A novel about the fate of Michael Rockefeller, the art
he sought to claim, and the ancestors who claimed
him.

Created by: Henrik Frederiksen with the assistance of
Meta.ai and Gemini.ai

Prolog: The Collection

The air in the Peabody Museum archives was heavy with
camphor, radiator heat, and the dry, trapped breath of a
thousand vanished worlds. Above the long rows of steel
catalog cabinets, the bisj pole loomed in the half-light.
Carved from a single inverted mangrove trunk, it was a
towering, frantic cascade of interlocking bodies—men
standing on the shoulders of men, eyes carved wide,

mouths frozen in silent, jagged roars.

Michael stood at its base, close enough to smell the faint,

lingering memory of sago pith and river mud baked into


http://meta.ai

the wood. He was twenty-three, dressed in a loose Oxford
shirt with the sleeves rolled past the elbows, his thick
glasses catching the dim glare of the overhead bulbs. He
didn't just look at the artifact; he drank it in. To him, the
carving was a tear in the fabric of the polite, manicured
universe he had been born into. It was raw, urgent, and

undeniably alive.

"They don't carve them to be kept, you know."

The voice came from the shadows near the freight
elevator. Nelson Rockefeller stepped into the aisle, his
bespoke wool suit absorbing the weak museum light. He
possessed the proprietary, gravity-bending confidence of
a man who owned not just the room, but the economy
that had built it.

"They carve them to rot," Michael said, not turning away
from the pole. "After the vengeance is taken, they leave
them in the swamp to break down. To return the power
to the earth."



Nelson moved closer, his eyes tracking up the fifteen-foot
length of the monument. He was a collector of the
highest order, a man who built wings of museums the
way other men bought ties. But where Michael saw an
agonizing spiritual mechanism, Nelson saw form,

primitive genius, and a prize.

"And yet, here it is," Nelson said mildly. "Safe in
Cambridge. Out of the mud."

"It's a dead thing here, Dad." Michael finally turned. The
frustration in his voice was an old, familiar current
between them. "It's just timber and catalog tags. The men
who carved this—the Asmat—they don't live in the past.
They're living right now, at the edge of the world, making
these incredible, terrible things because their lives
depend on it. | don't want to just look at the pieces
someone else brought back. | need to see the river it

came from. | need to be the one who crosses it."

Nelson reached out and ran a thumb over the rigid,

stylized jaw of the lowest figure on the pole. He knew



what his son was really saying. To be a Rockefeller was to
be born at the finish line of American ambition. The name
was a gilded cage of expectations, boardrooms, and
political maneuverings. Michael was desperate to find a
piece of the earth that his family’s money had not already

paved, polished, or purchased.

"You think you're going to step off a boat in New Guinea
and find a purer version of humanity," Nelson said,
turning to face his son. His tone was not unkind, but it
carried the weight of a governor, a businessman, a man

who knew exactly how the world consumed the naive.

"I think I can find something real," Michael countered.

"Something that hasn't been corrupted by us."

Nelson sighed, a short, sharp exhalation that echoed off
the high ceiling. He reached into his pocket, jingling a few
loose coins—a nervous habit that always felt absurdly

small for a man of his stature.



"Michael," Nelson said quietly, holding his son'’s gaze. "Go.
Take the cameras. Take the anthropologists. Bring back
the art. But do not make the mistake of thinking you are
one of them, just because you admire what they make."
He gestured to the towering, screaming faces of the bisj

pole. "Don't confuse collecting with understanding."

Michael looked back up at the pole. The carved eyes

stared past him, fixed on some distant, invisible horizon.

"l just want to know what it costs to make something like

this," Michael whispered.

"Everything costs something," Nelson replied. He patted
Michael's shoulder—two firm, heavy taps—and turned
back toward the glow of the elevator. "Just make sure you

know who's paying."

Long after his father's footsteps faded down the hall,
Michael remained in the dark, listening to the hum of the
radiators, imagining the sound of a vast, white river

pulling relentlessly toward the sea.



ACT I: THE CROSSING
Chapter 1: The Arafura Sea

The heat of Netherlands New Guinea did not just sit on

the skin; it crawled into the lungs and stayed there.

Michael stood at the bow of the Ewrok, a makeshift
catamaran built by lashing two dugout canoes together
with planks and an eighteen-horsepower Evinrude
outboard motor. He wiped the sweat and salt spray from
his thick, black-rimmed glasses, squinting against the
glare of the Arafura Sea. To their right, the coastline of
the Asmat region was a solid, impenetrable wall of green
mangrove and nipa palm, unbroken by beach or rock. It
was a landscape that looked as though it were still being

formed, caught in a violent, muddy birth.

Beneath his feet, the hollowed-out ironwood logs
groaned as the twin hulls cut through the choppy,
gray-brown water. Below deck, stored in watertight steel

lockers, lay his currency: lengths of wire, Dutch tobacco,



and dozens of steel axe heads. In the Asmat, stone axes
took weeks to fell a sago palm. Steel could do itin an
hour. With steel, Michael was going to buy the most

magnificent bisj poles in the territory.

"You're staring at the water like you expect it to part for
you," René Wassing said, coming up behind him. The
Dutch anthropologist was a decade older than Michael,
his face perpetually slicked with a sheen of feverish
sweat, his khaki shirt plastered to his chest. René was a
pragmatic man, employed by the colonial government to
document a world they were simultaneously trying to

civilize and suppress.

"I'm just looking for the mouth of the river," Michael said,
his eyes scanning the endless green line. "Otsjanep is up
the Eilanden. If we can make the estuary by noon, we can

ride the incoming tide up to the village."

René leaned against the crude wooden railing, pulling a
damp cigarette from his breast pocket. "Otsjanep is not

Agats, Michael. The men there don't come to the



government post. They don't listen to the Catholic priests.
Two years ago, a Dutch patrol panicked there. Shot four

of their war chiefs. The village is unbalanced."

"All the more reason to go," Michael said, turning to him
with that boyish, invincible energy that René found both
charming and terrifying. "If they are isolated, their art is
untouched. The bisj poles there won't be made for
tourists or missionaries. They'll be made for the

ancestors. For blood."

At the stern of the catamaran, sitting on empty jerrycans,
were Leo and Simon. They were Asmat teenagers from a
mission-tamed village down the coast, hired as guides
and deckhands. They wore oversized, cast-off Western
shorts, their bodies lean and corded with muscle. They
were not listening to the white men. They were watching
the sky, where the bruised purple clouds of the afternoon
squalls were already beginning to gather, and the water,
which was beginning to move in a way the boys did not
like.



"Just remember," René warned, lighting his cigarette and
cupping it against the wind. "We are only guests here as
long as we are useful. Or feared. Out here, a Rockefeller is

just a man made of meat."

Michael smiled, turning his face back into the salt wind. "I

know. Isn't it wonderful?"

Chapter 2: The Silence

The mouth of the Eilanden River—which the Dutch called
the Eilanden and the Asmat called the Betsj—was a
violent collision of two worlds. Millions of gallons of
brown, silt-choked freshwater met the churning green
tidal bore of the Arafura Sea, creating crosscurrents that

boiled and frothed like a cauldron.

It was two o'clock in the afternoon. The sky had turned

the color of a bruised plum.

The Ewrok pitched heavily, the planking that bridged the

two canoes shrieking against the torsion. Michael gripped



the edge of the tin-roofed cabin, his knuckles white. The
water here wasn't rolling in waves; it was pyramidal,

jutting up in sharp, chaotic peaks.

"Keep her nose in!" René yelled over the roar of the water

and the high, whining strain of the outboard motor.

At the tiller, Simon was fighting the engine. The young
Asmat's face, usually impassive, was tight with strain. The
propeller was lifting out of the water with every swell,
screaming in the empty air before plunging back into the

chop.

And then, it coughed.

It was a wet, metallic sound. A hiccup of combustion.
Michael's stomach plummeted. He let go of the cabin and

scrambled toward the stern.

"Don't lose the revs!" Michael shouted, though it was a

useless command.
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The Evinrude sputtered, a thick plume of blue smoke
coughing from the exhaust. Simon pumped the fuel line
frantically. For a second, the engine caught, roaring back
to life, and the catamaran surged forward against the
massive, outgoing tide. Then came a deep, mechanical

shudder. The engine choked, choked again, and died.

The sudden silence was the loudest sound Michael had
ever heard. It was immediately swallowed by the rushing

roar of the sea.

"Start it!" René screamed, abandoning his composure.

Simon yanked the pull-cord. The engine whined but didn't
catch. He pulled again. And again. Leo scrambled back to
help him, checking the fuel line, unscrewing the gas cap

to check the mixture.
Without the forward thrust of the propeller, the Ewrok

lost all steerage. The massive tidal current caught the

broadside of the catamaran. They began to drift, spinning
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slowly, helplessly backward, away from the green shore

and out toward the open, roiling expanse of the ocean.

"Give it to me," Michael said, shoving past the teenagers.
He grabbed the starter cord, planted his boot against the
transom, and pulled with all his strength. Nothing. He
adjusted the choke, his hands slipping with grease and
seawater. He pulled again. A metallic clank echoed from
inside the housing. The spark plugs were drowned. The

shaft was flooded.

Michael looked up. The mouth of the Eilanden River was
already receding. The dark line of the mangroves was

pulling away as the sea dragged them out.

"Drop the anchor!" René shouted to Leo.

The boy grabbed the heavy iron hook and hurled it over
the side. The line spooled out, hissing against the wood.

Fifty feet. A hundred feet. But the water at the mouth of

the estuary was bottomless. The rope snapped taut,
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quivered, and hung straight down in the deep. The

anchor couldn't find the seabed.

They were untethered.

Chapter 3: The Flip

For three hours, they drifted.

As the sun sank, the sea darkened to a terrifying,
bottomless black. The wind whipped up, driving a stinging
horizontal rain that felt like buckshot against their skin.
The waves had grown to fifteen feet, massive swells that
lifted the heavy wooden catamaran to the sky before

dropping it into deep, breathless troughs.

No one spoke. There was nothing left to say. They bailed
water with tin cups and cut-in-half plastic jugs, but for
every gallon they threw overboard, a crashing wave

dumped three more into the canoes.
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Michael stood near the center mast, a length of bamboo
they had rigged for a makeshift tarp, now stripped bare
by the wind. He was shivering, his Oxford shirt soaked
through. The adrenaline of the expedition had been
replaced by a cold, leaden dread. He looked at the water.
It was teeming with unseen life. Sharks hunted the coast,
but the real apex predators were the saltwater
crocodiles—prehistoric monsters that swam the

estuaries.

"We need to tie ourselves to the hull!" René shouted over
the howling wind. "If she swamps, we have to stay with
the boat!"

"She's not going to swamp," Michael yelled back, though
he could feel the water sloshing heavily inside the
hollowed-out logs beneath them. The wood was

waterlogged. The Ewrok was riding lower and lower.

Leo and Simon had retreated to the bow. They were
whispering to each other in Asmat, their voices entirely

drowned by the sea. They were no longer looking at the
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outboard motor or the white men. They were looking at

the water, reading the rhythm of the waves.

Suddenly, Leo stood up. He grabbed Simon's shoulder,
shouted something, and both teenagers leaped into the

ocean.

"What are they doing?!" René screamed, lunging toward
the bow.

"They're abandoning ship!" Michael cried out. He watched
in horror as the two boys hit the churning water. But they
didn't panic. With terrifying efficiency, they began
swimming toward the distant, invisible shoreline,
vanishing almost instantly into the dark swells. They knew

the wood beneath them was doomed.

Before Michael could process the desertion, the sea made

its final move.

It wasn't a single wave, but a convergence of three. A

massive swell lifted the port hull high into the air. The
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heavy Evinrude engine at the stern acted as a deadly
counterweight. The catamaran tilted past forty-five
degrees. The planks groaned, snapping with the sound of

pistol shots.

"Hold on!" Michael screamed.

He grabbed the bamboo mast just as the deck vanished
from beneath his feet. The world inverted. The roar of the
wind was instantly replaced by the muted, freezing shock
of the ocean. Saltwater rushed up his nose and down his

throat. It was absolute, crushing darkness.
He fought his way upward, kicking wildly, his clothes
dragging him down. His head broke the surface and he

gasped, choking on foam.

The Ewrok had flipped completely. The twin wooden hulls

bobbed in the violent surf, completely overturned.

"Michael!" a voice gargled.
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Through the rain, Michael saw René clinging to the slick,
curved bottom of one of the dugout canoes. He swam
hard, fighting the suction of the undertow, his fingernails
scraping against the wet ironwood until he found a
handhold. He hauled his chest up onto the overturned

hull beside the anthropologist.

They lay there, battered, freezing, and coughing up
seawater. The expensive cameras, the Dutch tobacco, the
steel axes meant to buy the ancestors—all of it was gone,

sinking to the lightless bottom of the Arafura Sea.

Michael wiped the saltwater from his eyes. His glasses
were miraculously still hooked behind his ears. He looked
out across the black, violent water. Somewhere, ten miles

away in the dark, was the mud of Otsjanep.

The crossing was over. The survival had begun.
Chapter 4: The Tether

The morning sun did not rise; it ignited.
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By nine o'clock, the storm had blown itself out, leaving
the Arafura Sea a vast, blinding expanse of hammered tin.
The waves had flattened into a heavy, rhythmic swell,
each one lifting the overturned hull of the Ewrok and

dropping it back into the trough.

Michael and René clung to the slick wood, their bodies
half-submerged. The saltwater had already begun to cure
them, drawing the moisture from their skin, leaving
behind a tight, itching crust of white crystals. Above them,
the equatorial sun beat down with a physical weight.

Below them lay the abyss.

"We are drifting out," René croaked. His lips were already
cracking, his pale Dutch skin burning to an angry, raw
crimson. "The current... it is taking us northwest. Away

from the coast."

Michael squinted through his salt-smudged glasses. On
the eastern horizon, hovering like a mirage above the

heat distortion, was a thin, bruised line of green. The
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mangrove coast of the Asmat. It looked entirely
theoretical, a smudge of paint on a blazing canvas,
perhaps ten miles away. Maybe twelve. On the water,

distance was a liar.

He looked back down at the wreckage bobbing in the
eddy of the overturned hull. Two red steel jerrycans,
emptied of their fuel during the frantic bailing of the

night, were knocking against the submerged outrigger.

An idea, cold and singular, took root in Michael's chest.

He couldn't wait. To wait was to be a victim, a castaway at
the mercy of the tide and the Dutch search planes that
might not come for days. To wait was to surrender
agency. Rockefellers did not wait for rescue. They built
the bridge; they bought the boat; they forced the world to
yield.

Michael slid off the hull and kicked over to the wreckage,

retrieving the two hollow metal cans. He grabbed a
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tangled length of nylon rope that had snagged on the

splintered deck boards.

"What are you doing?" René asked, his voice panicked and
thin.

"I'm tying them together," Michael said, his focus
narrowing entirely on the knots. He looped the rope
tightly around the handles, leaving a three-foot gap of
slack between the two buoys. "It's a pontoon. If | drape it
across my chest, it'll keep my head above water even if

my arms give out."

"Michael, no." René pushed himself up on his elbows, the
hull rocking beneath him. "You cannot swim that. It is too
far. The tide will drag you down the coast, and if it

doesn't, the estuaries are full of crocodiles. You stay with

the boat. The boat is large. They will see the boat."

Michael stripped off his sodden khaki trousers and his
heavy boots, letting them sink into the dark water. He

kept only his thick-rimmed glasses and his undershorts.
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He slid the nylon rope over his head, settling the two red
cans under his armpits. They were buoyant, lifting his

chest high out of the water.

He looked at René. The anthropologist looked small,
terrified, and utterly defeated by the landscape. Michael
felt a sudden, profound separation from him.

"I think | can make it," Michael said.

Before René could plead again, Michael turned his back to

the wreckage, set his eyes on the faint green smudge of

the horizon, and began to swim.

Chapter 5: The Deep

By the fourth hour, the world had shrunk to nothing but
the burning agony of his shoulders and the rhythm of his

breath.

Kick. Reach. Pull. Breathe.
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The water was a thick, lukewarm soup, offering no relief
from the blazing sun. The nylon rope chafed a raw,
bleeding track across his collarbones, while the steel

jerrycans slammed against his ribs with every stroke.

At first, Michael's mind had been sharp, calculating the
geometry of his drift, aiming south of where he wanted to
land to account for the tidal push. But as the hours
stretched into a torturous infinity, his thoughts began to
fray. The sensory deprivation of the open ocean became

a canvas for his exhaustion.

He closed his eyes and saw the Peabody Museum. He saw
the polished mahogany floors and the brass nameplates.
He thought of his father, standing in a tailored suit,
smelling of expensive cologne, casually buying history.
Everything costs something. Out here, money was an
absurd hallucination. If he had millions strapped to his
chest instead of empty tin cans, he would sink and drown.
The ocean did not care about the Governor of New York.

The ocean was a pure, leveling force. Stripped of his
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clothes, his name, and his inheritance, he was just a

mammal struggling to keep saltwater out of its lungs.

Kick. Reach. Pull. Breathe.

Fear moved in the water with him. It wasn't the panic of
the shipwreck; it was a slow, claustrophobic dread. Every
time his foot brushed a drifting frond of seaweed, a jolt of
electricity spiked through his nervous system. The Arafura
Sea was not empty. Beneath him, the water plunged into
dark, murky depths. He knew the biology of this coast.
The saltwater crocodiles here grew to twenty feet. They
didn't hunt by chasing; they waited in the murky
thermoclines, sensing vibrations, pulling their prey under

until the thrashing stopped.

Once, a shadow passed beneath him. It was massive, a
dark torpedo shape sliding silently through the gloom.
Michael froze, his heart hammering violently against the
metal cans. He held his breath, floating dead in the water,
waiting for the jaws to clamp around his legs and drag
him into the dark.
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Seconds bled into minutes. The shadow dissolved into the
deep. A shark? A trick of the light? It didn't matter. The
terror left him hollow, draining the last reserves of

adrenaline from his muscles.

He kept swimming. The sun began its slow, agonizing
descent toward our backs, turning the water the color of

blood and copper.

He looked up, gasping, the salt burning his cracked lips.
The green smudge had resolved into distinct shapes. The
towering crowns of nipa palms. The tangled, skeletal

architecture of mangrove roots.
He was close. But the tide was shifting. The mouth of the
estuary was exhaling, pushing a wall of muddy river water

out to sea, fighting his every stroke.

Kick. Reach. Pull.
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He was no longer moving forward by ambition. He was

moving on the pure, mechanical refusal to die.

Chapter 6: The Mud

The collision with the earth was not a triumph; it was a

slow, agonizing crawl into purgatory.

There was no beach. The Asmat coast did not offer a soft
landing of sand. Instead, the ocean gradually thickened
into a slurry of suspended silt and rotting vegetation.
Michael's leading hand struck something hard and slick

beneath the surface—a submerged mangrove root.

He tried to stand, but his legs, useless and trembling after
ten hours of continuous swimming, instantly collapsed.
He pitched forward, swallowing a mouthful of brackish,

foul-tasting water.

He dragged himself forward by his hands, his belly
scraping over barnacle-encrusted submerged logs. The

water grew shallower, receding from his chest to his
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waist, then to his knees. He untangled the bloody nylon
rope from his neck and let the red jerrycans drift away
into the root maze. They had saved him, but they were

too heavy to pull on land.

The shoreline was a chaotic, impenetrable fortress of
vegetation. Mangrove roots arched out of the black mud
like the ribcages of rotting leviathans. The smell was
overpowering—a prehistoric stench of sulfur, methane,
and decaying leaves. The air in the swamp was
completely still, heavy with humidity and the high,

whining drone of millions of mosquitoes.

Michael pulled himself entirely out of the water, his
fingers sinking deep into the cold, anaerobic mud. He was
covered in a thick layer of gray slime. His chest heaved
violently, his lungs whistling with every frantic breath.
Every muscle in his back and arms twitched with localized

spasms.

Through the cracked, salt-stained lenses of his glasses,

the jungle blurred and shifted.
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He had done it. He had crossed the impossible divide. He

had beaten the sea.

But as he lay in the mud, staring up at the darkening
canopy above, the triumph felt hollow, instantly replaced
by a creeping, primal vulnerability. He was unarmed,
naked, and incapable of walking. The sun slipped behind
the trees, plunging the swamp into a dense, suffocating

gloom.

From deep within the tangled roots, something slid
heavily into the water. A splash, followed by a low,

guttural hiss.

Michael tried to push himself backward, up the slick
mudbank, but his body finally refused the command. The
exhaustion was absolute, a heavy, dark blanket
suffocating his consciousness. He curled into a fetal
position, shivering uncontrollably as the tropical night

descended.
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He closed his eyes, surrendering to the mud, waiting for

whatever the river would bring him.

Chapter 7: First Contact

He did not wake up so much as he slowly became aware

of his own agony.

The morning mist hung low and thick over the estuary,
turning the swamp into a pale, ghostly cathedral. Michael
lay on his side in the gray sludge. His skin was a
landscape of horrors—blistered by the sun, sliced by
barnacles, and swollen with a hundred insect bites. He
tried to open his eyes, but his eyelashes were glued
together by dried salt and rheum. He peeled them apart

with trembling, mud-caked fingers.

The tide had gone out, leaving him stranded high on an
exposed mudbank. He tried to speak, to call out, but his
throat produced only a dry, clicking wheeze. He was
dangerously dehydrated, his blood thickening, his organs

preparing to shut down.

28



Then, he heard it.

Thwack. Hiss. Thwack. Hiss.

It was a steady, rhythmic cadence echoing through the
mist. The sound of ironwood paddles biting into the water

and striking the gunwales of a canoe.

Michael forced himself onto his elbows. His heart
fluttered wildly, a trapped bird in his hollow chest. He
peered through the dense, hanging roots of the

mangroves.

Out of the white fog, the prow of a dugout canoe
emerged. It was massive, easily forty feet long, the bow
intricately carved with the interlocking figures of hornbills
and praying mantises. Standing in the canoe were a
dozen men. They were not mission-tamed boys in cast-off

shorts like Leo and Simon. These were warriors.
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They stood tall and lean, their dark skin dusted with ash.
Wild boar tusks pierced their nasal septums, curving
upward like white crescent moons. Bands of braided sago
palm gripped their biceps, and crowning their heads were

the glorious, ragged black feathers of the cassowary bird.

Michael felt a surge of euphoric, delirious relief. He raised

a shaking hand, his fingers splayed.

"Here," he croaked. He tried again, forcing the air past his

cracked lips. "Help. I'm here."

The rhythm of the paddles stopped instantly. The long
canoe glided silently through the brown water, the men
standing perfectly still, their eyes locking onto the pale,

thrashing figure in the mud.

To Michael, this was a rescue. He was Michael Rockefeller,
he had survived the un-survivable, and here was his
salvation, arriving like an apparition in the fog. He tried to

smile, to offer a gesture of submission and gratitude.
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But he did not understand what he was looking at. He did

not understand the geography of his salvation.

He was at the mouth of the Eilanden River. The men in

the boat were from Otsjanep.

In the Asmat cosmology, the universe is a closed,
perfectly balanced system of energy. Life and death are
not random occurrences; they are weights on a scale.
Three years earlier, a Dutch colonial officer named Max
Lapré had brought a patrol to Otsjanep to quell a tribal
skirmish. When the Otsjanep canoes had surrounded the
government boat in a display of strength, Lapré had

panicked. He ordered his men to open fire.

Four Otsjanep war leaders had been shot dead. Their
bodies sank into the river. Their heads were never

recovered.

For three years, the village of Otsjanep had been rotting
from the inside. A death by violence leaves a tear in the

spiritual fabric of the world. The ancestors scream for

31



justice. The sago palms yield less flour; the children
sicken; the dogs go feral. By Asmat law, the only way to
close the wound, the only way to balance the cosmic
scale, is to take a life in return. An eye for an eye. A head
for a head. But they could not reach the Dutch, who hid
behind their steel guns and their distant outposts.
Otsjanep had been trapped in a state of suspended,

agonizing purgatory.

Until this morning.

The canoe bumped softly against the mudbank.

The men did not rush forward to help. They stood in the
boat, staring down at the exhausted, half-naked white
man struggling in the slime. At the bow stood Ajim, a
seasoned warrior whose chest was marked with the
raised cicatrices of past kills. Behind him was Pep, an
elder whose face was lined with the heavy, solemn weight

of a man who communes with ghosts.
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Ajim looked at the sky, then at the river, and finally at
Michael. His expression was not one of pity, nor of anger.

It was one of profound, terrifying awe.

The spirits of the river had heard their mourning. The
water had brought them a tuan—a white man. He was
weaponless. He was entirely alone. He had been
delivered directly to their shores, dropped onto the mud

like a bruised piece of fruit.

"l am... Michael," the boy whispered, tapping his own
chest weakly, mistaking their silence for curiosity. He
pointed back toward the sea, trying to mime the

overturned boat. "My boat. Gone."

Ajim stepped over the gunwale, his bare feet sinking
silently into the mud. He was followed by Pep and three
others. They formed a loose circle around Michael. Up
close, the smell of them was intensely human—sweat,

woodsmoke, and the damp earth.
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Pep knelt in the mud. He reached out a hand, his long,
calloused fingers hovering over Michael's sun-blistered
shoulder. He touched the pale, strange skin, feeling the

frantic, dying thrum of the boy's pulse.

Michael let his head fall back, closing his eyes,
surrendering to the hands of his rescuers. "Thank God,"
he breathed. "Thank you."

Pep looked up at Ajim. The elder’s eyes were dark, wet,
and absolutely resolved. The universe had provided the

counterweight. The great bisj feast could finally begin.

Ajim nodded. He slid his hands under Michael's armpits,
and with a single, effortless motion, hauled the heir to the
Rockefeller fortune out of the mud and into the belly of

the canoe.

ACT Il: OTSJANEP
Chapter 8: The Jeu
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The village of Otsjanep did not look like the
mission-tamed settlements Michael had seen along the
coast. As the canoe glided around the final bend of the
Eilanden River, the settlement revealed itself as a
sprawling, chaotic masterpiece of wood, thatch, and mud,

balanced precariously on stilts above the tidal swamp.

Dozens of longhouses lined the riverbank, but the center
of gravity was the jeu—the men'’s house. It was a massive
structure, easily a hundred feet long, its roof sloping

down like the wings of a resting bat.

When they carried him inside, the air was instantly cooler,
thick with the smell of curing meat, woodsmoke, and
ancient dust. Shafts of sunlight pierced the thatch,
illuminating a cavernous space divided by dozens of fire
pits. Along the walls, carved shields and the skulls of

crocodiles were stacked in shadowed piles.

They laid him on a woven pandanus mat near the center
fire. Michael's body was a ruined, trembling thing, but his

mind was flooded with a transcendent, narcotic euphoria.
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I made it, he thought, staring up at the vaulted ceiling. /

am actually here.

No armed Dutch escorts. No missionaries preaching in
broken Asmat. This was the authentic, unvarnished world
he had risked his life to find.

A young boy approached, holding a carved wooden bowl|
filled with a grayish, gelatinous paste—roasted sago pith.
Michael propped himself up on one elbow, his muscles
screaming in protest. He took the bowl with shaking
hands. The paste was bland, tasting of smoke and ash,
but it was calories. It was life. He swallowed it hungrily,
trying to nod his gratitude to the circle of faces watching

him from the shadows.

He needed to establish himself, to show them he was a

man of value, a guest of honor.
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Michael unbuckled the steel Rolex from his swollen,
sunburned wrist. He held it out toward Ajim, the tall

warrior who had pulled him from the mud.

"Gift," Michael said, his voice a dry rasp. He tapped his

chest. "From me."

Ajim did not reach for it. He simply stared.

Michael smiled, an exhausted, genuine grin. He tapped
the glass face of the watch, pointing to the sweeping
second hand, trying to mime the concept of time, of
machinery. Then, he pointed to his thick-rimmed glasses,
tapping the lenses, and pointed to his eyes. See? Glass.

Magic. Value.

"Friends," Michael whispered in English, closing his eyes
as he sank back onto the mat. The adrenaline was finally
leaving him, replaced by a heavy, enveloping warmth. He
was safe. He was the white guest of Otsjanep, and he had

a story that would make his father stop and listen.

37



Chapter 9: The Manam

Across the jeu, out of the white man’s earshot, the debate

was neither welcoming nor peaceful.

Ajim and Pep squatted by the fire pit, surrounded by the
senior men of the village. Between them lay the strange
object the white man had offered. Pep poked the Rolex
with a stick. It was cold like river stone, but it possessed a
tiny, rhythmic heartbeat. Tick-tick-tick-tick.

"It is a piece of a machine," Ajim murmured. "Like the

metal boats the Dutch ride."

"But he came without a boat," another elder argued, his
brow furrowed. "He came out of the water like a
crocodile. Look at his skin. It is the color of a belly that has

been soaking in the swamp. He is a manam."

A manam—a spirit of the dead, returned to the physical

world. In Asmat cosmology, the dead did not go to a
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distant heaven; they lingered in the rivers and the trees,

often taking pale, unnatural forms.

"If he is a Dutchman, he brings the thunder-sticks," Ajim
warned, tracing the raised scars on his own chest. He
remembered the blinding flashes of Max Lapré's rifles
three years ago, the way the water had turned red, the
way their leaders had fallen without being touched by a
spear. "If we harm a Dutchman, they will return and burn

the jeu."

Pep shook his head slowly. The old shaman'’s eyes were
milky with cataracts, but he saw the spiritual architecture

of the world clearer than any man in Otsjanep.

"The Dutch do not travel naked," Pep said, his voice a low,
gravelly rumble. "They do not swim in the mud. They do
not arrive alone. This thing—" he pointed a bony finger
toward the sleeping figure of Michael, "—has a second set
of eyes made of hard water. It has a heart of cold metal

on its wrist. It is not a man."
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The circle of warriors went utterly silent.

"Three years ago," Pep continued, the weight of history
settling over his words, "the metal boats took four of our
brothers. Four spaces were left empty in the jeu. The
world tilted. Since then, the sago is thin. The fish are
small. The ancestors are screaming, Ajim. They are

hungry."

Pep picked up the Rolex. He held it to his ear, listening to
the frantic, mechanical ticking, then handed it back to
Ajim.

"The river heard us," Pep said softly. "The river has

brought the counterweight. If we throw it back, the spirits

will never forgive us."
Chapter 10: The Mothers' Decree

By late afternoon, the heat inside the jeu had become

stifling. Michael awoke to the sound of rhythmic chanting
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and the stamping of feet on the split-bamboo floor

outside.

He sat up, his joints aching violently. The men who had
been watching him parted, making way for a procession

entering the wide doors of the longhouse.

It was the women.

There were four of them, older women, their bodies
entirely smeared in pale, ghostly white clay—the Asmat
color of mourning. They wore skirts of braided sago
fronds that hissed against the floorboards as they walked.
Their faces were hollowed by grief, their eyes dark and

fixed entirely on Michael.

A ceremony, Michael thought, his pulse quickening with
anthropological excitement. They are introducing the
matriarchs. He wished desperately that his camera hadn't
sunk to the bottom of the Arafura Sea. This was

unprecedented access.
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He forced himself to his feet. His legs shook, but he
locked his knees, standing as tall as he could. He offered
the women a respectful nod, placing a hand over his

heart in a universal gesture of peace.

The women did not stop. They walked right up to him,
close enough that Michael could smell the dried clay and

stale sweat on their skin.

The lead woman—the mother of one of the war chiefs
killed by the Dutch patrol—raised her hands. She did not
touch him. She traced the air around his face, mapping
the contours of his jaw, his neck, his shoulders. She
looked at his pale skin, the odd, wet sheen of his eyes

behind the glass lenses.

Then, she turned to Ajim.

She began to wail. It was not a cry of sorrow, but a high,
piercing shriek of demand. The other three women joined
her, their voices harmonizing into a terrifying, dissonant
chord that vibrated in Michael's teeth. They pointed at the
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empty spaces in the jeu, the fire pits that had gone cold
three years ago. Then they pointed at Michael.

Blood for blood. Bone for bone. The debt must be paid.

Michael watched the women wailing, then looked at Ajim.
The tall warrior's face had completely changed. The
guarded curiosity was gone, replaced by a solemn,

terrifying heavy-lidded resolve.

Michael smiled nervously, stepping back, raising his
hands in a placating gesture. "l don't understand," he said
softly, the first cold prickle of genuine fear finally piercing

his euphoria. "What do they want?"

Ajim reached out and placed a large, heavy hand gently
on Michael's shoulder. It was a remarkably tender touch,

almost paternal.

In the Asmat worldview, the victim of a ritual killing was
not hated. They were revered. They were the key to

cosmic salvation. Michael had finally achieved what he
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came for: he was no longer an observer. He was about to

become the center of their world.

Chapter 11: The Closed Universe

In the Western world, death is a tragedy, a sudden

ending. In the world of the Asmat, death is an equation.

The universe, to the elders of Otsjanep, was a closed
sphere of spiritual energy. Nothing could be created from
nothing, and nothing truly vanished. If a child was born, it
was because a spirit had re-entered the physical plane. If
a sago palm grew tall and thick with pith, it was feeding
on the life force of the ancestors. And if a man was
murdered, his energy was violently ripped from the
village, leaving a vacuum that threatened to collapse the

world around it.

To restore the balance, the lost energy had to be
forcefully taken back from the enemy. To consume the
flesh of a rival was not about sustenance; it was a sacred,

heavy duty to absorb their power. To take their head was
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to capture their nama—their name, their essence—and
offer it to a newborn child, closing the loop. It was a

flawless, terrifying geometry of survival.

Michael knew none of this. He only knew that for the next

three days, he was treated like a god.

They did not bind him. They did not lock him in a cage. He
was given the softest sleeping mats in the jeu. The women
brought him wooden bowls of roasted sago, smoked fish,
and the prized, fatty sago grubs wrapped in banana
leaves. His sunburn was treated with a cooling paste of

crushed river weed and clay.

He spent his days sitting by the fire pits, watching the
village with the eager, hungry eyes of an anthropologist.
He noted the intricate braiding of the rattan armbands,
the way the men sharpened their bone daggers on river
stones, the rhythmic, communal pounding of the sago
logs. He felt a swelling sense of vindication. He had

survived the crossing. He had pierced the veil. He was
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living the authentic experience his father had warned him

against, and he was being welcomed.

"They understand," Michael whispered to himself one
evening, watching the smoke curl into the thatch roof.
"They know I'm not like the government men. They know |

see them."

But as the days passed, a subtle, rhythmic change
overtook the village. The casual pace of daily survival gave
way to a focused, electric intensity. The men stopped

fishing. The women stopped gathering.

From the far end of the village, near the muddy banks of
the Eilanden, the sound of carving began. It was a steady,
percussive thwack-thwack-thwack of stone axes and
boar-tusk chisels biting into wet wood. It went on from

dawn until dusk.

Michael assumed they were preparing a trade. He
believed they were carving a bisj pole to offer him in

exchange for the steel axes he had lost in the river. He
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decided to go and see it. He wanted to watch the art

being born.

Chapter 12: The Mirror of Wood

The carving shed was a long, open-sided structure draped
in drying palm fronds. As Michael approached, his bare
feet sinking slightly into the damp earth, the young
warriors standing guard did not stop him. They simply
stepped aside, lowering their eyes in a gesture of

profound, chilling deference.

The smell hit him first—the sharp, astringent tang of raw
mangrove sap, mixed with the metallic scent of crushed

red ochre.

In the center of the shed lay a massive, inverted
mangrove trunk, nearly twenty feet long. Its wide, flaring
root system had been carved into a towering, phallic
pennant, intricately laced with interlocking hornbill beaks
and flying foxes. Beneath the pennant, the main figures

of the pole were taking shape, emerging from the pale,
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wet wood under the masterful hands of the village's finest

carvers.

Michael stepped closer, a smile of genuine awe spreading
across his face. The craftsmanship was staggering. It was
far more vital, more violent than the sterile, dried-out
artifacts standing in the Peabody Museum. This wood was

bleeding.

He walked down the length of the pole, admiring the
cascading bodies. At the very bottom, near the base that
would be planted in the mud, lay a smaller figure—the

captured enemy, the foundation of the vengeance.
Michael stopped. The smile slowly vanished from his lips.
He leaned in, his breath catching in his throat. He reached
up and touched the thick, black-rimmed glasses on his

own face, then looked back at the wood.

The figure carved at the base did not have the stylized,

almond-shaped Asmat eyes. The carver had painstakingly
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etched two deep, perfectly circular rings around the eyes.
The figure's nose was not pierced with the customary
crescent of a boar’s tusk; it was left flat and unadorned.
The hair was not carved in the tight, tufted curls of the

Papuan warriors, but swept back, smooth and flat.

It was a crude, undeniable portrait.

The air in the shed seemed to thicken, pressing against
his chest. A cold, leaden weight dropped into Michael’s
stomach. He looked up, his eyes darting frantically

around the shed.

Ajim was standing in the shadows, his arms crossed over
his scarred chest. He was watching Michael, not with
malice, but with a heavy, solemn expectation. Beside him,
an older carver was mixing crushed clam shells with spit

to create a bright white paint.

They were not carving the pole for him.
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The sudden, horrifying realization locked Michael in place.
The food, the care, the soft mats, the reverence. He was
not a guest. He was not an anthropologist observing a

ritual.

He was the ritual.

Chapter 13: The Collector Collected

Panic is a physical thing. It begins as a cold spike in the

base of the skull and violently floods the nervous system.

Michael stumbled backward out of the carving shed, his
breath coming in short, ragged gasps. He spun around,
looking at the village. The geometry of Otsjanep suddenly
inverted. It was no longer a sprawling, fascinating

settlement; it was a cage of mud, water, and wood.

He looked toward the river. The brown water of the
Eilanden flowed swiftly toward the sea, but the banks
were lined with warriors repairing their canoes, testing

the tension of their blackwood bows. He looked toward
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the jungle. The mangrove swamp was a dark,
impenetrable wall of roots and deep, sucking mud. There
was nowhere to run. A white man without boots or a

machete wouldn't last a mile in the swamp.

He retreated to the jeu, his mind racing, trying to find a
wedge of Western logic to hammer into this nightmare.
He found Ajim sitting by the central fire pit, sharpening a

bamboo knife.

Michael dropped to his knees in front of the warrior.

"Listen to me," Michael said, his voice trembling, pointing
a finger to his own chest. "Rockefeller. Do you
understand? Rockefeller. | am the son of the great chief of

my people."

Ajim looked up, his dark eyes unreadable.

"l have steel," Michael pleaded, frantically pantomiming
chopping motions. "Thousands of axes. Machetes.

Tobacco. | can give you anything. My father can give you
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boats made of iron. You don't have to do this. You can

trade me. Trade."

Ajim set the bamboo knife down. He reached out and
placed his hand gently against Michael's frantically
beating chest, right over his heart.

"Nama," Ajim said softly. Name. Power.

The warrior pointed to the empty fire pits scattered
throughout the jeu—the spaces left by the men killed by
the Dutch patrol three years ago. Then, he pointed to
Michael.

In that moment, the language barrier dissolved. Michael
looked into Ajim'’s eyes and understood the absolute,

unyielding perfection of their logic.

Money meant nothing here. Steel meant nothing. The
Asmat did not want his father’'s wealth. They wanted
cosmic balance. The Dutch had taken four heads, ripping

a hole in the universe. The river had delivered a powerful
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white man to fill it. To let him go for steel axes would be
an insult to the ancestors, a spiritual cowardice that

would doom the village forever.

Michael slumped back onto his heels, the fight draining
out of him, replaced by a cold, crushing despair. He
looked around the smoky, skull-lined walls of the men's

house.

His father’s words echoed in his mind, clear and sharp

above the distant, rhythmic thwack of the carving axes.

Don't confuse collecting with understanding.

He had come to the ends of the earth to possess the
authentic, to bring back a piece of a savage, beautiful
world to mount on the walls of New York. He had viewed
the Asmat as subjects, as artisans, as a resource to be

documented and acquired.
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Now, the terrible, poetic irony settled over him. He was
not the collector anymore. He was the object of art. And

the exhibit was about to open.

Chapter 14: The Killing

Dawn arrived on the Eilanden not as a breaking of light,
but as a slow, gray exhalation of the swamp. A thick fog
clung to the surface of the river, muffling the sounds of
the jungle, isolating the village of Otsjanep in a pale,

suspended silence.
They came for him just as the tide began to turn.

There was no violence in their hands. When Ajim and the
other elders entered the jeu, they did not drag Michael to
his feet. They guided him. The young Rockefeller was
numb, his body operating on the heavy, dreamlike
autopilot of a prey animal that has finally recognized the
jaws of the trap. He did not scream. He did not fight. The

absolute impossibility of escape—hemmed in by miles of
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primordial mud and an ocean that had already tried to

drown him—had settled into a strange, crystalline calm.

He walked out of the men'’s house, his bare feet
registering the damp chill of the split-bamboo floor, then

the soft, sucking embrace of the mud outside.

The entire village had gathered, but they were entirely
silent. The women, painted in the ash-white of the dead,
stood in a long, unbroken line along the bank. The
warriors held their blackwood spears upright, not as
weapons of war, but as ceremonial pillars holding up the

sky. It was a congregation. It was a funeral in reverse.

Ajim walked closely behind him, his presence radiating a
heavy, solemn gravity. The warrior carried a heavy,
paddle-shaped club carved from ironwood, dark with age

and polished by the oils of a hundred hands.

They stopped at the exact edge of the river, the brown

water lapping gently at Michael's ankles.
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"Look," Ajim said softly, his voice barely a rumble over the
moving water. He placed a hand on Michael's shoulder
and turned him slightly so that the white man was facing
west, looking out down the estuary toward the unseen

ocean. Toward the world he had come from.

It was exactly how the Dutch patrol had killed the war
chiefs three years ago. The Asmat leaders had been
standing on the prows of their canoes, looking away,
when the bullets struck them from behind. The cosmic
ledger demanded perfect symmetry. To look a man in the
eye was a contest; to strike him from behind was an

execution. It was the only way to cleanly harvest the soul.

Michael stood in the mud, shivering in his undershorts,
the thick-rimmed glasses slipping slightly down the bridge
of his nose. He looked at the vast, uncaring expanse of

the river.

Fear, the sharp, frantic panic of the past few days, had
entirely burned itself out. In its place was a vast, terrifying

clarity.
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He closed his eyes and saw the Peabody Museum. He saw
the high, vaulted ceilings, the smell of camphor and
radiator dust, the endless rows of glass vitrines holding
the stolen fragments of a hundred shattered worlds. He
saw his father, standing in the impeccably tailored wool
suit, jingling coins in his pocket, writing a check to possess

something he would never truly understand.

They carve them to rot, Michael had told his father. To

return the power to the earth.

He understood now. You could not buy the Asmat. You
could not catalog their magic, stick a brass placard on it,
and place it in a climate-controlled room in New York. The
art was not the wood. The art was the blood, the terror,
the cosmic weight of the exchange. The art was this exact

moment on the riverbank.

Ajim raised the ironwood club. The wood displaced the

heavy morning mist.
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Michael did not turn around. He felt the sudden,
profound irony wash over him, as cool and dark as the
river water. He had spent his entire life trying to escape
the shadow of his name, trying to find something raw,
something real, something he could claim as his own. He
had traveled to the edge of the map to capture the

absolute peak of human wildness.

He had wanted to bring the collection home.

I am not the collector, Michael thought, the corners of his

mouth lifting in a faint, tragic smile. / am the exhibit.

The heavy ironwood club struck the base of his skull with

a single, devastating crack.

There was no pain, only a sudden, blinding flash of white
light, like the pop of a flashbulb in a dark gallery. Then,
the glass shattered, the world inverted, and Michael
Rockefeller collapsed silently into the mud, joining the

ancestors in the dark, rushing water of the river.
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ACT Ill: THE COVER-UP
Chapter 15: The Survivor

René Wassing did not look like a man who had survived;
he looked like a piece of driftwood the ocean had finally

grown tired of chewing.

Twenty-two hours after Michael had kicked away into the
gray chop of the Arafura Sea, a Dutch naval patrol plane,
scanning the grid for the missing Ewrok, spotted the
overturned wooden hull. When the rescue boat finally
pulled the anthropologist from the water, his skin was
burned to a blistering, weeping violet, and his lips were
swollen to the size of sausages. He could not stand. He

could not hold a cup of water.
They wrapped him in wool blankets on the steel deck of

the patrol boat, the engines vibrating beneath him, a

harsh, metallic contrast to the silence of the deep.
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A Dutch naval lieutenant knelt beside him, shouting over
the roar of the diesels. "Where is the American? Did he go

down with the boat?"

René shook his head slowly, his cracked lips splitting and
bleeding. He pointed a trembling, salt-caked finger
toward the eastern horizon, toward the impenetrable

green wall of the mangrove coast.

"He took the empty fuel cans," René rasped, his voice a

ghost. "He said he could make it. He swam for the shore."

The lieutenant stared at the anthropologist, then looked
out at the churning, shark-infested expanse of the sea,
measuring the ten miles of violent crosscurrents and rip
tides between the rescue boat and the mud. The officer
didn't say anything, but his eyes betrayed the cold,

mathematical certainty of a military man.

No one swam that coast.
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Within the hour, the radio wires in the colonial capital of
Hollandia were humming. The message bounced from
New Guinea to The Hague, and then across the Atlantic to
the polished mahogany desks of Manhattan. The son of

Nelson Rockefeller was missing in the swamps of Asmat.

The machinery of the empire was about to wake up.

Chapter 16: The Armada

The jungle had never seen anything like it.

Within forty-eight hours, the most remote, forgotten
corner of the Dutch colonial empire was transformed into
a militarized zone fueled by limitless American wealth.
Nelson Rockefeller did not just ask for a search party; he

bought an armada.

He chartered a Boeing 707 and flew directly from New
York to the Pacific, bringing an entourage of reporters,
fixers, and his daughter Mary. Australian helicopters were

hired at exorbitant daily rates to chop through the humid
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air above the Eilanden River. A flotilla of Dutch patrol
boats, missionary outboards, and conscripted local
canoes scoured every inlet, every mudbank, and every

tangled root system for a hundred miles.

Thousands of gallons of aviation fuel were burned. Flares
lit up the primordial nights. Bullhorns echoed over the
canopy, shouting Michael's name in English, Dutch, and
Asmat, the amplified voices scattering flocks of white

cockatoos into the sky.

Nelson stood on the deck of a command ship off the
coast of Agats, wearing a crisp linen suit that seemed
entirely immune to the suffocating humidity. He stared at
the mangrove wall through military binoculars. He was a
man who had spent his life bending the world to his will,
moving mountains of capital, restructuring cities. But
staring at the prehistoric green void of New Guinea, he

felt an unfamiliar, terrifying impotence.
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"If he is in there, we will find him, Governor," the Dutch
Resident, a nervous, sweating man named Eibrink Jansen,

assured him.

"I don't want assurances, Resident," Nelson said, not

lowering his binoculars. "l want my son."

But the swamp offered nothing. The searchers found a
single, red steel fuel can bobbing in the coastal eddies.
Two days later, a local fisherman found the other, twenty
miles down the coast. The nylon rope tying them together

was gone.

Of Michael, there was not a single trace. No torn shirt. No
glasses. No body on the mud. The jungle simply
swallowed the noise of the helicopters and remained

absolute, unbroken, and silent.

Chapter 17: The Whispers

As the official search exhausted itself in a loud, fruitless

spectacle, a different, quieter truth began to move
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through the capillaries of the jungle. It moved in the
language of the Asmat, passed over cookfires and
whispered in the confessionals of the remote Catholic

missions.

Father Cornelis van Kessel, a veteran Dutch missionary
whose parish bordered the Otsjanep territory, was the

first to hear the leak in the dam.

It was late evening, a week after the search had begun. An
Asmat convert from a neighboring village came to the
mission house. The man was terrified, constantly
checking the shadows, refusing to speak Dutch, using

only the old, rhythmic dialect of the river.

"The manam," the man whispered to Father van Kessel.
"The white spirit who came from the sea. They caught

him."

Van Kessel, weary from days of acting as a translator for
the search parties, rubbed his eyes. "Who caught who?

Speak plainly."
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"Otsjanep," the man breathed. "The river gave him to
them. To balance the dead. Ajim took his head. The elders
shared the power. The whole village is painted in blood

and ash."

Van Kessel's blood ran cold. He knew the history of
Otsjanep. He knew about the four chiefs killed by the
Dutch patrol three years earlier. He knew the Asmat law
of reciprocity better than any man in the colonial

government.

"Are you certain?" Van Kessel asked, his voice tight. "Did

you see this?"

The man reached into the folds of his woven bag. He

placed something on the rough wooden table.
It was a piece of heavy, black plastic. The temple arm of a

pair of thick-rimmed Western eyeglasses. The hinge was

twisted, as if it had been violently ripped from the frame.
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"They are wearing his clothes. They have the glass eyes.
They put his bones in the rafters of the jeu," the man said.
"Tell the metal boats to stop looking in the mud. He is not

in the mud. He is in them."

Chapter 18: The Pragmatic Lie

In a windowless, smoke-filled office in Hollandia,
Governor Platteel sat across from the highest-ranking
colonial intelligence officers. Spread across the desk were
Father van Kessel's letters, reports from two other
missionaries citing identical rumors, and the twisted black

arm of the eyeglasses.

The truth was laid bare in front of them. It was horrifying,

undeniable, and politically radioactive.

"If this goes public," the Chief of Intelligence said, lighting
a cigarette, his hands shaking slightly, "if we tell the
Governor of New York that his son was slaughtered and
eaten by the natives... he will demand a punitive

expedition."
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Governor Platteel closed his eyes. He saw the geopolitical
chessboard, and it was entirely rigged against them. The
Netherlands was already fighting a losing battle at the
United Nations to maintain control of West Papua against
Indonesian claims. The Dutch justified their presence by

claiming they were "civilizing" the territory.

"If we launch a military raid to burn Otsjanep and recover
the bones," Platteel said quietly, "we will have to
massacre half the village. The international press is
already here. They will photograph Dutch soldiers
gunning down natives with spears. The UN will strip our

mandate in a week. We will lose the colony."
"And if we do nothing?" the intelligence officer asked.
"If we do nothing, but admit he was murdered, Nelson

Rockefeller will use his political weight in Washington to

destroy us for our incompetence."
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Platteel stood up and walked to the map of the Asmat
region tacked to the wall. He stared at the sprawling,
vein-like network of rivers. He thought of the young,
idealistic boy who had come to collect art, and the
terrible, mechanical logic of the people who had killed

him.

But colonialism had its own terrible logic. Survival of the

state over the truth of the dead.

Platteel walked back to the desk. He gathered the
missionary reports, the translated whispers, the
intelligence memos outlining the tribal vendetta. He
placed them in a metal wastebasket. He struck a match
and dropped it in. The paper curled, blackened, and
caught fire, filling the room with the smell of burning

secrets.
"Michael Rockefeller drowned," Platteel said, his voice flat,

stripped of all emotion. "He succumbed to exhaustion

and drowned in the Arafura Sea. The crocodiles took his
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body. There is no evidence of foul play. That is the official

report of the Dutch Government."

The officers in the room nodded slowly. The ashes settled
in the bin. The greatest mystery of the twentieth century
was not a mystery at all; it was simply a truth too

expensive to tell.

Chapter 19: The Acceptable Grief

The winter light falling across the mahogany desk in the
Rockefeller family offices at Room 5600 of the RCA

Building was sharp, cold, and entirely merciless.

Nelson Rockefeller sat in high-backed leather chair,
staring at the embossed folder that had been couriered
from the Dutch consulate. Outside the plate-glass
windows, the steel and concrete geometry of Manhattan
stretched to the horizon—a world entirely mastered by

money, engineering, and men like him.
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He opened the folder. The official report from the
government of Netherlands New Guinea was only a few

pages long, typed in crisp, sterile diplomatic prose.

...extensive search of the coastal grid... recovery of the fuel
canisters... tidal telemetry confirms... concluded that Michael
C. Rockefeller succumbed to physical exhaustion and

drowned. No evidence of foul play. Case closed.

Nelson closed the folder, his large hands resting flat

against the leather binding.

He knew it was a lie.

His own private investigators, men who answered only to
the family checkbook, had spent the last two weeks
bribing harbor masters, buying drinks for Dutch
patrolmen, and intercepting the letters of Catholic
missionaries. Nelson had heard the rumors of Otsjanep.
He had read the frantic, suppressed reports of the white
clay, the bloody axes, the vengeance for the Dutch

bullets. He knew, with the cold, terrible certainty of a
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father's intuition, that his son had not simply slipped

beneath the waves. Michael was too stubborn for that.

But as Nelson looked out at the city he ruled, he felt the

crushing, inescapable weight of his own pragmatism.

To challenge the Dutch report meant demanding an
international inquiry. It meant putting the Asmat elders
on a colonial stand. It meant the New York tabloids
printing the words cannibalism and headhunting next to
the Rockefeller name for the rest of eternity. It meant
turning his son’s idealistic, tragic death into a grotesque,

carnival sideshow.

And beyond the scandal, there was a darker, more
agonizing truth Nelson could barely admit to himself. He
had warned Michael. Don't confuse collecting with
understanding. Michael had crossed the line, stepping out
of the armored carriage of Western privilege and directly
into the gears of a world he did not control. He had paid

the ultimate price for his naiveté.
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Nelson picked up his heavy fountain pen. He wrote a
brief, formal note of gratitude to Governor Platteel,
thanking the Dutch government for their tireless efforts

and accepting their findings without reservation.

He signed his name, folded the paper, and sealed the
envelope. The lie was sealed with it. Michael would be
remembered as a tragic hero who died fighting the sea, a
victim of nature, not of man. It was a clean, acceptable

grief. It was the best reality money could buy.

Chapter 20: The Wing

Several years later, the air in the Metropolitan Museum of
Art smelled exactly as it had in the Peabody archives: of
camphor, climate-controlled radiator heat, and preserved

silence.

Nelson Rockefeller stood alone in the center of the newly
constructed gallery. It was a cavernous, beautifully lit
space, all soaring glass and polished stone, designed

specifically to house the art of the Pacific. At the entrance,
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a heavy bronze plaque gleamed under the track lighting:
The Michael C. Rockefeller Wing.

Around him stood the collection.

They were magnificent. The bisj poles Michael had died
trying to acquire had eventually been purchased through
Dutch intermediaries, crated in wood, and shipped across
the ocean. They towered toward the ceiling, fifteen feet of
violently carved mangrove wood. The interlocking figures
of ancestors, the flared hornbill beaks, the jagged,
screaming mouths—they were all illuminated by perfectly

calibrated gallery lights that eliminated every shadow.

Nelson walked slowly up to the tallest pole. He reached
out, his thumb hovering just millimeters from the dry,

cured wood, though the museum rules forbade touching.
Here, they were safe. Here, they were masterpieces of

"primitive art," stripped of their mud, their blood, and

their terrifying cosmic purpose. They were dead things,
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beautiful and static, trapped behind the invisible glass of

Western admiration.

Nelson thought of his son’s voice, echoing from that dark
afternoon in Cambridge. They don't carve them to be kept,
Dad. They carve them to rot. To return the power to the

earth.

Michael had been right. The poles looked absurd here,
amputated from the humid, rotting lungs of the jungle.
Nelson had built a multi-million-dollar tomb to house the
very instruments of his son's destruction. He had bought

the art, but Otsjanep had kept the soul.

The Governor of New York stood beneath the silent,
carved eyes of the Asmat ancestors, surrounded by

priceless artifacts, and wept quietly, completely alone.

Chapter 21: The Ancestor

Otsjanep, 1968.
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The monsoon rain beat heavily against the thatched roof
of the jeu, a deafening, rhythmic roar that drowned out

the sound of the Eilanden River swelling its banks.

Father van Kessel sat cross-legged near the central fire
pit, the smoke stinging his eyes. He was older now, his
face deeply lined, his white cassock stained gray with
years of river mud and woodsmoke. He was visiting
Otsjanep to negotiate the building of a small tin-roofed
school on the edge of the village. The Dutch government
had ceded the territory to Indonesia, and the world was

changing, encroaching faster and faster upon the swamp.

Across the fire sat Pep. The old shaman was frail, his skin
hanging loosely over his ribs, his eyes completely milked
over with cataracts. But his presence still commanded the

longhouse.

"The children can learn to read the Indonesian words,"
Pep rasped, taking a slow drag from a bamboo tobacco
pipe. "But they will not forget the river. The river

remembers everything."
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Van Kessel nodded slowly. He respected Pep. He knew
that to the Asmat, time was not a straight line moving

forward; it was a circle, constantly feeding upon itself.

"The village has been at peace for many seasons, Pep,"
van Kessel said gently. "The sago is thick. The children are

healthy. God has been good to Otsjanep."

The old shaman smiled, a slow, toothless curving of his
lips. He raised a bony hand and pointed upward, into the
deep, shadowed rafters of the men’s house, high above

the smoke of the fire pits.

"Your God is in the sky," Pep whispered. "Our gods are

here."

Van Kessel squinted, following the old man's finger. The
rafters were lined with the woven pandanus bags and the
sacred artifacts of the village. And there, resting in a place

of highest honor, wrapped in bands of braided rattan and
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adorned with the black feathers of the cassowary, was a

skull.

The firelight flickered across the bone, illuminating the
hollow eye sockets. Tucked carefully into the nasal cavity,
resting across the cheekbones, was a pair of heavy,
black-rimmed Western eyeglasses. The lenses caught the
amber light of the flames, reflecting it back down into the

Jeu.

Van Kessel's breath caught in his throat. He stared at the
skull, the hairs on his arms standing up. Seven years had
passed, but the truth was right there, staring down at him

from the darkness.

"The white manam," Pep said softly, pulling the pipe from
his lips. The shaman'’s voice was filled with a profound,
terrifying reverence. "The river brought him when the
world was broken. We took his name. We gave him to the

wood."
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Pep looked up at the skull, nodding to it with the quiet

familiarity of an old friend.

"He is not lost, priest. You do not need to look for him

anymore," the old man said, as the monsoon rains

washed over the jungle outside. "This is your white man.

He is now one of our ancestors. He keeps our children

safe."
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