead.  We both looked out the windshield at the rim of the crater, expecting the aircraft to cross it any moment, three hundred feet directly above us.

“I don’ theenk he can see us under thees trees,” Kelly said, “everytheeng else is gone?”

“Looks pretty much like nobody was ever here except for the cofferdam wall and they might miss that.”

He held up his hand and listened.

“Thees piloto he ees telling Bogota air force field they found the lake and he ees saying no tents, no rafts, no feelters.  They are asking if he ees certain.  They are tol’ to...wait...yes, look closer while they talk to the gringo Senorita again.”

I recognized the small low-winged Colombian Air Force plane as it dropped below the crater rim. It was a Dragonfly; a relatively inexpensive, highly-maneuverable, fast, utility configuration which various South American, European and Asian nations had outfitted as recons, fighters, even light bombers. This one was done up in khaki paint, Colombian Air Force insignia and fuselage-mounted machine-guns. It was banking slowly around the lake and I knew that at least one pair of powerful binoculars was searching out any possible signs of life, either now or recently departed.

“You theenk Annalee, my dove, has the gold?”

“Hard to say.  She was close to Waterston - as you know.  He may have given it to her with plans to meet her later.”

“Annalee was close to me, also.  Many times. But I wouldn’t trust her with my family jewels.”

I roared at his unintentional pun.

He looked puzzled.

 “On second thought,” I said, “I don’t think Waterston trusted her. Remember that crack he made about putting the gold in two hundred pound crates so nobody could get away through the jungle with them, especially Annalee? I’m sure the gold is still here.”

“Maybe you just might know where, my Yanqui fren’?”

“I have an idea.”

“Why don’ I tell the April 9th you know where ees?  They use Indian ways to find out theengs.  Celia Ascunsulo likes you, she pay me, no?”

“ Pay you? Pay you?”  I shouted at him. “Know what she’ll do? She’ll tell you the gold belongs to the April 9th and that you’re lucky she’s letting you live since you collaborated with the treasure stealers and you know what else, Kelly, she’ll tell you she’s liberating your helicopter, too - for the greater glory of the April 9th.”

“No, she would not do that.”

“You sure, Kelly?  I watched her shoot her relative. Dead on without even aiming.”

He held a hand up and bent his head toward the earphones.  He listened for a moment, then straightened up and pointed at the plane.

It was now banking steeply toward the center of the lake.

“The Bogota General he say the Norteamericano Senorita say look for muy grande dam een lake. Ees there, she say look een cave. She even tell them to...,” he stopped and looked betrayed, “look for Kelly Karga.”

The sleek little fighter swooped across the lake surface, skimmed the hillside in a steep pull-up, banked and came back across the lake directly toward our hiding place.  It slowed maybe 100 feet above us, a sun glare reflecting off binocular lenses.  I don’t know how they could miss the bright green fuselage of the helicopter even hidden by the thick canopy of  darker green tree branches over it.

The Dragonfly dove at the lake clearing and skimmed the now desolate stretch.  One wing dipped as the plane passed the brush-covered cave opening.  It reached the end of the clearing and suddenly snapped upwards, missing a sudden stand of trees by ten feet.

The radio tin-eared again.  Kelly repeated the conversation.

“They see the cofferdam.  Water inside ees clearer than the lake.  No see cave. Too many trees and bushes. He say ‘nother object under trees at end of clearing could be helicopter they lookeeng for. Bogota says stay in area.  They sending anti-insurgent units. Motorcycles. Terrain vehicles. Coming from Chia.  Already on way. Uno hora, maybe less, from here.

He pulled the headset down around his neck and looked at me for a long moment.

“Kelly Karga must leave here now to fly another day but I am still owed mucho dinero.  You want to be a payeeng passenger?”

“I’m not going anywhere. I have to stay here and finish the job I’m doing for her,” I held up the Arri.

“You try to feenish the job, the Army feenish you first,” he challenged me.

“But I promised her.”

“You promise her what? You goin’ lose everytheeng for your little man down there?” Kelly pointed at my crotch. “You loco in the cabeza and the cojones.”  

Now I’m as sentimental as the next guy and as romantic as a once-divorced, 1975 New York bachelor can be but what good would I be to anybody if I was dead? Getting killed didn’t seem like the kind of martyrdom that would be appreciated by Celia. In fact, she would consider it downright ungrateful since she had already saved my life more than once. 

But, on the other hand,  I had made a blood oath type of promise to her that I would get the story of her struggle out to the world. 

This far, I had one of the great television journalistic scoops of the twentieth century. This was undoubtedly the most complete on-the-spot reporting job ever done of legendary treasure, lost lakes, treachery and murder amongst the searchers, and to top off the qualifications for broadcasting’s version of a Pulitzer Prize, the birth of a bloody revolution  including the totally unexpected bonus coverage of an exciting new political leader - a woman - who could kill men as easily with a smile as she could with an old surplus AR-15.

Besides, what if the Army got me and my stuff?  The film would undoubtedly be confiscated and used as death trial evidence against me as a spy and Celia and her people as revolutionaries.  Even if the network and the State Department and all the ships at sea helped me survive the dungeons, prison cells, political and physical maulings, torture, even firing squads they traditionally employ against spies and traitors down here - the rescue would only be so the business affairs vultures could finish what the Army here started by hanging me from the airplane beacon on the RCA building for losing more valuable camera gear. 

I had an obligation to the world, I rationalized, to get out with this film. And, of course, to yours truly, as well. This  was a nonstop route to the Cameraman’s Hall of Fame and to magnificent new status in TV specials and documentaries and maybe even my own production company with a three specials deal and screw Bob Deane if he didn’t want to give me that. We’d see how CBS would feel about me now. 

And then, of course, there was the gold. Millions in that bright, glittering stuff and all of it untraceable!

My first reaction was, finders keepers.  Under the circumstances, with just about all of the participants dead, I shrugged. Then an ugly shiver went through me. I thought of Celia down there in that murderous odds-against fire fight. How she needed the gold as ransom for the weapons she never got for the chance she wasn’t getting to pull off a once-in-a-lifetime miracle for the kicked-around little people of her country

I kicked the steel deck plate in front of me, furious with myself that I wasn’t doing more to help. Rationally, I knew that the film could do for Celia’s cause much more than the deaths of a hundred Andy Coopers and Celia Ascunsulos in a people’s uprising like this. But emotionally I wanted to be the U.S. Army First Cavalry, not John Wayne’s pony riders but George Patton’s mechanized equalizers, riding to their rescue with a squadron of tanks. 

“Hey amigo, why you kick my Karga?” Kelly  shook off my boy-hero daydream. 

Life is full of hard decisions. 

But one of them was easy. It was not to leave the gold anyplace where the Army and the government could find and reclaim it. If Celia and her April 9th followers were going to be massacred, I swore to myself there would be no pot of gold at the end of that bloody rainbow for the government troops. I had to get the gold out of there.

 I couldn’t do it myself.

“Kelly, I might, just might,  know where the gold is,” I finally decided on a course. 

I had his immediate attention.

“Don’t you agree it would be a shame for me to die with that secret?  I knew you’d agree. If I’m right, and you help me recover it and get me out of here and back to civilization so I can return to New York, and also pay off what these people owe you, I’ll give you, uh...half?”

 “No.”

“Sixty percent.”

“No.”

“Seventy?”

“No.”

“Eighty?”

“No.”

“Well, what do you want?”

“Just what I am owed. No more. No less.”

“Okay, I promise you’ll get it - when and if I get the gold.”  

He nodded and went to work getting us out of here.  The starter whined and Kelly held up crossed fingers.

The rotors began to lift and whir, flicking the touching tree branches away like an unfaithful husband flicking blonde hairs off a navy blue suit.  Leaves and twigs came showering down, slashed and clipped by the sharp silver blades.  Kelly gave it fuel and stick and pedals and the helicopter bobbled, lifted a little at the tail, bobbled again and then rolled forward, free of the heavy, sucking mud that had closed over its tiny wheels. He taxied out slowly until we were clear of the trees and then gave it power. 

He pulled the old pregnant guppy up, up and over the rim of the crater and then ducked it partway down the other side.  I kept my eyes on the clearing, hoping to catch a glimpse of Celia - alive and still gloriously in command of history in the making.

“Hokay, my friend, where’s the gold?” he inquired.

“Back there,” I jerked a thumb, 

“You make fun weeth Kelly here, I call Army say you hijack me.”

“Honest to whatever multi-national God you believe in Kelly, if I’m right and I’m fairly sure I am, one or more of Waterston’s outfit put it back in the lake in a different form for temporary safekeeping.”

He thought that over.

“How long will this bird stay up?” I interrupted his thoughts.

Kelly consulted his fuel gauge. “Hours, my fren’.”

“Celia’s going to have to pull her people out fast. She couldn’t have missed that spotter plane and has to know the Army is on its way, right?”

“Si..”
“If she doesn’t cut it too close, sometime between when she leaves and the Army arrives, we can go in and get the gold. You heard they were coming from Chia? That’s a lot closer than Bogota right?” I pointed out the windshield.

He nodded and made an okay sign with his curled forefinger and thumb and banked the helicopter off in a different direction.

Within ten minutes of searching, we found the Army response column moving along one of the raw roads slashed upwards against the mountain. There were at least a hundred uniformed troops.  They were moving slowly along in a curving single column, the small mountain goat Jeeps and motorcycles in the front, the heavy six by six trucks chunking up mud shrapnel behind them.  Each truck held a squad of men; two rows of stiff, upright soldiers holding on tight, their guns butt down, barrels skyward. Two big-tired flatbeds at the rear were carrying a dozen chained-down dune buggy-type ATV vehicles, each equipped with a machine gun on a stanchion behind the front seat.

Kelly slowed the chopper and paced the column’s speed.

“They go like that, maybe thirty meenutes, maybe more,  from Orphan,” he decided after checking the airspeed indicator. “Bueno!  Now eef she gone, we have half-hour time to get the gold, yes, my fren’?”

  I nodded and he heeled the Big Green Machine over, headed back to Orphan Lake in a race to get the gold out before we got done in. 

Just as we started to climb, there was a loud wooshing sound. Karga rocked violently.

“Jesus, what was that!” I yelled.

“Ees not an angel of mercy,” Kelly pushed the tiller forward.

 I turned in my seat to check through the cockpit’s high back window.

We had just been buzzed, front to back and the attacker was making a 180 degree bank. 

“It’s that Dragonfly from the lake,” I turned to Kelly, “he’s coming back.”

“Ees probably telling Bogota he found Karga,” Kelly muttered.

“Can we outrun him?”

“Kelly Karga can not out outrun small boy on bicycle.” 

 S-55 helicopters are the mules of the air. They were bred for loads and endurance and distance.  Definitely not for speed.

  The lightweight fighter suddenly appeared off the Karga’s port side and throttled back to keep abreast of the copter.

  Kelly looked over. 

  The Colombian Smiling Jack pointed to his radio headset and then to Kelly who had his off and in his lap.

 Kelly pointed to his head and then shrugged his shoulders, shaking his head, no.

The Dragonfly driver then pointed down, pointed to Kelly, repeated the down motion, then motioned Kelly to go ahead of him like a motorcycle cop picking up a red light runner.

“He wan’ us to land. Then they send soldatos to get us. Probably want information, no keel us now, maybe tomorrow.” He was looking down frantically, searching for something.

“And if we don’t?”

“He got speed, maneuverability, beeg guns, legal orders to shoot us down on his side.”

“And we..”

“Have Kelly treeks.”

Oh, great.

He nodded at the mustached Hero Flier, revved up the rotors and pulled ahead of the Dragonfly which made sure he was in the dictated position then climbed up and behind.

Kelly watched the Dragonfly’s maneuver and said, “Bueno!, ees’ good for us!”

He continued searching the sides and tops of these lower mountains, his dark eyes sweeping in every topographical detail as we flew over or through them.

“There! I will perform one of my famous Kelly treeks there.” 

The bottom suddenly fell out of the copter. Kelly had cut speed, maneuvered the tiller forward and was pumping away on the pedals as though he was playing a pipe organ for a berserk revival meeting. 

The Big Green Machine twisted, warped, half-rotated and plummeted straight down, partially rotated again, seemingly out of control. Kelly’s grim smile assured me that it and he were not.

We had dropped into a small closed-in canyon, the walls sheering upwards about twenty or so feet distant from the still-dropping copter.

When we had fallen a good two hundred feet inside the canyon, Kelly suddenly went to full hovering position.

We sat still, absolutely still, the rotors holding us up like a jacket on a closet hook.

Kelly pointed up.

The Dragonfly appeared over one rim of the canyon then disappeared over the opposite rim, one-two-three seconds later.

It took another eight to ten seconds for it to bank and return for another pass over our enclosed shelter.

There was no way the pilot could bring a conventional aircraft down into this tiny canyon and have enough maneuvering room to ever get out again.

On the fifth fly-over, the little fighter slanted into a shallow dive, evidently he was going to try strafing us with the Dragonfly’s fuselage machine guns.

The idea was okay but the Colombian flyboy couldn’t get a good target angle without actually flying into this one-way canyon death trap. He took the only safe angle he could manage and his gun bursts slanted past us, cutting small explosions of white stone chips and dust off the walls. They  boiled sideways in the canyon air and then bounced and skipped downward. 

The Dragonfly appeared over the rim again, slowed, waggled its wings twice, then climbed and headed off in what Kelly told me later was the direction for Bogota.

“He salute the master trickster,” Kelly smiled.

“The wing thing?”

“Si, Ees piloto’s salute to winner.”

“Then it’s over?”

“Momentito. Maybe they send back propeller planes, not go so fast, can hunt down Kelly Karga.”

“Not a trap? He’s not just sitting up there waiting for us to stick our head up?”

“We find out, eh?”

He brought the chopper out of the canyon rim slowly, carefully, wheeling it on its axis, searching the skies around.

No Dragonfly.

“How you like?” he sought appreciation.

“An update on making the rabbit disappear,” I smiled.

He thought that over for a moment. “Ees good example. I use, hokay?”

“Hokay, but right now...” I brought him back to our main purpose, pointing toward where I thought Orphan Lake was.

“We lose mucho time with thees guy. I hope we not too late?” Kelly questioned, dipping the flying flounder’s nose and gunning the rotors. 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Even over the slap-flap-slap-flap of the rotors, we could hear the gunfight down in the bowl.

The April 9th hadn’t moved fast enough.  The faster-moving part of the Army column had caught them still at the Lake site.  Jeeps and six by sixes were being lined up in a semi-circle, the open ends pointing toward the rebels.  Soldiers were taking shelter behind the vehicles.  Some were crouched behind the gigantic wheels of the trucks.  Some were firing and ducking behind the massive steel hoods.  Others were lying in the mud under the Jeeps, snapping away with their rifles.

My heart looked for Celia. My eyes couldn’t find her.

Her troops, and I couldn’t help but think of them that way, were barely holding out in three places.  Part of the Army group was firing into the cave.  Another group was shooting directly into the trees at the far end of the clearing where the tents had stood and another group of April 9th was making a stand by the lake, close to where we were headed.  

There were several soldiers sprawled unmoving in the mud.  A very still huddle of three red ruanas was piled up halfway between the cave and the trees.  Several of the April 9th had evidently tried to run and been caught by the Army fire.  One of the Army Jeeps was burning, the charred body of the driver still sitting upright behind the wheel.

Kelly was listening to the radio, his head tucked into the headset.

“Someone down there ees telling Bogota about Kelly Karga,” he yelled, “Bogota say they send military planes to escort us back...” he pointed to the headset. “I get caught, I not get my money.  You get caught, I not get my money.”

“How long do we have?  How much time?”

He shrugged.

I looked around, watched the fire fight on the ground for a moment, and then had a thought.

“This thing has a winch, doesn’t it?  A winch and a long cable?”

“Si. Rear hatch.  Ees one hundred-fifty feet long.”

“And how much weight can it pick up?”

“Can pick up over a ton.  Maybe three thousand pounds.”

I looked down again.  The fight was going even worse for the Movement.  The Army troops were cleaning out the cave now and running toward the jungle at the end, firing as they went.  More bodies littered the ground.  Only a few wounded soldiers stood around the row of trucks and Jeeps now.  The remainder were off firing at the red ruanas that were slipping into the jungle.  The group near the lake was holding its own.

I held my breath, praying not to see a familiar figure, a victim of the carnage below.

“Get down low and slow,” I ordered Kelly.  I indicated the middle of the lake, a good distance from the main fighting but still too close for comfort.

“What you want me to do?”

“I want you to hover and let me jump off into the lake with the cable.  I’ll hook up the gold and bring it up.”

He signaled thumbs up. “We can do that,” he said.

“And listen, I don’t make it back up, you give Celia this film and tell her I said she should sell it to my network and give you the money you’re owed.”

“An’ if she no make eet?”

“With the film and what we’re going to catch on that cable fishing line of yours, you’ll be a rich man, my amigo, a rich man. But in another country with no extradition.” 

Given a choice, no sane person wants to jump into an ice cold mountain lake without any kind of insulated suit or some form of underwater breathing equipment. But no one, especially my bosses, has ever accused me of blatant sanity. There really was no other choice. Not unless I wanted to leave the gold here where I was pretty sure the Army would seine for and find it as soon as they had wiped out the junta.

A few minutes later, Kelly had the Big Green Machine hovering six feet above the dark waters of the lake. I was strapped into a chest contraption he called the “horse collar”. It was like a padded parachute harness. 

“You taking that camera, why?” Kelly pointed to the Arri, loaded with fresh film and harnessed around my neck.

“Miss all this great blood, guts and gold footage, you loco in de cabeza, pal?”

Kelly shook his head, despairingly at me.

Jumping out of the rear hatch.  I nearly crapped my pants from fright. The tornado from the rotors was frothing up the water below and started to whip me away from the target area.

Hero retriever.  Who was I kidding?

I panned the camera for landmarks on the way down, praying that I had picked the right spot. I had tried to line the helicopter up with the landmarks I had picked out earlier but the view from overhead was different than the one from the clearing. As I broke the surface I heard some yelling and turned to shoot whatever it was but suddenly something increasingly dark began obscuring the finder.

It was the lake and the weight of the cold steel cable and harness was carrying me down into it.  I abandoned any attempt to capture the mayhem on film for the moment and managed to take in a deep breath of air just before the shock of cold water hit my chest and then my throat and head.  I was suddenly under water, wondering if I had judged wrong.  This part of the lake should be only eight or ten feet deep, yet I continued going down.  I began to release small air bubbles to relieve some of the pressure in my chest and opened my eyes.

It was darker than when they were closed, like trying to see through a brown bottle in a dark room.  I could make out a muddy brownish haze that was lighter on top and then shaded to black at the bottom of my vision.  There were no shapes.  I knew there were bushes, canes, other growth all around but I couldn’t see them.  I suddenly stopped and realized I had reached the bottom.  I held onto the cable with one hand and reached out in a swinging semi-circle with the other.  All I felt was freezing, numbing water.  My head started to get light.  I remembered Commanger’s terrifying predictions of quick death for the unprotected body in these icy waters.

I grabbed the cable with one hand and pulled hard upwards.  I managed to get my other hand over that and repeated it.

I burst the surface and shook the water out of my eyes.  I heard a shouting and turned.

There were four soldiers, backs to me, shooting at something or someone I couldn’t see.  I swallowed a hurried chestful of air and pulled myself back down the cable. 

This time when I touched bottom, I started to walk.  Three paces one way, three paces another, reaching out for a large, hard object.  Each step forward was like pulling my feet out of quicksand.  Not only did the soft bottom suck me in but the weight of the water pushed down continuously, forcing my weight further and further into the silt.

I stretched out my arms blindly searching, reaching, trying desperately to find the object I was looking for.

Out of air again.

I went hand over hand up the cable again but at the top I kicked off to the left before coming clear of the water.

It was a good thing I did.  Three of the soldiers were now standing with their guns aimed at the sky.  They were trying to shoot holes in the Big Green Machine and knock it down.  

The fourth soldier was still firing off to the left where I had surfaced before.

I reeled off six seconds of the action with the Arri, then grabbed a chestful of air and headed for the bottom again, trailing the cable. I pushed off in a new direction when I reached the bottom.  This time, I walked three paces in one direction, stopped, turned right, walked three paces, turned, and... smacked right into it.

I reached out and touched.  I bent down and felt.  I ran my hands over different parts.  I pulled more cable down, hoping that Kelly hadn’t run out the string while he was climbing away from the rifle fire.  There was enough. I ran it through one part and then another and then brought the C hook up and snapped it over the cable, screwed in the pin. I then climbed aboard and straddled it. 

My lungs were bursting.  My throat was on fire.  My head pounded.  I had to have air.  I didn’t care right then whether there were four riflemen or a battalion of cannons up there to greet me.  I had to breathe and reached to yank the cable.

Before I could signal, the cable began pulling up through the water. Telepathy from Kelly? No, a more practical reason. He was probably trying to get above the range of the rifles and may have lost track of his altitude, paying attention only to getting away from the gunfire that could down the aircraft.  The cable was probably played out now and when he went up, the cable and its load came up, too.

But, the timing couldn’t have been better.

Fortunately, Kelly was looking down just at the moment I came out of the water; me and the treasure.  He also caught sight of one of the soldiers now aiming at me and was trying to winch me rapidly out of danger.  Not rapidly enough.  The combined weight of me plus the massive load now over-burdened with gallons of water inside its shell, was burning the clutch on his cable winch.  To try to save it and me and the treasure, Kelly told me later, he had to slow it down.

My prize and I were twirling slowly at the cable end.  As we rotated toward the lake shore, there was a loud ping and nettles of steel and dried paint flew off the huge metal mechanism I was holding onto and into my face.  Another shot zinged by my right shoulder and another whapped by my ear, but then the cable rotation slowly turned me away from the soldiers  firing at me.

I started yanking frantically on the cable for Kelly to get me the hell out of here and up there.  It was useless. It was winching in as fast it could go. 

My entire body was getting numb.  The icy water was actually starting to freeze on my clothes from the whirlwind coming down from the rotors.  I was chattering and shivering and my blue-tipped fingers were beginning to lose their hold on the cable.  I felt myself slipping and looked grimly at the choice of falling back into the lake and drowning a frozen death or becoming a can’t-miss target for the soldiers the next time we whirled around.

I decided a bullet was faster and less painful.  I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t see it coming as the cable slowly spun me into perfect bullseye position again.

I heard shots; three, five, ten, maybe more. I prayed for a killing shot to finish me off cleanly. Suddenly my chest felt like it had been hit by a baseball bat.

The shock jerked my eyes open and I was croaking air into my aching lungs even before I realised that for some reason they were still working fine.

Two of the Army soldiers were down, the other two running for the safety of the big protective six by sixes.  Nearby, on the ground there were also three more bodies, all in red ruanas, all had obviously been killed in a fire fight trying to save me.  I was slowly twirled away from the sight again.

I pulled the Arri up to my face to get this bonus-earning, five o’clock news exclusive footage. The viewer was working fine, the rest of the Arri was not. A good third of it was shattered, the entire film feeding system was gone, flapping 16 millimeter stock was unreeling and flapping out of the ruptured side of the magazine. That hit in the chest. Evidently the heavy housing of the Arriflex had taken one of the bullets fired at me, had saved my life. 

My first thought was to save the pieces for the expense account department at the network but not being sure I’d ever see them again, I unsnapped the harness and let the fragged Arri drop, looking down afterwards to bid it a fond farewell. 

I’ve always believed in miracles, especially mini ones.

Wading out from the shore towards where the Arri was bubbling its last, there was a person yelling and waving at me.

“Andy, Andrew Cooper, you come back here, this minute!” I heard a faint voice yelling.

Spiraling slowly back around again, I was sure I had finally been hit by a high-powered bullet.  My heart started to jackhammer, I became dizzy, began to shake uncontrollably.

It was Celia.

She was standing knee-deep in the lake, reaching for me.  A huge blot of bright red was soaking the left side of her darker red ruana.  Her normal meerschaum coloring was now a doughy white and she was unsteady, weaving side to side.

I looked up. Fortunately,  Kelly was looking down. I pointed first to the treasure, then to me and then to Celia and then pointed up.

I didn’t wait for an answer, jumped off the machine, swam and then waded desperately through the shallower water over to Celia and held out my arms.  She fell into them, sobbing. 

Kelly stopped the winching in, began lowering the load back toward the surface. 

“My compadres...so many guns...so many soldiers...” her eyes rolled back, her nose flared, her chest heaved for air.  I had to do something before she went into shock.

“You’re coming with me,” I said.

“No, I can not leave my people. They...”

I didn’t have time to argue with her. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see six, maybe seven, soldiers running this way.

Using a lifeguard’s cross-chest hold I had learned shooting a Newport Beach surfing special, I held her wounded shoulder and paddled backstroke with the other arm to reach the cable.  She stared at the massive machine strung on the end of it, the bright yellow mid-sized compressor, rubber tires and all, then looked at me.

“The treasure of El Dorado,” I said, gently sliding her onto the stamped steel hood and clambering up after her.

Weak as she was, she began to ask questions.  I put my finger on her lips.  “Save your strength...hold on to the cable right now,” I said.  “I’ll tell you later.”

Kelly scooted the Karga out toward the middle of the lake and began winching us in again.  Celia looked down terrified.  I cradled her head in my shoulder.  The closer the cable came to the helicopter the more downdraft threatened to blow us off.  I had the momentary thought that we could end up being the new Gilded Man and Princess of the Lake, another part of the Curse of the treasure of El Dorado, down in Orphan Lake, the true El Dorado.  

The Big Green Machine had now reached the far side of the lake, a good quarter-mile from the gunfire.  It was slow cold, treacherous going and I was terrified that we weren’t going to make it.  Several times I thought I was going to drop Celia or fall off myself or both, my fingers almost totally numb from the cold. Somehow I managed to hold on, to keep both of us from plunging down  hundreds of feet to a certain death from the fall into the concrete-hard water or from the deadly fire from the soldiers still pinging away at us as we were being slowly winched toward the sky.

Finally, the rotor downdraft banged us against the fuselage and the cable stopped yanking.  With what feeling I had remaining in my hands, I half-lifted, half-pushed Celia toward the hatchway.  Kelly was standing there and he grabbed her outstretched arms and pulled her aboard. Then with surprising strength for a little man he hauled me in next to her, flat on the cold steel deck, both of us dripping icy water.

Kelly then spun the cable out a few feet to lower the compressor away from the fuselage.  He locked it off just below, loose enough to not bang the fuselage but close enough not to swing up and hit the boom and its rotor.

“Make sure you’ve got that thing good and tight,” I yelled at him over the rotor noise.

“Gold een that theeng?” he questioned back, suspiciously.

“I think so,” I hedged.

He didn’t look convinced.

“I thank you anyway amigo for bringing me the Ascunsulo woman.  Now she pay me what she owe and Kelly pay off the officios to forget they want me when I go back.”  He gave me the thumbs up and headed for the cockpit to disengage the auto pilot he had turned on to help cable us in.

Celia was a sodden half-conscious heap on the deck, her body still shivering convulsively from the cold.

“She’s not going to be able to pay anybody anything if she dies,” I shouted after him.

“You better keep her alive until she pay me, my fren’,” Kelly shot back, climbing up into the cockpit over the cargo area.

There were two survival-orange flight suits and beat up B-2 jackets hanging on a bulkhead hydraulic fitting.  A badly-dinged white box with a faded red cross on the cover was hanging underneath them just above a pile of dirty gray quilted moving pads.

I squatted down by Celia who was now shivering uncontrollably.  I lifted her enough to peel off rapidly-stiffening soaked boots, socks, khakis.  She didn’t even protest when I slid off her sodden pink lace-edged panties, an item of attire ordinarily not in character for a hard, tough revolution jefe but this woman was turning out to possess an unlimited supply of surprises, like a lifetime supply of Crackerjack boxes.  I tugged one of the quilted cargo pads under her, wrapped another around her.

I wanted to look at her bloody shoulder but I was still shivering so hard myself that I had to get dry and warm before I could be of any help to her.

I stripped down totally, slipped into the other flight suit.  It wasn’t particularly warm but it was dry.  There were some clean engine rags stacked in the corner and I did my best to dry my hair and then knelt down to dry hers.

Her eyes were now open.  

“You have a very handsome body,” she commented with no emotion.

“You like it, it’s yours.”

No response.  Nada.
Her shivering slowed a bit.

“I would like to look at your shoulder.”

“Are you also a doctor, Mister Cooper?”  Colder than the lake.

“I shot a couple of first aid videos for the paramedics and a training film for ICU nurses.  I might remember what to do ...” I offered.

She didn’t say no.

I started to gently peel the blood-soaked ruana over her head but the wool had dried leaving a rough fabric scab that had stopped the bleeding.  I couldn’t tell where it had been coming from, where the wound was located.

Cradling her head and shoulders with my arm, I lifted gently to look at her back.  The skin ringing the half-inch hole - thank God they had been using the smaller NATO ammo - was ripped outward, torn muscle and white bone showing, but surprisingly little blood here where the bullet had exited.

I pulled a large wad of gauze from the first aid kit and stuffed it between the exit hole and the deck, then pulled the ruana back down over it, then threw one of the leather jackets over that.

I folded the other one and laid her head gently back on it., then wrapped her up again in one of the quilted cargo pads.

“Not too bad,” I said to her, “they get dozens of these in emergency rooms every Saturday night.”

“I am not reassured.  Please be more specific?” she asked. 

“Okay, it’s a gunshot wound.  I can’t tell exactly but it looks like it went in obliquely through your left pectoral, and slid along your ribs and came out through your left rear back.”

“Anything vital that you can see?”

“You might need,” how to say this, “a new.....a new....nipple,” I stammered out.

“Nipple?  A breast nipple?”

“Got any other kind? Might need it if you ever have twins.”

She didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at my comment.

“Here, take these, they’ll help,” I handed her three aspirin  from a Bayer bottle in the kit.

She chewed them, making a sour face, then said, “ I will live then? But I want to die.  It is my duty to be with my murdered companeros.  I failed them.  I should die with them.”

“Well, you’re not going to die from this wound even though you’ve lost a lot of blood,” I guessed from my limited second hand medical knowledge.

“As far as dying because your followers did, what would that accomplish?  Another forgotten corpse?  How about helping those still counting on you by going on television, on talk shows, on news specials, even be a guest at the United Nations to tell the world what’s really going on back here?  Think what that kind of international pressure and political clout could do to get things sorted out and get some justice for your people.”

She thought about it.

 “But how would I do that?” she asked.

“Step right this way to my casting couch,” I smiled.

“Casting couch?” she frowned.

Suddenly, she was all out of fight.  Her eyes closed.  She was asleep.  I took her pulse.  Ninety.  A little high but okay.

I went back up to the cockpit.

“I am famous and so are us, “Kelly greeted me.  “We are all over the radio.  Thees General in Bogota he tell everyone to look for Kelly Karga.  He say we an enemy of the goviment and are rebel terrorists behind the April 9th and have killed a fine goviment official and stolen the treasures of the Gilded Man at El Dorado.”

“All bullshit.  Anything else?”

“They sending beeg time fighter airplanes to shoot us down. Not toys like other one.”

“Oh.”

“I play Condor and Hawk weeth them here in the mountains,” he said grimly, “but can not go fast or maneuver with thees load,” he pointed backward toward the dangling compressor.

“Our money or our lives?”

“Looks that way, amigo.”

“What if we stashed it?”

“Stashed?”

“Hid it and came back for it later.”

“Hid it, where?”

“How far are we from Guatavita?”

“Cinco kilometers, maybe less.”

“Kelly, where is the last place anybody would look for the treasure now?  Annalee’s in Bogota convincing everybody that we found the real treasure at Orphan so that’s where any gold hunting will concentrate now.  And, there’s enough loot left there so they’ll stay satisfied and not go poking around Guatavita any longer.”

It made sense.  We couldn’t land at any major airport with the compressor. There was obviously an Army all points bulletin out for Kelly Karga, Kelly, me, Celia and the compressor. If we dumped it in the jungle someplace, the vines and plants and underbrush and trees would soon overgrow it and hide the gold from us forever.  

If we dropped it any place near civilization, sooner or later, some nosy citizen would come poking around and discover the secret.  A construction job is the ideal place to hide a compressor but efficient workmen or crew bosses would soon send a non-functioning piece of machinery out for repair and some greasy wrench jockey somewhere would suddenly discover big money in engine repair - just the way his trade school had promised.  
The only place it would be safe would be back on the lake bottom.  But not any lake bottom.  It had to be a lake bottom that wouldn’t be disturbed until we could come back and reclaim the gold.

“Are you sure ees the gold?”

I went back to my pile of sodden clothes and fished around in the punctured fabric of the jacket.  I came back and sat down and held my hand open.  Two slivers of dull gold metal shone in the dim light of the cockpit.

“These are splinters from when they were shooting at me.  They hit the manifold exhaust pipe and generator housing.  It looks like every accessory on that engine was taken off, sand and wax core molded, and recast in the melted down gold, spray painted that industrial color and remounted.”

“A gold exhaust?  Gold generator?” Kelly said, striking his head with the heel of his hand.

“But that only explains part of it.  Waterston said there was two and a half or three million dollars worth of gold that we had dug up, not counting its museum value...just its gold value.  Check my figures while I talk.  Okay, Kelly, let’s say gold is worth a hundred and fifty dollars an ounce now.  At sixteen ounces to the pound that’s twenty four hundred dollars a pound.  How many pounds do you need for - let’s say - two and a half million dollars.  Over a thousand pounds, Kelly, over a thousand pounds of gold.  Where do you hide a thousand pounds of gold on a compressor?  One of my guesses is that either the entire block of the engine has been recast in solid gold or the six cylinders of that engine plus all of the passages and ports and radiator tank and fluid reservoirs and sumps are filled, wall to wall, with the gold of the Gilded Man.”

“How did you know?”

“I didn’t.  In fact I was certain they were putting it back in the lake in another location so they could come and fish it out later.  First, I thought Waterston and Commanger and Celia Ascunsulo were in it together and that their diving group would first find the treasure then re-hide it.  Then, I began to think that those of us not in on it would be killed so we couldn’t tell.  The treasure would be re-hidden in the lake and the expedition would report having no luck finding the treasure.  Celia’s Indians could excavate the treasure later and somehow, Waterston and his crew would get their share from them.”

“Guatavita,” said Kelly pointing downward.

It looked exactly like Orphan Lake.  Same round bowl.  Same height walls.  Same dense jungle around it.  There were two differences.  Orphan Lake had that long, open clearing where we had set up camp.  Guatavita had that deep V cut in the rim where the Spanish explorers tried to drain the lake.  One was a volcanic lake.  The other was meteor-formed.  Otherwise, they were identical sister lakes.

“We are some lucky bastards, we have the gold,” grinned Kelly.

“We are some lucky bastards just to be alive,” I answered.  “There were two hard groups playing here and nobody cared if an innocent bystander like me - or a chopper driver like you - got killed. It was every double-crosser for himself,” I said.

“Or herself,” Kelly added.

Low blow.

“It started out with somebody...Reek probably...who was supposed to be loyal to Waterston but who was actually one of Garcia’s people causing the Jeep accident.  I found a piece of metal  wedged in the air valve of the right front tire...deliberately put in there at the time we stopped and picked up Reek and His-cousin.  It was supposed to kill Waterston and Commanger and leave the dive crew minus people so Garcia could put his own divers in.  Unfortunately for him, the crash only damaged the Commander and didn’t hurt Waterston at all.  The big damage was my camera gear, totaled.”

“Go down?” he pointed into the bowl of Guatavita.

I nodded.

“The trock?” he asked. “Who did that?”

“Our friend Garcia again.  He needed that diving gear to recover the treasure if it was hidden in the lake again.”

“Garcia an April 9th?  Ees hard to believe, no?  A fine man from the university, a teacher, an official of the government.”

“He wasn’t an April 9th at all. Turned out he was a double agent.  He pretended to be a rebel but was pro-government.  I checked some old news items from the days of the Bogotoza riots and found some interesting material.  Part of Doctor Garcia’s family had been highly active rebels, part had been government loyalists.  I guess he was raised straddling a dangerous line and trying to please everyone.

“Celia knew the rebel part of his background, of course, because they were related and it was her part of the family that were the insurgents.  I did some checking on her too when you took me to Bogota to get the camera gear.  Our Miss Ascunsulo has been giving the establishment the finger for a long time.”

“How so?”

“Campus demonstrations, ‘Up the rebels!’ articles in underground papers, flag-burning, the usual revolutionary puppy rap sheet.  My guess is that when she started putting together the April 9th Movement, she needed someone with heavy contacts to help recruit, raise money, and get inside certain circles and she tried to recruit him.  I’ll bet that Garcia saw a chance here to become a double agent, pretending to be the secret important backer of the 9th but reporting everything that was going on to the officials.”

“Then the goviment knew everything?”

“They were probably even behind his plan for the expedition.  Sucker a has-been salvage company to come in for half which they would never get.  Get Garcia to isolate the members of the April 9th in one place. Make weapons so difficult to get they could ambush them before they were armed and really ready for a successful uprising.”

“So, the rat set a trap for them all,” Kelly was back to the main plot.

“To wipe out Waterston’s group and the April 9th and as a bonus to get his treasures dug up for the museum all absolutely free,” I added.

“What a public-spirited citizen.  Maybe they give heem a medal.”

“Right up his posthumous,” I suggested.

We were now directly over Guatavita, the sound of the Big Green Machine’s rotors slapping hard against the timberline trees.

“How about there, directly in line with the V cut, but back in the shallow end,” I directed Kelly.

“Once again we think alike, my fren’.”

He tilted Kelly Karga down and whirred his way to about six feet above the still lake water.  There, he poised the machine motionless near the shore, the downdraft whipping up a small chop.

I went down into the cargo hold. Celia was still out, tucked deep into the leather jacket and quilted cargo pad I had thrown around her. 

 I hand-winched the compressor up even with the deck. Steadying it against the fuselage with one hand, I undid the C bolt with the other and unwrapped the cable from its hold on the axles but kept it still wrapped one loop through the frame. That done, I knocked on the fuselage wall. Kelly tilted the pregnant guppy’s nose up a bit and the cable twanged loose, the compressor fell free.  I watched the chunky wind machine make a graceful half turn before plunging into the lake.

I turned and spotted an unusual rock formation behind me, made a quarter-turn and lined up a towering old tree which had been split and burned by lightning.

I was sure that up in the cockpit, Kelly was looking intently at his compass.

Both of us had our own ways of remembering exactly where the compressor was located in that enormous lake.

Who would get back here first?

When I clambered back up into my seat, Kelly was looking depressed.

“We’ll come back for it,” I slapped him on the shoulder, “With your half you can retire from being a mechanized pack mule,” I tried to get him lightened up.

He sank even lower in his seat, as the copter tilted, lifted.

“You must remember amigo, this ees cursed gold,” he rebuked me.  “This gold kills.  Is blood gold.  It killed my ancestors and the Spanish and the Portuguese and the Germans and now the Curse of the Gilded Man has fallen on many new ones, eh?  Waterston, Garcia, Commanger, MacShane, Butler, Edwards, the whole Reek family, the April 9th followers, the Army soldiers. I have even lost my big, wonderful Annalee who has abandoned me to save her ass which is quite large but a very nice one.”

He looked wistful, then laughed.  I joined in.

“Cooper, I do not want the gold.  I only desire the money I am owed, Si?  You, my amigo, can live with the Curse of the Gilded Man.  I will settle for Yanqui dollars, cash.”  He smiled.  “I may be a Kelly but I don’ believe my Irish luck is stronger than the Gilded Man’s Curse.”

Kelly suddenly began listening intently to his earphones and started looked concerned. 

Evidently, right now we had a more important problem than recovering the gold. It was what to do about the Colombian Army fighter planes on their way to bag a big, green sitting duck.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“We have to get our asses out of here, pronto?” I asked Kelly. I was always expert with the obvious. 

Kelly looked at me. “We are good as dead in this country an’ I theenk for most of South America which would return us if the Army requests so - and they will if they do not shoot us down first.”

“What’s the closest way out?”

Kelly pointed to a wrinkled map of Central America and the northern part of South America which was duct-taped to the ceiling.  He pointed northwest to the border between Panama and Colombia. About 300 miles.  In a Dragonfly, maybe an hour and a half. In Kelly Karga, flat out, three hours. 


I glanced at the fuel gauge.  Half full not half empty.  Good.  I was still looking at things optimistically.

“Lord, I know you want us out of here safely, because you gave us rotors,” I mock prayed and smirked over at Kelly.  “Then head there,” I urged.

“Already 20 kilometers ahead of you,” he zinged back.

He tweaked up the rotor speed and pulled back on the pitch lever and the tiller.  The Green Machine leaped upward like a Marine World Dolphin at show time.  As Karga jumped, ice picks of pain stabbed through my upper arm and shoulder where I had held the death grip on the sling.  I felt giddy and closed my eyes until the cold sweats passed.  Kelly banked and the large-bodied chopper leaned tidily into it, following the Guatavita shoreline, headed northwest as this unlikely plumaged bird flies. 

I went back down to look in on Celia.  She hadn’t moved. I bent down to check if she was still breathing. A gentle, ladylike little snore. I smiled.  

“Seems to me,” I offered when I got back to my seat,  “Panama is the perfect place for me, a Norteamericano television cameraman being pursued by the evil foreign forces of greed and vengeance.”

“Ees good for you, Si,” Kelly looked at our designated destination on the map, “but maybe not for gypsy cargo chauffeurs with no papers.”

“What’s the worst that can happen?”

“The worst.  I get arrested.  They bring me back here.”

“And...?”

“I am one dead Kelly.”

I had an idea.  I always do.  Mostly they’re bad.  This one seemed pretty good for a change.

I pointed at the radio. “Let’s make reservations.”

“Local call?” he grinned. 

“Loco,” I gunned a rude gesture back at him.

I put on the second seat headset and he punched up the radio. 

“This is Kelly Karga helicopter S-55 calling Panama City,” I said, imitating pilot talk from movies.  I looked over to see Kelly’s reaction.  He had his eyes rolled up and he wasn’t looking at the clouds.

I repeated the call twice more before getting a tinny response. 

“This is Panama City.  Identify your aircraft, location, altitude, air speed and destination.”

“I am a United States citizen, repeat, United States citizen, name is Andrew Cooper, 

C-o-o-p-e-r.  I am in an S-55 helicopter, heading 33 degrees northwest, estimated 300 miles from the Colombia-Panama border.  Altitude, three thousand, airspeed,” I looked at the indicator, “seventy-five knots.”

“We’ve been waiting for you, pal.  No go.  This field’s closed to terrorists.”

“Terrorists?  Who says I’m a terrorist?  Just because I have commandeered this aircraft and two native Colombians, the pilot and a female civilian, does that make me a terrorist?”

Kelly stared at me and shook his fingers as though getting rid of hot water.

“Well, you better turn back, pal. There’s no room at the inn for you here. We got an official heads up from the Colombian Air Force to watch for you and request to deny you landing permission.”

“Listen Mac or whatever your name is, I’m not a terrorist.  I’m an American sports television  cameraman working for the news department of WBS, yeah, the North American television network and I’m demanding emergency press privileges to land at your field.  You can call Bob Deane at the network and he’ll vouch for me.”

“American, huh? They all say that. What kinda American?”

“A Noo Yawk, yo there,  American, that kind.”

“You said you do sports, huh? Okay tell me this, who’s the Snake?”

“The Snake?  You mean other than my boss at the network? Christ, what kind of a question is that?”

“Hey you’re the sports guy, you should know.”

“Snake?  Snake?  Sports? You mean Kenny Stabler, quarterback the Oakland Raiders?”

“I’ll get right on your authentication.  Standby.”  He went dead.

“What’re you thinkeeng...?” Kelly asked when I lifted the phone from my left ear.

“Tell you when I’ve thunk it,” I answered.

First, I took inventory of where I was and not just geographically.  

Except for the four magazines of what should be the television news coverage of the decade, I had lost another twenty thousand or so dollars worth of network camera gear in what I had left behind and what was now destroyed.  Kelly had told me not to take the camera down into the lake, but I hadn’t listened.  Just as well I hadn’t in one way, but no television network in the business to make a profit is going to indulge a cameraman who goes about discarding professional camera equipment the way Sunday shooters throw away film boxes.

My best chance at covering my ass and their assets was inside those exposed film cans.  If the network news pulled down about a million rating showing these breaking news clips about a stillborn revolution and its glorious, glamorous leader and the magazine shows put together specials, that would make counter programming on the other networks look like The Farm and Egg Report and if all this footage got Deane and the network two six packs of Emmys and a Peabody, then I was home free.

If not, I was going to be just free.

Of course, being free wouldn’t be all that bad if and when I could find my way back to the compressor.  Maybe when things cooled down, I could get back into Colombia by pretending to be a dumb Yanqui tourist on his way to the Llanos desert camping grounds with the compressor disguised as a tent trailer or maybe I could come in here fast and low in a fast chopper unlike Kelly’s but with him and get the compressor and get back out to sea before anyone caught on.  Maybe I could even come back here on a honeymoon.

Lots of maybes.

Only one certainty.  It takes money to make money.  To come sashaying back into Colombia for the compressor was going to take investment capital of which I had a long history of shortage, say forever.

Then I remembered the bottle cap emerald, the rough dirty green stone in my pocket.  If the prices at the hotel jewelry store and the valuations at the museum were any indication, this rock could be worth, easy, seventy-five, maybe a hundred thousand pieces of green paper, even uncut, unpolished and unset.

My problem right now was no longer getting it out of a country but getting it into one.  I was fairly sure that we were on one of the great dope flyways between South America and your neighborhood pusher.  Regardless of where we squatted Kelly Karga, pockets, linings, compartments, nooks, crannies, and all possible hiding spaces, animal vegetable and mineral would be minutely examined by customs humans and canines looking for narcotics, but hey look here!, getting a big raise for finding a contraband emerald as big as a 55 mm. lens.

It was too big to swallow (besides they had those enema things now) and too small to disguise as a fuselage warning light.  All I had were the cans of film.  How about inside one?  Sure, I could carve out a hole in the middle of a roll, put the emerald in it, tape it back up again.  If they wanted to open the can, I’d scream and carry on about exposing film and press privilege and blackmail them with the wrath of television news people all over the country if they tampered with official news film.

But to destroy any of my footage was to destroy my convictions about what photography can do to help the world see all its bullshit in a no-bullshit way.

Still, there was definitely a non-altruistic part of me which was urging me to forego 25% of my principles as a tithing to the Gods of Guatavita.  The bottle cap emerald could help me put together a compressor recovery plan that could make my golden years 24 carat indeed.

  Mine and Celia’s together

CHAPTER NINETEEN

Kelly interrupted the Midas and marriage madness with a hard punch to my bad shoulder, “Why don’ you offer your seat to my financial and your personal investment?” he pointed back to the doorway.

Christ!  Here I was daydreaming about marrying Celia and living happily ever after and she was standing there just behind us.

I twisted out of the seat and moved her toward it.

She was now fully dressed in the flight suit, one of the cargo pads clutched around her shoulders.  She still looked pretty weak but there was a bit of dusky color starting to tinge her cheekbones.



“Here, sit.  Why didn’t you yell?  How are you feeling?  Should you be up?  What can I get you?  Do for you?” all came pouring out of me as penance for having not been there when she awakened.

“I suppose the civilized procedure would be to thank you but I am not feeling particularly civilized right now. I can’t decide whether to rape or pillage your body for rescuing me against my will.  The techniques for these procedures vary considerably but the end result is the same.”

Kelly snickered.

“Let me try to explain...”

She held up her hand. “Of course either option would be later when my body is healed but I have one question now.  This is Kelly Karga, I know, but what is happening and where are we going, I don’t know.”

“Look Celia, the way things are, Kelly and I had to get out of the country, out of Colombia and when I saw you again with the Army trying to kill you, I couldn’t leave you there a second time.”

“Yes, but against my will, you took me from my mission, my compadres.”

“You couldn’t help them.  You were outgunned in manpower and firepower and, I’m sorry to tell you but from up here we could see there was nobody left of your Movement, nobody left fighting.  All dead or dying or running away so they wouldn’t get suddenly dead.  Celia, you’re enemy of the state number one right now and you’re probably going to stay that way for a long time.”

Her eyes widened.

“I’d like to take you home, back to the States.  With what’s happened, I’m pretty sure we can arrange political asylum for you.  Hell, I even see a book, a movie, guest speaker at the United Nations. Nobody could have won against the odds you faced. Heavily armed military killer squads against unarmed natives. You were sold out and ambushed.” I finished.

“It does not make me feel better but worse that I led my people into that trap,” she said sadly.  “Do you truly believe the Norteamericano press will listen to me?” Then, she asked, “by home with you, you did mean the United States, Si?”

“Well, yeah, there too.”

“Too?”

“What I really have in mind by home is my place at 21st and Lex.  Messy but like me cleans up okay.  You don’t like it, we can look...”

She wasn’t the kind to make snap decisions so I didn’t wait for an instant answer but I’d bet Nikons to Polaroids that she would say yes.

Kelly cocked his head into the headset around his neck, then turned to me.  “Panama City radio.  They ask for Mister Cooper, very polite, very importante.”

I reached for the second seat headset, but then paused.  “Ask them to standby for a minute.  Before I talk to them, Kelly, I have to talk to you.”

He did. And they did.

“Hokay, talk.”

“Even though you didn’t really take an active part in the goings on, the boogeymen probably have you fingered as the wheel man to the great gold robbery and one of the leaders of the revolution.  Wherever we set down, the Colombian authorities are going to ask that you be held for extradition on about a hundred charges beginning with murder and ending with terrorism.  Penalty, execution.  Not that you don’t deserve it the way you overcharge for your moving van.”

Celia laughed.  A little topical joke there.

“What if I could get you a job in the States flying a news chopper so you could get a green card and become an American citizen?”

“I am an American citizen,” he huffed.  “A citizen of Colombia which is American.”

“Sorry, I meant a U.S. Citizen.”

“That could happen?”

“Could.  But it’ll cost you.  I want you to just forget anything you know about any treasure that was recovered and the April 9th donnybrook, okay?”

“Everytheeng?”

“You were just doing your job delivering freight when you got hijacked.”

 He thought about it for a long moment.

“C’mon Kelly, make up your mind, I got deals to make.”  I indicated the radio.

“Thees job, we get to work together?”

“We’ll see.”

“You have my hand on it, amigo.”

That done, I put on the headset, adjusted the mike.

“Cooper here,” I said into it.

“Where the fuck you been?  You got everybody’s bowels in a uproar over your bullshit about national defense.  Before they got me on this lashup from the club house phone, those idiots in Panama hooked up the FAA, State Department, whoever’s awake at the Pentagon and the soldier boys got our Washington and New York bureaus in on it and got me called in from my golf game with the Senator.  We got more people listening in to us than a Keokuk party line.  Happy with your little prank, you terminal fuckup?  I should fire your sorry ass right here, right now!”

I knew that voice.

“Thanks for asking how I am.”

“Fuck how you are, what the fuck you want?”

A masterful vocabulary, Bob Deane had.

“I want you to do just that.  I want you to fire me right here, right now, in front of, uh, within earshot of all these witnesses.”

“Okay, consider your ass fir...”, he second thought himself.  “Wait a minute, you’re not giving up your goldbricking job that easy.  You got another offer?  Yeah, you must have another offer.  Couldn’t be because you’re so fucking good at what you do, so must be because you have something they want.”

He thought about that for a good two seconds.

“Is it CBS?”

“I’m not saying,” I didn’t say.

“You bastard, so you weren’t bullshitting the Panama guys.  You really have film coverage on the revolution down there?  It’s breaking on all the scanners up here.”

“Revolution?  What revolution?  I’m just coming back from shooting a National Geo special like you sent me to do.”

“Okay, stop fucking around.  If you really have some good stuff, we’re negotiating.  What you putting on the table for openers?”

“I got the whole shooting match on film.  And I mean shooting match, top to bottom, up one side and down the other.”

“Meaning what?”

“Meaning the preamble, prologue, acts one, two and three plus the encores of mayhem and murder of man and beast in the plunder of the El Dorado treasures by the April 9th Movement to pay for the revolution.”

“Any bang-bang stuff?”

“First fire fight to last - with a little hole in the middle for commercials.”

“How fast can we get it?”

“Fast as you can get us some protection from the Colombian flyboy vultures after us.”

“This is Colonel Thomas Sanders at the Canal Zone Air Defense Command,” interrupted a Yes-Sir! voice.” Give us your position and we’ll get you cover right away.”

The guy in Panama gave it to him.

“Thanks Tommy, I’ll make sure you get an on-air credit for helping,” said Deane to the brass.  He knew everybody.

“Okay, that’s taken care of, now...?”

“And also as soon as we can come to an agreement, Bob.”

“What kind of a fucking agreement?  You want a raise, the film’s any good, you got it.  That kind of agreement?  You want sports exclusively, no more specials, you got it.  That kind of agreement?”

“Yeah and a big bonus.”


“You want a bonus for doing your job?”

“My job doesn’t include delivering eye witnesses for your eleven, four, five, six, seven and back to eleven newscasts.”

“What eye witnesses?”

“The chopper pilot who’s putting his ass on the line to get us out of here and one of the April 9th survivors of the uprising.”

“Jesus Christ, you’re shitting me, you’re shitting me, right?  You got them there with you?  You bringing them with you?  What else you got?”

“I have a quarter reel, about a hundred feet, of a dog-eat-dog fight, a Colombian Army plane trying to shoot down this chopper with your intrepid cameraman in it.”

 “That’s great, fucking great!  Wait’ll news gets that!” he shouted excitedly.

“Not so fast, there’s an added charge for this as well.”

“What!” he screamed, “What!?”

“Well, with this chopper pilot being so brave and all and saving my life, I’d like you to offer him a job flying for us or get him a traffic gig at an affiliate anyhow.”

Deane mulled that over for a moment. “That’s not too fucking hard.  Okay.  Tell me what you got on the revolution, and no screwing me over anymore.”

“Just two more small, small negotiations,” I pressed.

“No more!  No fucking more!  Tell me what you got or I’ll tell Tommy to tell the Colombian Air Force where you are and if they don’t get you, I’ll fucking come shoot you myself!”

A round of laughter from all listeners resounded on the headset.

“Just two little ones,” I responded.

“Shove it up your ass!” he screamed.

“I’m sure CBS could see their way to...”

“Okay, what is it?” He was a beaten man.

“For the remaining footage of all-out revolution featuring the original sponsors and actual unretouched, uncut, ten minutes of human nature in the raw combat, I want you to guarantee me no charges for lost equipment from your business affairs idiots and an unbreakable five year contract.”

“Same salary?”

“You kidding me? Hello, CBS.”

“You want my balls and my ass, too?”

“Triple salary and ten percent annual raises.”

“Fuck, you! Go to CBS! No,wait a minute. Shit, okay you got it.”

“And choosing my own assignments.”

“I can’t do that.  Nobody gets a deal like that.  Besides that film footage is legally mine.”

“Look, I got enough stills alone to retire selling them to Time magazine and the Times and the wire services and...”

“Okay, now you got my prick and balls and left tit, what else you want?”

“I want the network to sponsor the civilian I have along with me for political asylum and then hire this person because of unique qualifications as an on-air political commentator on Colombia and South America.”

Celia was now staring at me.

“Go fuck yourself.  Who is this person?”

“Great qualifications, Bob, and you say the word fuck one more time I’m going to hang up.”

Someone listening in applauded.

“Fuck you. Yeah, okay.  What kind of fu... uh, expertise does this person have?”

“University Masters degree.  Curator at the Museum d’Oro in Bogota.”

“Yeah, so fu...what does that have to do with knowing about South American politics?”

“This is the head of April 9th, the jefe, the chief.  They don’t come any more qualified than this to discuss the politics and internal affairs of that area.”

She was shaking her head, no.

“Van Houten, State Department here,” an aging prep school voice came on. “We’d like to talk with this person first and right away.  Bob, we’re going to send a priority escort request to Panama to bring everyone to Washington immediately, then we’ll send them back to you in New York, Bob.  By the way, Mister Cooper, does this person speak English?”

“Better’n you.”

“Presentable on camera?” that was Deane.

“Like Miss Universe.”

“Miss?”

Kelly shot a finger gun at her and smiled.  Celia turned away, actually blushing.  “A woman.  A beautiful, smart, extraordinary woman.”

“Jesus fu...Jesus, Cooper, I should have known. You just fall into it don’t you?  Just fu...uh, fall into it and come out smelling like sh...uh, Old Spice, well, I guess with your raise, more like that Calvin Klein crap,” Deane was now jealous.

“More like pond scum at the moment, but are we now agreed on everything?”

“You got my last tit in a wringer, Cooper.  Stop twisting it.  You got everything you want, guess it’ll be okay if I say fucking okay now, huh?” he laughed.

The bird colonel voice came on again. “Cooper, you stay on and put your pilot on.  Everybody else off this hook-up.  Panama is going to tell you what to do to get that film down safely.”  He clicked off.

“Doing okay out there?” the Panama voice cut in again.

“Two bad cases of jitters, one bad bullet wound, but the junior birdmen are still right side up.”

“Okay here it is, buddy.  They’re putting out all the fender flags for you.  If you push that boar along full tilt, stretch maybe get a hundred knots out of it and maintain altitude and heading our radar has you now an hour, twenty-eight minutes from the Panamanian border.

“Our radar also shows what configure as a Colombian Air Force OH-6 Defender coming up fast on your ass but we have that handled. Zone Command has just notified Bogota that U.S. VIPs are on board your chopper and not to mess with you. Your F-4 escort should be there to bring you in the rest of the way to their restricted field on the other side of the canal.”

On cue, Kelly punched my sore shoulder again and pointed up. Two assassin angels, a shrieking pair of  Phantoms. were violating borders, wheeling and tucking in closely behind us. Protocol and the red-faced, apoplectic mustachios in Bogota be damned, Uncle Sam was taking care of his own from here on out, out of Colombia and into the glorious safety of don’t-mess-with-us American-controlled Panamanian air space.

Suddenly, that long-lurking fear that something was going to jump up and bite my ass about the gold genny in the lake, my bottle cap emerald, and Celia, was kissing my ass instead.

I looked out at Panama coming up straight ahead and then over at Celia. 

She reached for my hand. 

In photography, there is a phrase for absolutely glorious outdoor shooting light. It is a magical, most often momentary time of day when colors are their most glowing,  shadows their softest and most gentle, and the entire world shimmers in a golden glow.


It is called, Magic Hour. 

And it was right on time.

