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  PROLOGUE


  Amazon rainforest, Ecuador, present day
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  “We’ve got to get these hidden, fast!” the young man said breathlessly, as he ran over to the small group of three fellow believers, two other young men and a young woman. Sweat poured down his face and back in the warm, humid chamber. He gazed up in awe at the massive, subterranean cavern, a stunning natural formation shaped like a cathedral. Its vast size, unmatched natural grandeur, and unusual features held many secrets, including housing some of the most extraordinary and powerful ancient artifacts on earth. It was a place of solemn reverence for their people.


  This place was not on any map. It had never been photographed. No one else on earth knew of its existence, and they needed to keep it that way. At any and all costs.


  They’d been forced into this position by foreign intruders who were now on the hunt for the priceless treasures they were desperately concealing. The intruders were clearly determined and getting far too close in their searches of the area. Members of their community had recently been reported missing under mysterious circumstances. They were certain the disappearances were related.


  The consequential and transcendent exploration they were undertaking here, exploration that could change the very nature of their existence, would have to wait. It was now too dangerous. They could not risk losing control of this place or these artifacts. Far too much was at stake.


  Their journey deep underground to this chamber had been a treacherous one. They had been forced to travel in the dark of night, separately, amongst predators of many kinds, in the dense and unforgiving Amazon jungle. A place that could swallow a person whole, never to be seen again by human eyes.


  Inside the cavern, beams from their flashlights made the entire space seem alive with movement. The reflections off the artifacts and the chamber’s strange features were shining and glistening with the promise of the miraculous. The very air felt different in here. The energy emanating from this place was palpable.


  He was tempted for a moment to once again experience the artifacts’ true power, before they hid them. It could happen so fast and it would allow him to experience the divine. His hand reached for one of the artifacts. It was so mysterious, so compelling, so powerful... and not yet fully understood. That lack of understanding had led to the terrifying deaths of those who did not respect just how dangerous the artifacts, in this place, could be.


  He stopped himself. He pulled his hand back and took a deep breath. He was devoted to their protection and any delay would put them in jeopardy. He could not risk it. He also knew the danger that he could lose himself in the artifacts’ ancient promise. The warnings were clear. He backed away, agonizing over how close he was to deepening his understanding of some of life’s greatest secrets. But it would have to wait. He prayed he would return.


  Finally, they finished what they had come here to do. They looked around. There was no trace of the artifacts for anyone to spot should they ever stumble into this space, though that had never happened. It was exceptionally well-hidden, the secret of its location well-guarded since time immemorial.


  “We all know what to do,” the young man said to the others.


  “Yes,” the young woman answered. “We all take our individual routes back. We meet once we are back in the city.” They had each mapped out and memorized their own solitary return paths. They knew the jungle well.


  He nodded, his expression grave. “And you understand that if any of us does not make it back, by the time we realize it, it may be too late.” They were forced to travel separately to ensure that if anyone was spotted or captured, the others could escape.


  With somber expressions, they nodded.


  He took out the ornate compass. It was no ordinary compass. Its hands spun wildly in response to the nearby artifacts. It was crafted by a member of their secret order, an order sworn to protect these artifacts, a vital part of their heritage. It was made to resemble a compass to disguise its true purpose.


  He pocketed it and zipped the pocket closed. It had been entrusted to him. He would give his life to keep it safe. To keep all of this safe.


  “Then, let us pray for our safe return.”


  They all bowed their heads in silent prayer.


  Without looking back, each brave soul made their way through the expansive, twisting, and perilous subterranean tunnel system, and then out into the dark and deadly jungle that lay beyond. Hope and prayer were now their guides through the many dangers that lay ahead...


  * * *


  After he completed the first leg of his journey in the dark, forbidding jungle, desperately trying to avoid predators on the prowl for their evening meal, he stopped to rest for a few minutes. Thirst and exhaustion were exerting their strong influences over him. He fished his water out of his pack and took a long sip. Suddenly, he heard something—something out of place. He crouched down, listening intently, trying to determine what direction it was coming from.


  It was voices. Human voices.


  Oh, no, he thought. He knew there shouldn’t be anyone out this far at night. Fear crept up on him. Adrenaline flooded his system anew. Though still a long way from the cathedral cavern, their presence was too close for comfort, or for it to be a coincidence. His people kept their ears to the ground for those attempting expeditions into the surrounding jungles. There weren’t supposed to be any.


  He tensed. He tried to think of what to do next. Should he keep going and report back on the location of the intruders? Or should he try to gain more intel first? His mind raced. It would be safer to just leave and get back as fast as he could. He listened again. It was a group of men. How many he could not tell. He tried to make out what they were saying, but he was too far away. Rivulets of sweat dripped down his face and neck as his heart thundered in his chest.


  He made his decision. He would try to get closer to hear what they were saying and assess what they were doing out here. He hoped against all reason that it wasn’t what he feared. That they were looking for the hidden cathedral cavern and the artifacts within. But he had to know. He had to be sure.


  With the utmost stealth, he carefully made his way towards the voices. He stopped every couple of minutes to sit in silence to glean anything he could about their location and movement. It seemed like they were sitting still. Perhaps they had settled in their camp for the night.


  He crept forward, staying as low to the ground as possible, keeping one ear out for predators, and one ear out for any guards they had posted to watch their perimeter. One man stepped into view through the trees. He was armed.


  The young man ducked down. He held his breath, his heart pounding furiously. He waited to make sure he hadn't been seen. He crawled forward, edging close to the camp, staying as low as possible.


  Finally, he managed to get within earshot.


   


  We may be there soon...


  We will need to get word back upon our arrival... the metal library...


  The prisoner will tell us what he knows...one way or another...


  Either way, he will be dealt with...


   


  His feelings of panic spiked hard. They were looking for the cathedral cavern. He turned back to resume his journey. He had to make the utmost speed now. Danger was approaching. Time was running out.


  He started to creep back through the thick jungle foliage. Adrenaline pushed him forward.


  A couple of minutes later, he suddenly stopped. A face looked back at him. A human face. He gasped, frozen in place.


  He locked eyes with the prisoner, bound and gagged, tied to the base of a tree. He was an older man. He looked like he had been roughed up. His forearm and lower leg were bandaged. His expression was one of shock and surprise.


  The young man crouched down low. He looked around. He knew guards would not be far away. His mind raced over what to do.


  The young man’s heart sank as he realized he had no options. He knew he could not help this man. He was alone, without any backup, and he could not risk being captured. Not with what he possessed and with the knowledge he had. The journey back was treacherous enough as it was. He also knew that a missing prisoner would immediately result in a search party being sent out. And this prisoner was injured. It was unlikely this man could make the trip back without aid. That would narrow his odds of getting back even further, especially now, knowing that enemies were already closing in.


  His big, dark eyes conveyed the deep, heartbreaking regret he felt.


  The man, though tied and bound, tried to protest, to beg for help.


  The young man’s eyes filled with tears. He shook his head. He mouthed the words, “Lo siento,” to express how sorry he was. Then he did one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do. He turned and left.


  As he departed, tears streamed down his face. He thought of how it would feel to be tied up, helpless, at the mercy of these men, then seeing another who could help, but chose not to. He could not even explain to the man why he did what he did. He was crushed, but the cathedral cave and those artifacts were sacred to his people, and the danger of having them fall into the wrong hands, severe. He must carry on...


  CHAPTER 1


  Cuenca, Ecuador, present day


  [image: ]


  Rick awoke with a start. His heart was pounding and he was drenched in sweat. For a moment, he was disoriented, unsure of where he was.


  He’d been haunted by nightmares ever since his foray to the Lost City of Gold in the Amazon jungle. The Mato Grosso was always with him. That ill-fated expedition had taken a deep toll on him. It had been almost two and a half years since he’d escaped that frightening place of inexplicable terrors. It felt like it had taken a piece of his soul.


  He got up and stretched. He got a twinge of pain for his efforts.


  “Ugh, getting old, Braeden,” he said to himself.


  His mind and body were still recovering, in many ways, from his ordeal. He was never very good at sleep either, insomnia was something that he frequently had to contend with. These days were no different. He was feeling his age and then some.


  He paced around his small, 400 square foot, one-bedroom, dingy apartment, working out some of the kinks. He walked over to the living room window. The sun hadn’t come up yet. The city of Cuenca, Ecuador was just waking up. The buzz of the night-time world was slowly being replaced by a different rhythm and sound as day prepared to take over from night. He watched as a shopkeeper made his way to his store, getting going early to prepare for the business of the day. A sign of hopefulness that customers would come and money would be made.


  Rick sighed, in some ways he was like that shopkeeper, trying to make a life for himself. But unlike that shopkeeper, he was still trying to figure out where he belonged and what his true purpose was.


  In the meantime, he’d been content with his life in this picturesque city. He appreciated the beauty of its Spanish colonial architecture, dating back to the 16th and 17th centuries, with cobblestone streets and red Spanish tile rooftops. It was a colorful and charming place, both friendly and low-key, which suited him just fine. He felt at home here. Or at least as much as he’d ever felt at home anywhere.


  He’d actually come to this city for a very specific reason. He just hadn’t felt ready or energized enough to face that reason until recently, but now he didn’t want to sit still any longer. He’d wasted enough time licking his wounds and being at the mercy of his demons. He was tired of it. He was craving forward momentum, a way of reaching escape velocity from the deep rut he’d found himself in. It was time to once again try to do something that really mattered to him. Besides, sitting still had never been his strong suit. He always got too antsy to stay in one place too long. His spirit longed to wander, longed for adventure, longed to explore.


  He headed for the shower. He looked up at the jury-rigged heating wires attached to the shower head.


  “Damn thing’s going to electrocute me one day,” he said to himself, shaking his head.


  He stripped off his plaid boxers and got in, washing the perspiration off. The water pressure was lacking, but at least it was fairly clean water. Something you came to appreciate in these parts.


  After his shower, he rifled through his meagre wardrobe. He grabbed a torn, dark grey t-shirt off a chair and gave it a sniff. Not the freshest, but it would have to do. It was the cleanest one he had.


  “Guess I’d better make my way to the local laundromat this week,” he mumbled to himself, as he donned the t-shirt and slipped on some jeans.


  He made himself a pot of coffee and sat down at his small kitchen table. He loved Ecuadorian coffee. It was the best coffee he’d tasted anywhere in the world. He grabbed a local newspaper he’d picked up yesterday. It’d been the catalyst he was seeking.


  He leaned back in his kitchen chair and sipped his coffee as he reflected on what had first drawn him to this region of Ecuador. He’d known this part of the world had a rich archaeological history. He knew exactly what he wanted to do. And it had everything to do with his father and wanting to prove himself to the man whose respect he felt he’d never been able to earn.


  Rick had zeroed in on the accounts of a mysterious lost metal library, comprised of metallic tablets, rumored to contain powerful ancient and otherworldly knowledge. Many expeditions had failed to locate this storied place. He vowed he would be the one to find it. Rick knew the history of the vast Tayos Caves system in the rainforest of Ecuador, and that somewhere within it was believed to be the location of the Lost Metal Library. The mysterious metal tablets had gone missing decades ago. Many rumors had abounded about their fate. For Rick, it was a tantalizing mystery.


  A Salesian Monk, Father Crespi, who had lived in the Ecuadorian city of Cuenca for over half a century and died in 1982, had befriended the indigenous peoples of the area through his missionary work. He was highly regarded for his efforts on behalf of their wellbeing, and as a way of showing their gratitude, they had gifted him large numbers of ancient artifacts. They’d revealed the artifacts had been found in an expansive subterranean system of caves in the Ecuadorian jungle, known only to the local people. Amongst the array of artifacts given to Father Crespi, were hammered metallic tablets, rumored to be made of gold, copper and bronze, and inscribed with a myriad of ancient symbols from an unknown language. They were said to be part of a hidden metal library, rumored to contain powerful knowledge. Father Crespi even claimed the artifacts were from Babylon, which would make the tablets, potentially, up to 4000 years old, though that was never verified. Upon Father Crespi’s death, the metallic tablets vanished and the location of the metal library has never been found.


  This was it, Rick told himself. This would make all the years of struggle worthwhile. Because if he could do this, his lifelong goals and aspirations, goals his father had dismissed and derided, would finally come to fruition.


  The fact that in 1976, the famous astronaut Neil Armstrong, only seven years after becoming the first person to walk on the moon, had gone looking for this mysterious lost library as part of a large, coordinated expedition of over 100 people, and had come up empty-handed, had sealed the deal for Rick in choosing this as his next expedition.


  Neil Armstrong was one of the men his father had most admired in life. That was one thing the two of them did share. If Rick could pull off something that one of the most famous men in history could not, someone his father revered, then surely this would earn him the respect and status he’d long sought in life.


  However, try as he might, Rick had been unable to find anyone to join his proposed expedition to the Tayos Caves system. He’d scoured the local labor force haunts, offering work to the day laborers and other free agents. He’d intended to carefully scrutinize lists of potential recruits. After what had happened in the Mato Grosso, his last expedition, he didn’t ever want to be tricked, used or fooled again. He’d paid a mighty price for that mistake.


  Unfortunately, whenever he mentioned where he intended to go, the laborers suddenly became unavailable. He could see the fear creep into their eyes when he mentioned the Tayos Caves system. After a while he wasn’t even afforded the luxury of trying to ask the questions. Men would see him coming and beat a hasty retreat.


  He had no idea what was happening, until yesterday when he was heading back to his apartment after another fruitless day of trying to hire some local help. He passed a newspaper vendor. A headline in one of the local papers caught his eye. As he’d read the article, he’d stopped in his tracks.


  This explains a lot, he’d thought to himself.


  He’d hurried back to his apartment, wanting to study the article more closely. Once home, he’d re-read the headline:


   


  Another missing person linked to the Tayos Caves System.


   


  “Yup,” he said to himself. This is why no one wanted anything to do with his expedition. In a way, he was glad it wasn’t personal.


  He’d continued reading:


   


  ...local man, Diego Torres, has been missing for nearly three days. He was last seen heading towards the Tayos Caves System. He is the founding member of a local archaeology club and recently had been publicly criticizing a foreign company, accusing them of trying to steal valuable artifacts belonging to the Ecuadorian people.


   


  The article went on to outline how other people linked to activity surrounding the Tayos Caves System had also gone missing over the last few weeks.


   


  The foreign company, Ares Worldwide, with rumored ties to black market dealings in weapons and various financial crimes, though none had ever been proven, is under suspicion in relation to the disappearances. Though their representatives have strongly denied any involvement, their arrival two months ago is too coincidental to be dismissed out of hand.


  So far, local law enforcement has been unable, or unwilling, to find any links to the massive, shadowy organization who claim to be doing exploratory field work ahead of a potential geological mining expedition. However, this reporter has already uncovered unofficial reports of previous archaeological work where the company was rumored to have been involved in brutal tactics, ignoring local regulations, having a complete disregard for local customs, bribery, corruption, and even theft of important historical artifacts.


   


  Rick’s instincts had started firing once he’d read the article. He had that feeling. The one he got before he went on the chase. He knew this was what he needed to do. It seemed like worlds were starting to collide with regards to the Tayos Caves system. If Rick wanted in on a potential discovery out there in the Ecuadorian rainforest, he’d have to act fast, or soon the chance of a lifetime might slip forever from his grasp.


  CHAPTER 2
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  Rick read the name of the journalist. Sofia Torres. He was sure she knew a lot more than what had been written in print. He wondered, too, if she was related to the missing man, though he realized Torres was a common last name.


  Considering the journalist’s possible familial connection got Rick thinking about his own family...


  He was a grown man, but he’d always secretly still craved his father’s acceptance, to be acknowledged in his eyes as a person of worth, maybe even of celebration.


  But it was too late now. His father had died almost two years ago. A part of Rick had died with him. He’d never been able to show his father much for his efforts, no great discovery, nor any material success to finally gain his stamp of approval. And now he never would. That was another loss Rick was forced to live with. It haunted him. Maybe it always would.


  His father, Edward Braeden, was an esteemed business owner, a relentless workaholic, and local pillar of the community. He’d long pushed for Rick, his only child, to follow his footsteps into the family business.


  Rick had tried, really tried. For a long time. But he just could not fit into the office environment or find even a hint of passion for the business. His father had attempted to find positions that Rick could tackle and find a reasonable fit with, but it hadn’t worked out. In the end, it’d been an embarrassment for both of them. Rick left the company after failing to meet his father’s endless expectations of him, which Rick felt were impossibly high standards. He knew it was his own fault, to a large degree. His heart just wasn’t in it and he couldn’t summon the will to force it or even fake it.


  As a boy and as a young man growing up, Rick had been drawn to exploration outside in nature, especially to places of historical significance. It had started when his mother, Eleanor, had taken him on a field trip to a local site known for its history of archaeological finds.


  She’d seen how much he loved the experience, how he seemed to come alive as he explored the natural world, seeking lost treasures. After that outing, she’d always made sure to encourage Rick’s imagination, his love of the outdoors, and deep fascination with ancient history. The two of them had a strong mother-son bond. He felt understood and accepted by her, and the two of them had a great deal of fun together.


  Rick had been devastated when they found out she had cancer. The diagnosis had come out of nowhere. Her decline had been swift. Only a few months later, his mother was gone. Rick never had a chance to get his footing during her illness. Every time he tried to make sense of what was happening, there’d be another sudden, shocking development, and an even more grim outlook. He’d felt as though he kept tumbling down a dark rabbit hole into a nightmarish world he’d never imagined being in, and could scarcely cope with. The sense of fear and powerlessness and overwhelming despair was crippling.


  He’d only been seventeen years old at the time. Not yet a man. He’d only realized in hindsight how much he was like his mother, and how much he’d depended on her to make him feel loved. Once she was gone, it felt like all the love in the universe had died with her. At least all the love in the universe that had his name on it. The world afterwards felt cold, distant, and achingly lonely. He never really felt like he belonged anywhere after her loss. It was as though he’d lost a big part of his identity. That he no longer mattered. He waffled between anger at the universe, shock and heartbreak over his mom leaving him, and longing towards a father who failed to be there in the ways he needed him to be. A father who couldn’t face his own grief over his wife’s loss, so he buried it deep and lashed out at anything, or anyone, that reminded him of it. For Rick, it all mixed into a profound, seemingly endless grief spiral, and for a long time, he’d sunk into a depression.


  What finally showed promise in bringing him out of that deep, dark depression, that sense of hopelessness and loss of purpose, was a solo trip he went on to a state park. He did it in honor of his mother’s memory. He’d camped out for a few days, under the stars, reflecting on his life, and his mother’s passing. He’d asked the universe for help in making sense of an existence that now felt empty to him. While on a hike the next day, he’d found a tiny fossil. A partial footprint from a small creature from the ancient past. It was the sign he’d been waiting for, longing for.


  He’d been elated. It had been ages since he’d felt anything even close to his old self. He’d felt energy and purpose begin to flood back into him.


  He’d been so excited to share his small discovery with his father. His father had worked late again, but over dinner that night, Rick showed him what he’d found, and more importantly, shared what it meant to him. Rick said it felt like a sign from his mother that he was meant to dedicate his life to searching for ancient treasures. But his enthusiasm had been instantly crushed. His father’s disinterest was clear. He told his son to focus on more practical matters and forget his fanciful notions of searching the world for lost things and remnants of a past that had no bearing on his own future.


  Rick had tried to get his father to understand how much it mattered to him, how it had finally lifted his spirits after losing his mom and suffering through a deep depression for months. But his father dismissed his ideas and his feelings and told him he needed to let go for his own sake, and start acting like a responsible young adult. He argued that there was no money in what he was proposing. No viable career path that would lead to a financially and materially secure future. He painted a picture of Rick struggling for twenty years only to realize that his father had been right all along.


  Rick had sulked for weeks after that conversation. He’d considered moving out, moving to another town, but found that he was too demoralized and lacked the drive to even take that first step. Eventually, his father wore him down. Slowly, he’d even begun to believe that he had been foolish for entertaining such fanciful notions.


  For the next few years, he merely went through the motions of life. He let his father dictate things to him, because he didn’t feel strong or centered enough to chart his own path forward. His father eventually remarried, but Rick never felt close to his stepmom. Deep down, he just could not accept any kind of replacement for his mom. It wasn’t fair, he knew that.


  After persistent pressure from his father, he’d finally enrolled in a local college and completed a business diploma. Somehow, he managed to get good enough grades to graduate, though it was close. He'd probably ended up at the bottom of his class, but he didn’t want to know.


  The only bright spots in his post-secondary experience were the archaeology and anthropology classes he’d taken for his options. There, he felt engaged and energized. It opened up his curiosity about the world and got his imagination firing along. But they were too few and far between. The business classes for his major were the dominant force in his academic experience. It was all he could do to pull off passing grades in those classes, though he’d excelled in his options. This was another source of disappointment for his father, who’d repeatedly reminded Rick of his own stellar academic performance at a top university. It was a badge of honor that his father wore proudly. That and being a business owner. The respect and prestige it afforded him in the community and amongst his peers was something he regularly told Rick could be his one day, if only he would focus his efforts, apply himself properly, and work hard.


  But hard work and dedication to something, at what felt like the cost of his soul, left a deficit that was palpable and too painful to bear for Rick. Try as he might, Rick could not twist himself into enough of a pretzel to please his father.


  The whole academic experience had slowly crushed Rick’s spirits. Then, his time working in his father’s company had squashed them even more. He’d never felt more hollow, more false, more inauthentic in his life. He’d tried to hide it for a long time, tried faking interest and enthusiasm as he got assigned to project after project. There were times when he’d wake up in a panic at night, filled with dread for the workday ahead. Meetings, business jargon, “deliverables”, spreadsheets, soul-draining, anxiety-producing performance reviews, and a life amongst grey cubicles. It all felt like a living death to someone geared to the outdoors, adventure, and scouring ancient ruins—someone who dreamt endlessly of finding lost treasure and getting their name written into the history books.


  Eventually, Rick had left the business world behind for good, which was a bitter disappointment for his father. In spite of that and in defiance of his father’s wishes, Rick swore to never put himself back in a position where he was that deeply unhappy and ill-suited. He turned to going on amateur expeditions with some friends, which was great fun for a time, until one by one they all chose to get regular jobs, get married and start families.


  Then, his father died. Edward Braeden had been a deeply unhappy man, despite the strong, in-control façade he put on. That unhappiness manifested itself in a number of ways. He kept up his workaholic ways, got divorced, the estrangement from Rick grew, and along the way Edward developed an unfortunate smoking and drinking habit as a way to cope with the pain he’d never found a way to face. The combination of those two habits took his life in his mid-sixties. A life cut short. He and Rick had never managed to reconcile their differences. That left Rick wrestling with a deep sorrow and longing that he could never fix and never escape.


  Rick had been devastated. He’d lost his only remaining parent. Though they’d been estranged for years, it didn’t stop the sense of loneliness and isolation he now felt in the world. It was as though he was now going through life untethered. A small boat that had lost its last connection to its mothership, now lost, alone, and adrift in rough, dark seas, that threatened to mercilessly tear his small craft apart. He felt very alone. The world felt different to him now, emptier.


  So, Rick had carried on searching for lost treasures. Traipsing through some of the world’s remotest places, seeking what was lost, seemed fitting for him somehow. He just needed to prove himself once and for all—prove his worth, prove he wasn’t wrong to want that life, and that he could make a difference in the world in some way. Then, maybe he could finally find a way to heal and become whole again...


  * * *


  Rick got up and poured himself another cup of coffee. He didn’t want to think about the past any more right now. He wanted to look forward. He re-read the article about the suspicious activity related to the Tayos Caves system. Things were converging. He could feel it.


  “I need to have a little chat with Sofia Torres,” he said aloud. He took a sip of coffee. He intended to seek her out right away.


  CHAPTER 3
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  Rick had tried to contact the newspaper to get in touch with the reporter, but it seemed that they were closed on weekends. He was disappointed. Patience wasn’t always his strong suit. He had no choice. He’d have to wait until Monday morning to try and get hold of her.


  It was late. Rick was heading back to his apartment after spending some time in a local watering hole. It was becoming an all-too-frequent habit of his, but he found it difficult to spend too much time alone. The company of strangers had a comforting effect on him. For a time, he felt a little less lost, a little less lonely. Like he had a place to go in the world. Only there, no one really knew his name.


  The bar was only a few blocks from his apartment. He typically avoided the more popular, crowded places. This one was small and dingy, a real hole in the wall, but that suited Rick just fine. He fit in well in a place like that. No one judged him, no one expected him to be anything other than what he was. Another anonymous stranger in a place that didn’t care who you were.


  So far, he was keeping his drinking under control. He knew it could get the better of him if he let it. He’d seen the consequences of letting it become too much of a habit. He allowed himself two whiskeys. Then, he switched to the local cola. Safer that way. He didn’t need to flush himself down the drain all at once.


  The streets around the bar had the usual nighttime crowd. A few people, alone like him, wandering, others boisterous and loud in groups. There were always comings and goings. People with places to go and things to do.


  As he walked on, the activity died down. Voices were more distant. He was walking past an alley when something caught his attention. He heard grunting. At first, he figured it might be a clandestine romantic encounter, but then the tone shifted to something more sinister. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck. Someone cried out. It was dark, he couldn’t see much, but now he could tell it was a struggle.


  Keep walking, he told himself. Don’t get involved. He had no idea what was going on.


  He heard a yelp, then feet scurrying.


  He stopped. “Hey!” Rick called out. “What’s going on?” He couldn’t help but do something. He was probably going to get himself in trouble. But when had that ever stopped him?


  “Help me!” a young man’s voice called out in a desperate tone.


  He heard a thud and a shriek. Then the sound of someone running his way.


  “Get him!” a man’s voice shouted in Spanish.


  Suddenly, the young man raced past him, his face bloodied. He looked terrified and desperate.


  Rick could hear the others, at least two, giving chase. He looked down at the ground and noticed a broken 2x4 next to the building in the alley. Just a piece of garbage that hadn’t quite made it to the bin. He picked up the wood, ducked and gave a wallop as the first man reached the street. He got him square in the face. The man fell in a heap with a grunt. His cohort, running close behind, tripped over him, going ass over tea-kettle.


  Rick gave the back of his head a good thwack.


  Both were down for the count.


  He looked around, but he couldn’t see the young man.


  He sighed. “I sure hope I did the right thing.” He had no idea what was going on between these three, but the other guy was younger, smaller, outnumbered and had obviously taken a beating. That just didn’t sit right with him.


  He turned to leave, but then to his great surprise, the young man reappeared.


  “Hey, are you ok?” Rick asked, startled.


  “You knocked them out?” He spoke in a Spanish accent.


  “Yeah, I did,” Rick replied. “Seemed like the thing to do at the time. I never liked bullies.”


  The young man’s eyes were wide with fear, but also with something else. Determination. He bent down and started rifling through their pockets.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Rick asked.


  “They stole something from me. I need to get it back.” He found what he was looking for in one of their back pockets. It was a folded piece of paper. The young man was about to put it in his own pocket, when one of the men grunted, coming to, and reached for his arm.


  The younger man gasped, falling backwards.


  Without thinking, Rick gave the man another solid whack on the head with the 2x4.


  He slumped down once again.


  The young man pushed himself up and once again rifled through the men’s pockets.


  “Are you crazy?” Rick said incredulously. “You’re taking a helluva risk. Let’s get out of here before they come to again. They’re not gonna be too happy with us.”


  “I have to. It may be muy importante.”


  “More important than your life?”


  He ignored Rick. Finally, he fished out what looked to be an old, tarnished compass. “Ahh, got it.” He stood up, pocketed the compass, but then swayed, unsteady on his feet.


  Rick caught him. “You’re hurt.”


  Rick saw his face more clearly now. He was young, maybe twenty or so. His right eye was swollen, his cheek cut and bleeding.


  “I’ll get you to a hospital,” Rick said, as he steadied him with one arm around his waist. He held onto the 2x4, just in case.


  The young man shook his head. “No, I need to get home to my sister. Es urgente.” He tried to push Rick away, but he stumbled.


  Rick caught him again. “Dude, like it or not, you need my help.” He looked over his shoulder at the two men slumped over. “And we need to get away from here fast, before these two goons wake up and before someone else sees us and starts asking questions.”


  The young man tried to struggle, but the fight he’d just been in had taken a toll on him.


  Rick thought for a moment. In for a penny, in for a pound?


  “Come on, I live not far from here. I’ll get your wound cleaned up and you can rest for a bit. Then, we can call your sister to come get you, ok?”


  The young man was silent, considering his options.


  “Look, we don’t have time to debate this. We’re going.”


  He shifted the man’s weight so that he had a solid grip around his waist.


  “Lean into me, I’ve got you.”


  The young man nodded and complied.


  “Bueno.” He gave him a friendly grin. “I’m Rick, by the way.”


  “Luis,” he replied.


  “Good to meet you, Luis. Let’s try to turn this crappy evening around, ok?”


  Luis gave him a half-smile.


  They hustled away as fast as they could. Luis’ jeans were torn and dirty and he was limping slightly.


  Rick didn’t know why exactly, but he felt protective of him. Maybe because in the past he’d been the one outnumbered and taking a beating. He didn’t like that experience. Not one bit. And he really didn’t like seeing someone else at the receiving end of it, either.


  Once at his apartment, Rick got Luis a glass of water, then gathered what first aid items he could find and set about cleaning his wound.


  The young man had a bit of a pudgy build and big, soulful brown eyes. He had thick, dark hair, and looked like he hadn’t had a haircut in quite some time.


  “Why were those guys after you?” Rick asked.


  Luis looked at him, but then looked away, shaking his head.


  “Ok,” Rick replied, “well then, do you think they’ll come back to try and find you again?”


  The startled look on Luis’ face told Rick that he hadn’t thought that far ahead.


  “Right, then. Do you think they know where you live?”


  Luis pursed his lips. “Posiblemente.” He took a long sip of water.


  “Look, I’m willing to help, you obviously need it. What did they want with you?”


  Luis just stared into his water glass.


  Rick didn’t press him. It was obvious he didn’t want to talk. He didn’t blame him. Rick was a complete stranger to him.


  Luis had grown quiet, contemplative. Finally, he spoke up, “I need to call my sister.”


  Rick nodded and gave him his address and the general directions to his apartment.


  Luis pulled out his cell phone and made the call. He spoke quickly in Spanish, his tone urgent. He hung up.


  “She will come and get me.”


  Rick nodded. “And then what?”


  Luis shrugged his shoulders. “I need to talk to her. She will know what to do.”


  CHAPTER 4
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  Rick’s apartment buzzer went off less than half an hour later.


  “That must be my sister,” Luis said, jumping up out of his chair.


  Rick nodded and went to answer it. “Who is it?”


  “My name is Sofia,” a woman’s voice answered, sounding tense. “I’m looking for Luis.”


  “Come on up,” he replied, buzzing her in.


  Moments later, there was an urgent knock at the door.


  Rick opened the door.


  Before he could introduce himself, she pushed right past him, spotting her brother.


  She dropped her large bag on the floor. Speaking in Spanish, she said, “Luis, oh, my god, are you all right?”


  He said yes, and she gave him a big hug, not letting go for a couple of minutes.


  They spoke in hushed tones.


  Rick moved to his kitchen to give them some privacy.


  He stole a couple of glances. Sofia wore a dark brown jacket and jeans. She was a beautiful woman with a lovely Spanish accent. She was about 5’6” tall, about the same height as her brother, and had long, thick, dark wavy hair and big brown eyes. She had a more athletic build than her brother. She was older than Luis by a handful of years. Rick pegged her at maybe mid-twenties. He could tell at once how protective she was over her younger brother.


  Finally, they came over to join Rick.


  “Gracias,” she said, with a nod of her head. “I am grateful for what you did tonight for my brother.”


  “I’m just glad I was there to help,” he replied. “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Rick.” He held out his hand.


  She hesitated, but then took his hand, shaking it briefly. “Sofia.”


  “Sofia,” he said with a warm smile, “a pleasure to meet you. Just wish it had been under better circumstances.”


  She nodded, looking tense. She noted he was tall, with a rugged handsomeness about him. His brown hair was wavy and a bit mussed up, kind of like what she could see of his apartment. He seemed friendly, but she’d learned the hard way that people weren’t always what they seemed.


  “May I offer you a drink?” Rick asked. “Would you like to sit down?”


  Luis was about to say yes, when his sister shook her head. “We should go. We’ve bothered you enough tonight.” She grabbed her bag, slung it over her shoulder, and put her arm around Luis.


  “Look,” Rick said, “it’s no bother. He’s just had a rough go, and from the little he told me, trouble might come back looking for him.”


  Sofia didn’t reply. She glanced at Luis.


  “Your brother said the men who attacked him might know where he lives.”


  “Where we live,” Luis corrected him.


  Rick frowned. “Then all the more reason to just hit pause for a moment.” He held out his hands. “Why don’t we just take a little time and figure out some safe next steps, ok? No one knows he’s here. You’re safe for the moment.”


  Luis nudged her. “Buena idea.”


  She thought about what Rick said, but still didn’t reply.


  “I’m tired and sore,” Luis pressed her. “Let’s just rest here for a bit. I think we can trust him. He’s helped me a lot already.”


  She sized Rick up.


  Rick could tell she was not one to trust easily. He didn’t blame her, especially under the circumstances.


  “Por favor?” Luis asked.


  She sighed. “Bien.”


  Luis looked relieved.


  “But we won’t stay long,” she said to Rick, with a wary look in her eyes.


  “Of course,” he replied. He motioned them into his living room. “As you can see, it’s a small place, but please have a seat and make yourselves at home.”


  Sofia held onto Luis and led him over to the sofa. They sat down next to each other. She set her bag on the floor next to her.


  “Excelente,” Rick said, with a wide grin. “I’m going to get us some snacks and drinks. Then we can go over things, ok?”


  Luis nodded his head eagerly as his adrenaline-fueled hunger kicked in.


  Rick went to the kitchen to heat up some leftovers.


  He came back and handed them each a Coke.


  “Gracias,” Luis said.


  Sofia nodded.


  “De nada,” Rick replied, winking at Luis. “I’ll be right back.”


  They took some sips and watched their host work, whispering to each other in Spanish.


  A few minutes later, Rick brought out a plate of food. He pushed some magazines and newspapers aside and set it down on the coffee table, along with some plates, cutlery and paper napkins.


  “Help yourselves,” he said, sitting down in an armchair across from them.


  “Llapingachos?” Luis said, when he saw the fried, cheese-infused potato patties. “We love these. They’re Sofia’s favorite.”


  Sofia tried to hide her smile.


  They all tucked into the food.


  “Did you make these?” Luis asked, impressed by how good they tasted.


  Rick laughed. “I wish. No, I’m afraid I’m not a very good cook. I pretty much depend on the local restaurants around here.”


  “Well, they’re muy delicioso,” Luis said.


  Sofia was quiet. She took a sip of Coke.


  “I like to think I’m good for the local economy,” Rick said, smiling, trying to warm things up with Sofia.


  She took another sip, lost in thought.


  After they finished the food, Sofia and Luis thanked him for the meal.


  Rick took their plates away and dropped them in the sink, along with his other dirty dishes.


  He came back and sat down across from them. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on? What did those guys want with you?”


  Luis fished the folded piece of paper out of his pocket. It was the one he’d taken back from the men attacking him. He held it up. “This is a police report I got about our padre. He’s missing.”


  “Missing?” Rick asked, frowning. He leaned forward. “What happened?”


  “We think he was abducted,” Luis said.


  Sofia shook her head. “We know he was abducted, and it was probably by the same men who attacked Luis tonight.”


  “Whoa,” Rick replied. “Why was your father taken? Who are these goons?”


  Sofia sighed. “He was accusing a foreign company of trying to steal artifacts...”


  Rick cut her off. “Hang on, I’ve heard of this.” He rifled through the newspapers on his coffee table. He found the article he was looking for. “Sofia Torres. Wait, is that you?”


  “Si,” she replied. “You read my article?”


  He nodded eagerly. “I wondered if you were related to him. Diego Torres. That’s your dad?”


  “Si,” she replied.


  “I’m sorry to hear that.” Rick did a quick scan of the article. “Do the police have any leads?”


  She shook her head. “No, not so far.”


  He turned to Luis. “What did those guys want from you?”


  “They’d read Sofia’s article,” he answered. “Somehow they figured out I was her brother. They were looking for her. They were trying to get me to tell them where she was. They searched me to see if I had anything that would lead them to her.”


  “I was driving around at the time,” she interjected, “following up on some leads.”


  “I guess that was lucky timing on your part,” Rick said.


  She nodded, looking down. “Guess so.”


  “What about calling the police now?”


  Sofia shook her head. “We’ve already done that. We talked to them when our father went missing. They weren’t much help.”


  Luis nodded his agreement, looking somber.


  “Is there anyone else you’d like to call? Someone who can help?”


  Sofia shook her head. “Not at the moment. I’m not sure what to do.”


  “Where’s your mom?” Rick asked.


  Luis looked down.


  Sofia tensed. “She died when we were kids. An undiagnosed heart defect.”


  Rick could’ve kicked himself for asking the question. The last thing he wanted was to make these two feel any worse, after the night they’d had.


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” he replied. “I lost my mom, too. Cancer. I was a teen. It’s pretty rough.”


  Luis nodded, but didn’t say anything. He just stared at the floor.


  “Si,” she said sadly, “it is.”


  Rick changed the subject. “What do you know of the circumstances around your dad going missing? Your article said it’s been about three days?”


  “Si,” she replied. “Four days, now. His truck was found abandoned on a road near a village outside the city. On the front seat, there was a map opened to the region of the Tayos Caves system. He left behind a thermos of coffee, his jacket, and work boots in the truck. His cell phone seems to be turned off...”


  Luis cut in, “He would’ve told us if he was going to head out into the jungle. He wouldn’t just leave us without saying a word.”


  “Besides, he’s not that foolish to go wandering into the jungle alone,” Sofia added.


  Just then, Rick remembered something else. “Luis, before we escaped from those two goons in the alleyway, you went back to get something else out of one of their pockets. You said it might be important. What was it?”


  Luis nodded and took it out of his pocket. “It’s an old compass of some kind. I’ve never seen it before.” He handed it to Rick.


  Rick took it. He was surprised by its weight. It was much heavier than it looked. It was a magnetic-needle compass that looked decades old. The compass rose was ornate, with the colors of indigo, bronze, and gold artfully arranged in its center star pattern. Similarly colored, but more faint, wavy lines emanated out from the central image. The compass was a tarnished, golden color, scratched in places, with a series of strange symbols inscribed in a Fibonacci spiral pattern around the back of it. He held it up and moved it around, but the needles stood still, pointing north and south on the intricate compass rose, no matter what direction he pointed it at.


  “Guess it’s broken,” he said, frowning.


  “That’s what I thought, but those guys were very motivated to find out if I knew anything about it. If I’d ever seen it before. Did it have some kind of significance? How did it work?” Luis shrugged his shoulders. “So, I thought I should take it.”


  “Good idea,” Rick said. He looked at it a little more closely. “Hmmm, interesting.” He didn’t recognize any of the symbols. He handed it to Sofia. “Do these markings mean anything to you?”


  She took it, examining the details inscribed on it. “No, I haven’t seen anything like them either. They look ancient.”


  “Well, it’s beautiful,” Rick said. “Looks valuable, too. Better hang onto it, keep it safe.”


  Sofia nodded and handed it back to Luis.


  He put it back in his pocket.


  Rick tried to make sense of the few clues they had, wondering how any of this could help locate their father, but he was stumped at the moment.


  Sofia leaned forward, elbows on knees, with her fingers pressed against her temples.


  Rick could see she was deep in thought. Trying to figure out what to do next, he thought. He had an idea, but he was sure she wasn’t going to like it. He wasn’t certain what he was getting himself into, but if there was one thing he was good at, it was acting on instinct. And his instincts were telling him loud and clear what needed to happen next.


  CHAPTER 5
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  Rick cleared his throat. “Look, I know you folks don’t know me, but I hope I’ve shown you so far that you can trust me.”


  They looked at him with curious expressions, waiting for him to continue.


  “I think it’s best if you both stay here tonight. It’s late. Luis is injured and those two goons are out there looking for the both of you. They’re not going to be happy about what happened tonight, even less so when they realize you stole that compass from them.”


  Luis swallowed hard.


  Rick continued, “Plus, I think we’ve all had enough excitement for one night.”


  Silence.


  “What do you say?” Rick asked, with a friendly grin on his face.


  Luis looked over at his sister. “He’s right.”


  She pursed her lips, but didn’t answer right away.


  Rick understood her reluctance to trust him, but at this point he was sure this was what needed to happen. These two weren’t safe.


  “We can all brainstorm what to do about finding your father,” Rick suggested, as he ran his hands through his hair. “You two will want some privacy to talk and to get some rest, so you can have my bedroom. I’ll crash on the sofa.”


  Luis nodded eagerly. It was clear he didn’t want to leave. “Sofia, por favor, let’s stay.”


  She smiled softly at her brother and gently touched his uninjured cheek. “Si, it’s not safe for us to go home tonight, not with what they did to you.”


  “And they’re looking for you, too, don’t forget,” Rick added.


  She sighed heavily. “You’re right. But are you sure we’re not imposing?”


  He shook his head. “Not at all. In fact, I’d be pretty worried if you two left. Having you here is the only way I’ll rest easy tonight.”


  Sofia considered his words as she looked into his green eyes, which exuded warmth, humor and had a sprinkle of adventure in them. As much as she wasn’t one to trust people easily, and didn’t want to trust him, he had a way of putting her at ease. He was easy-going, quick to laugh, and a little disarming. She was trying hard to dislike him, but something about him wouldn’t let her.


  “Bien,” she said, finally, letting a small smile escape her lips. “We will stay. Gracias.” At that moment, she felt a great sense of relief.


  Luis beamed and hugged his sister.


  “Alrighty then,” Rick said, clapping his hands together. “I’m going to prep the bedroom for you both and get you some fresh towels and t-shirts to change into, if you’d like. Help yourselves to anything in the kitchen. Mi casa, su casa.”


  Rick busied himself with tidying his bedroom, putting his clothes away, changing the sheets, and getting them towels, t-shirts, and basic toiletries. He didn’t have a lot, but they’d have to make do with what he had. He felt a little embarrassed at the rather messy state of his modest apartment, but then again, he hadn’t been expecting guests, let alone overnight ones.


  He came back.


  Sofia and Luis were talking in whispered tones in Spanish.


  “Am I interrupting?”


  “No,” Sofia said. “We’re just trying to figure out what to do about finding our padre.”


  “Of course,” he said, sitting back down. He thought for a moment, trying to understand what might be at work here. “Your article also mentioned the Tayos Caves system. Are these the famous Crespi tablets your father thought this company was after?”


  Sofia looked surprised. “Si, we think so. Por qué?”


  Rick leaned back in his chair. “I know of them. My father was a big admirer of Neil Armstrong. His expedition here back in the 70’s is actually why I’m here. My dad inspired me, in a way, to come here.”


  Sofia and Luis were familiar with the famed expedition.


  Sofia was curious about Rick’s motivation. “How so?”


  Rick cleared his throat. “Well, I’ve been interested in archaeology as far back as I can remember. My dad and I weren’t close, but one thing we did share was an admiration for Neil Armstrong. His extraordinary accomplishments as an astronaut captured our imaginations.”


  Sofia and Luis were listening.


  “Beyond that, Armstrong’s expedition to the Tayos Caves has always fascinated me. I guess, I had hoped that if I could do what that expedition didn’t achieve—find the Lost Metal Library—that somehow I could finally feel I’d earned my father’s respect.” Rick glanced down at his lap.


  Luis noticed the past tense Rick had used. “Your father, is he...” Luis’ voice trailed off.


  Rick looked up and nodded, understanding what he was asking. “Yeah, he passed away. It’s been almost two years now.”


  “Lo siento,” Luis said in a quiet voice.


  “I’m sorry to hear that, too,” Sofia added.


  “Gracias,” Rick replied, averting his eyes. “I guess I’m still trying to earn his respect, even though he’s gone. That’s why I’m here, in Cuenca.”


  “We are always trying to make our parents proud,” Sofia offered. “It doesn’t change in death. We keep trying.” Her thoughts ventured to her mother. She missed her so much still. That longing for connection never went away. “Mi madre, she is always on my mind.”


  Luis squeezed her hand. “Mine, too.”


  Sofia smiled sadly and squeezed his hand back.


  Luis turned his attention back to Rick. “You wish to do something important, something en memoria de tu padre.”


  Rick gave him a soft smile. “Yes, more than anything. In his memory and to feel as though I could do something that would’ve gained his approval, as silly as that might sound.”


  “It’s not silly,” Sofia replied, “our parents are our whole world when we’re young. Where else, who else, in our lives has that kind of impact on us?”


  Rick shifted in his chair, letting out a long breath. This was the first time he’d shared these feelings with someone and felt truly understood. He’d kept things pretty bottled up since his dad died. In fact, the way she phrased her response helped him understand it even better himself. He felt a wave of relief wash over him.


  “Gracias,” he said, with a nod.


  Feeling introspective, Rick got up to get them all some water and polvorones, a sweet almond cookie he’d found at a local bakery, and to process his thoughts.


  They sat around for a while, eating the soft, sugar-coated cookies, and reflecting on the night’s unexpected turn of events.


  Finally, they all grew quiet. It was getting quite late.


  What a night, Rick thought. He was looking forward to getting some shut-eye and coming at their problems with fresh eyes tomorrow. He didn’t know what they were going to do, but he hoped something would come to mind.


  Feeling exhausted, they were all about to turn in for the night when Sofia’s cell phone suddenly buzzed. “Hang on,” she said, “I want to take this.”


  It was a number she didn’t recognize, but as a journalist, she always picked up her calls, especially this kind, no matter the hour. Those often produced useful, newsworthy tips.


  She grabbed her bag, then walked to the kitchen to speak privately. She sat down at the kitchen table and fished out her notebook and pen.


  At first, she spoke in hushed tones in Spanish, then her voice started rising in alarm.


  Rick and Luis watched as she furiously scribbled down notes.


  She hung up the phone. She turned to face them. “You’re not going to believe this.”


  CHAPTER 6
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  “That was someone with information related to my article,” Sofia said, wide-eyed. She looked to Luis. “He thinks he might know where Papa is being held.”


  “What?” Luis asked, jumping up from the sofa.


  Rick stood up as well, surprised at the sudden turn of events.


  She nodded. “He also knows about the Tayos Caves system and Ares Worldwide. He said that he must speak with us urgently. His name is Javier and he wants to meet in person.”


  “Hang on, could this be some kind of trap?” Rick asked. “To draw you out?”


  “Oh,” Luis muttered, his hopefulness deflating. He hadn’t thought of that.


  Sofia shook her head. “It didn’t sound like it to me. He said he has three friends who’ve gone missing as well, just a couple of days ago in fact, and that he was attacked the same night they went missing.” She looked at Luis, and put a hand on his shoulder. “Very similar to what happened to you. He’s hoping we can help each other.”


  “Why were he and his friends attacked?” Rick asked.


  “For the same reason as Luis, for information. They wanted access to the metal library. They believe it’s hidden somewhere in the Tayos Caves system and they thought he could tell them.”


  “Why did those goons think he could help them with that?” Rick pressed.


  Sofia shook her head. “I didn’t get that far in the conversation.”


  Rick frowned. “Still, it could be a trap, don’t you think?” he asked, worried about this late night turn of events with a stranger stepping into the mix.


  Sofia pursed her lips as she thought for a moment. “You know, it was his voice. He sounded just as desperate, exhausted, and scared as we are.”


  “Well, where is your father being held?” Rick asked.


  “He didn’t want to say, over the phone,” Sofia replied.


  Rick raised his eyebrows. “Kinda suspicious, don’t you think?”


  “I understand what you’re saying,” Sofia said, holding up her hand, “but as a journalist you develop an instinct for people and situations. Something about the way he spoke, the fear that was clearly in his voice, told me I can trust what he’s saying. At least to an extent.”


  She paused, giving Rick a funny look.


  “What?” he asked.


  “I hope you don’t mind, but I asked him to come here to speak with us. He doesn’t know whose place this is. He’ll probably assume it’s mine.”


  “Oh, right,” he said, being momentarily caught off-guard. But then he quickly realized that he would’ve suggested it, if she hadn’t. “Smart thinking. He won’t be expecting me here.”


  “Gracias,” she said, feeling relieved.


  Luis stepped closer to his sister. “Are you sure this is wise? He could be dangerous.”


  She shook her head. “I’m not sure of anything at this point, but we have to do something to find Papa. This is our only lead.”


  “A leap of faith?” Rick offered.


  She smiled, her eyes conveying deep worry mixed with relief at being understood. “Si. If there is any possibility he can help, I have to try.”


  Rick thought for a moment. “I have an idea. As a precaution, I’ll go outside and watch the entrance to the building. If I see what looks like a couple of goons arrive, I’ll text you and tell you not to answer the door. Ok?”


  She nodded her head eagerly. “Buena idea.”


  “I’ll call the police if I think there’s gonna be trouble,” Rick added. “If not, I’ll come up on his heels to the front door.”


  “Gracias,” she said, her shoulders dropping, feeling a tiny bit less distressed.


  Rick nodded and they quickly exchanged cell phone numbers.


  “Alright, I’ll head outside.” Before he left, he turned around. “Is it just me or does it feel like the heat’s getting turned up pretty fast around here?”


  Sofia sighed. “Si.”


  Luis said, “Ten cuidado.”


  Rick smiled. “I promise, I’ll be careful.” He left.


  He hurried down the stairs and out his building’s back door. He sneaked through the parking lot, around the building, crossed a side street, and then darted across the road to another apartment building. He took up a position behind a fence, with a decent view of his building’s entryway. Then, he waited.


  Less than half an hour later, he spotted a rusted, moss-green colored Ford F150 pickup truck with a crew cab drive by, slowing in front of his building, then park about a block away. A couple of minutes later, a slender young man got out of the truck, looked around, and darted over to Rick’s three-story walk-up apartment building. He stepped into the lit entryway. He wasn’t very tall, maybe 5’4”, with short-cropped black hair, and he seemed nervous as heck. He furtively looked around behind him, then pressed one of the buttons.


  Rick texted Sofia.


  The buzzer went off inside Rick’s apartment.


  Sofia checked her phone. There was a text message from Rick.


  Looks ok so far. I’m coming back. He sprinted back to his building.


  She showed the message to Luis, then quickly texted Rick back, Bien.


  Luis nodded, then took a deep breath.


  She answered on the intercom. “Quién es?”


  “It’s Javier,” a young man’s voice answered in Spanish. “I’m here to speak with Sofia.”


  “Come up,” she replied and buzzed him in.


  Sofia paced the room nervously.


  There was a soft knock at the door. “It’s Javier.”


  Sofia called out, “Un momento.” She wanted to wait until Rick arrived.


  A moment later, she heard Rick in the hallway speaking to Javier.


  “Hola, my name is Rick,” he said, holding his hands out. “Don’t be frightened.”


  Javier stepped back away from him.


  “It’s ok. I’m a friend of Sofia’s. This is my apartment you’re meeting her at. We needed to take some precautions, you understand.”


  Javier swallowed hard. “Si, si,” he said, in a shaky voice, clearly jumpy.


  Sofia opened the door.


  “After you,” Rick said, motioning him inside.


  Javier entered the apartment looking skittish and scared. His inquisitive dark brown eyes darted around the room, looking for danger and trying to get a sense of who was here. He’d obviously taken a bit of a beating, too. His eye was blackened and there were bruises on his arms.


  Rick closed the door behind him and locked it.


  “I’m Sofia and this is my brother Luis.” She could tell how nervous he was. He had the look of someone desperate and completely out of options. In her line of work, she’d seen many a soul look exactly this way.


  “You have nothing to fear from us,” she said in a calm voice.


  Javier nodded, but was still clearly tense.


  “Let me get you something to drink,” Rick said. He grabbed a bottle of Coke from the fridge and handed it to him.


  Javier took it, his hand shaking a little.


  “Have a seat,” Rick said, pointing to a chair in the living room.


  He sat down, leaning forward, somewhat hunched over.


  Rick sat down in the chair next to him, while Sofia and Luis took the sofa.


  Javier took a long sip. His shoulders were tense and he stared at the floor, brows creased, looking like someone who was expecting to be jumped at any moment.


  They were all quiet for a few moments.


  “So,” Rick said, breaking the ice, “you might know where Diego Torres is?”


  “Si,” he replied, setting the soda bottle down on the coffee table. “I saw an older man, held prisoner in the jungle, outside the city.” He described the man to them.


  Sofia and Luis nodded quickly, their eyes growing wide with hopefulness.


  “That sounds like our padre,” Sofia said, the emotion clearly evident in her voice.


  “He was tied to a tree.” Javier then hesitated a moment. “He appeared injured slightly. Not bad, but I think they might’ve roughed him up a bit.”


  Luis squeezed his eyes closed, fighting back tears at the thought of his father held prisoner and injured somewhere out in the jungle.


  “He was held by a group of men. I could not tell how many there were, but they were armed. I am certain they’re somehow connected to those foreign operators, Ares, that you mentioned in your article. They’ve been spotted snooping around everywhere, asking questions about our historical artifacts and archaeological locations. I do not trust them.” Javier’s throat felt parched. He reached for the Coke and took a long sip.


  “Neither did our padre,” Sofia replied, thinking that was exactly what got him captured.


  Rick listened. Hearing about the capture of their father brought memories flooding back to him. He felt his heart beat faster. He could again feel the fear and anxiety of being taken prisoner. Not knowing if you would live to see another day. Completely at their mercy.


  Javier continued, “I ran as fast as I could, I was trying to get back to town, but I was grabbed not far from the prison camp. One of the men must’ve spotted me. He was questioning me about what I was doing out there, how I’d found them. If it had something to do with where the metal library was, and what I knew about the Tayos Caves system. I said I didn’t know what he was talking about. I struggled and managed to escape.”


  “How?” Rick asked.


  “My knowledge of the jungle,” Javier replied, offering no further explanation on that point.


  Rick didn’t press him on that particular point. “Where is this prison camp?” he asked.


  “It is on the way to the Cueva de los Tayos, east of the city, inside the rainforest.”


  Rick nodded. “The Tayos Caves site. I know of it. That’s almost a four-hour drive from here, then across the Rio Santiago.”


  Javier shook his head. “No, not that far. They were located in the jungle between the E40 highway and the river.”


  “So, not all the way to the Tayos Cave entrance?”


  “No, but they were almost directly north of it.”


  Rick thought about that for a moment. “That is, if they haven’t moved since then.”


  Luis looked to Sofia and whispered in Spanish, “If they’ve moved, how will we find Papa?”


  Sofia touched his arm, but kept her eyes on Javier. “At least we have this information. It’s a lot more than we had an hour ago.”


  Luis let out a heavy sigh.


  Javier spoke, acknowledging their worries, “They might be on the move. It’s possible they could even be underground, inside the cave system by now, since that is what they seemed most interested in.”


  Rick frowned. That would be unfortunate, he thought to himself. It would make finding them a whole lot more difficult and dangerous.


  “And that was two days ago?” Rick asked, silently calculating the odds of their father’s survival.


  Javier nodded, his big brown eyes conveying his fears about the time that had passed and what it could mean for their missing people. “I made it back to town, but my friends didn’t. I’ve been searching for them ever since, but there’s no sign of them.”


  Sofia frowned.


  “I can only think that they have ended up where your father was held. If so, I need help to rescue them.” He stared at the bottle in his hand. “I... I do not have anyone else to turn to.”


  Sofia thought of something. “So, wait, all this time, are you telling us that you did nothing to help our father?”


  “I had no idea who he was,” Javier said, “and I did want to help, but I was alone. I needed to find my friends first, so we could make a plan. My friends and I know the jungle, we have an advantage there.”


  “Why not just call the police?” Rick asked.


  “I did,” Javier replied, “but they did nothing. I don’t know for certain, but I think they might have been... influenced by these men from Ares. They seemed dismissive of me. Said my friends and I should know the dangers of the jungle. As if that explains away what I saw.”


  Sofia sat back, satisfied enough with his explanation for the moment. “I’ve been wondering about that. Others have gone missing in the last few weeks, shortly after those people arrived in the area, and it seems like nothing’s being done to locate them, either, same with our father’s disappearance.”


  “Si,” Javier said, nodding. “I know of others who’ve gone missing in some of the villages leading out to the Cueva de los Tayos.”


  “We need to do something,” Luis said.


  Sofia nodded. “I know.”


  Rick listened.


  “Those people you wrote about—Ares,” Javier said, looking at Sofia, “I believe they are as dangerous as you speculate. And more.”


  CHAPTER 7
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  Rick realized the math was definitely adding up to Ares being at the center of all of this.


  “We have to get our padre back,” Sofia stated, her anger now growing white-hot, thinking of her father in the hands of these mercenaries.


  “I hope he’s still alive,” Luis said, his sense of desperation growing.


  Sofia squeezed his hand.


  “They also stole something from me,” Javier said, a deep frown on his face. “A compass. I need it back. It’s extremely important.”


  Luis looked to Sofia.


  She nodded.


  Luis pulled it out of his pocket. “Is this the compass you’re looking for?”


  Javier’s eyes went wide. “How did you get it?”


  Luis pointed to Rick. “We have him to thank.”


  Luis told Javier about being grabbed a few hours ago, dragged into an alley, and the beating he took before Rick came to his rescue.


  “They were asking me a lot of questions about the compass,” Luis said, looking at it. “What did I know about it and how did it work?” He shrugged his shoulders. “I figured if it was that important to them to find out, I should relieve them of it.”


  “May I?” Javier asked, reaching out his hand.


  “Not so fast,” Sofia said, holding her hand out and then taking the compass from Luis. “I’d like you to explain this to us first. Why were they so interested in it?”


  Javier lowered his hand, disappointed. “It’s not an ordinary compass. It belongs to my people. It has great significance to us.”


  “What kind of significance?” Rick asked.


  Javier looked at him warily. “Historical significance.”


  Rick sensed there was something the young man wasn’t telling them, but he let it go.


  Sofia looked at it. The symbols on the back were very unusual. “We thought it was broken. It doesn’t seem to tell direction.”


  “It’s not broken,” Javier said. “It’s just... old.”


  Sofia thought for a moment, then handed it back to him. She had no reason to keep his stolen possession from him.


  “Gracias,” he replied, relieved, reverently running his fingers over it. He then tucked it away in his pocket.


  “Well, what are we waiting for?” Luis said. “Let’s make a plan to rescue our padre.” He looked to Javier. “And hopefully your amigos.”


  Javier nodded. “That is why I came to you. I was hoping we could help each other, since we have a similar problem, I think.”


  “How can we go there, though?” Sofia asked. “It’s a restricted area. We need permits, those take time...”


  Javier raised his hand and cut her off. “I can grant you access, as long as you’re with me.”


  She looked at him, surprised. Then it dawned on her. “You’re one of the Shuar people?”


  He gave a small smile.


  “Well, now,” she said, “that does explain a lot.”


  Rick knew what she meant. The Tayos Caves System was a protected and restricted area. It was inaccessible without gaining permission and permits from the indigenous Shuar people, whose territory the caves belonged to, and who considered them sacred.


  Rick replied, “Well, well, you do know a whole lot more than you were letting on.”


  “I had to be sure I could trust you,” Javier said. “I am a member of a small, hidden sect of the Shuar people. We help guard access to our land and protect our people’s historical artifacts.”


  Sofia let out a long breath, thinking how this night just kept on revealing surprises.


  “Hang on,” Rick said, “is that what you were doing out in the jungle at night, and how you just happened across an armed prison camp?”


  Sofia listened intently.


  Javier nodded. “My people and I, we help to protect our land, day or night. Many intruders would come and try to take from us that which is sacred to our people.”


  Rick realized something. “I’ve been trying for weeks to find not only a guide, but men I could hire for my own expedition out to that region. No takers. I couldn’t figure out why. I had every intention of getting the proper permits, doing everything by the book.”


  Javier frowned. He stared at Rick for a moment before replying.


  Rick could tell he was sizing him up. Trust doesn’t come easy in these parts. He knew that better than anyone.


  “That’s no accident,” Javier said, finally. “We put the word out that it just isn’t safe to go out there. Because it isn’t. People are going missing. We need to keep the area clear of any more potential victims or... intruders.”


  Rick understood the implication of what he said. “Look, I’m not here to steal anything from anyone, I promise. I was only trying to uncover a very old mystery...”


  A flash of anger crossed Javier’s face as he cut Rick off, “Perhaps we don’t need you to uncover anything,” he snapped.


  Rick felt taken aback, but then he realized that Javier had a right to feel as he did. He bit his tongue. He sensed there was a lot Javier was still keeping to himself, but he wasn’t going to press him on it after what he’d just said. Maybe, if the fates were smiling on him, his dream of locating the metal library could still come true, somehow. But for now, he’d stay quiet about that desire around Javier and just see where this journey would lead.


  But first, they had a lot more pressing matters to deal with.


  “So,” Rick said, sidestepping the issue, “do you have any suggestions as to how we should proceed to mount a rescue?”


  “Si, what should we do?” Luis asked, desperate to do something to help his father.


  Sofia spoke up, “From what you’ve said, these people are armed and we might be outnumbered.”


  Javier shook his head. “We will not win in a direct fight.” He thought for a moment. “The best we can do is try to free the prisoners without them seeing us. Stealth and knowledge of the jungle will be our best weapons. They cannot match my knowledge of the area. I can get us there and get us back.”


  “What about enlisting the help of the other Shuar people in the area?” Rick suggested. “They could help us with transportation, with supplies, with...”


  “Absolutely not,” Javier quickly replied, cutting Rick off again. “I do not want my people put in harm’s way. This situation is far too dangerous. Myself and my missing friends, we are part of a secret sect of the Shuar, as I told you. We have taken an oath to guard our people’s history and sacred places and artifacts. The responsibility is ours. I will not put innocent people in danger.”


  “I understand,” Rick said, letting the matter drop. “We’ll figure something else out.”


  They were all quiet for a few moments.


  Sofia spoke up, there was something she needed to address. “Rick, you’ve done a lot for us already. You do not have to do this.”


  Luis’ eyes went wide. He looked at Rick, scared about what he might say.


  Javier leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers.


  Rick saw them all staring at him intently. The faces of people he’d never met before today. For a moment, he wondered the same thing. But then he realized he had come to this place for a reason, and like it or not, this is how it was playing out. Strange as it seemed, he sensed he was on the journey he was meant to take, but like before, it was unfolding in the most unexpected of ways.


  Rick looked at Sofia and Luis. He could see the fear in their eyes, the well of emotions and longing just to have their father back safely. He thought of his own father, the closeness he’d longed for, and now there was no possibility of ever having that. It had long slipped beyond his grasp. But he could help these two recover what they held most dear.


  He then looked at Javier, who continued to regard him with thinly veiled suspicion and mistrust. He wondered what the young man wasn’t telling them, but his instincts told him he was an honorable person.


  In spite of the scars Rick bore, both physical and psychological, and the bad memories that had haunted him since the Mato Grosso, he was going to try to do whatever he could to help these young people. Once a prisoner himself, he would’ve given anything at that time to have a rescue party, even one such as this, come and try to free him. But he’d been alone. No one came for him. These people weren’t alone. That made all the difference in the world, and that was good enough for him.


  He finally answered Sofia, “I was once in your father’s shoes and no one came to help me. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”


  She was startled at his admission, but then gave him a soft smile.


  Luis fought back tears.


  Javier tried to mask his surprise at Rick’s response, wondering what had happened to him.


  “Let’s do it,” Rick said, clapping his hands together.
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  That night, the four of them stayed up for hours in Rick’s apartment planning their daring rescue mission. As per Rick’s suggestion, Javier had also stayed overnight, along with Sofia & Luis. Javier slept in a sleeping bag on the floor, while Rick, being older, took the sofa.


  Being familiar with the area, Javier was going to drive them there in his pickup truck. The plan was to sneak up to the prison camp, try to free the prisoners somehow, and then hightail it back to the truck. They were relying heavily on Javier’s knowledge and expertise in the jungle and his familiarity with the route they would take.


  Rick knew it was a massive risk. He tried not to think about how abysmal their chances of success really were.


  To mitigate the obvious risks and challenges, they tried to think of every eventuality that they might face, and what they’d need for gear. They intended to head out into the rainforest the very next day.


  Early the next morning, Rick made them coffee and a simple breakfast of empanadas, toast, and fruit. His cupboards were going nearly bare after all of his impromptu guests.


  They’d made a long list of supplies they would need and headed out early to gather them. Rick had gone with Sofia and Luis, while Javier went by himself, in order to split the effort and save time. They planned to meet back at Rick’s apartment as soon as they were done.


  Rick, Sofia, and Luis were making one of their last stops at a local hardware store. They went inside. It was crowded and busy.


  Sofia pulled Rick aside. “I want to talk to you,” she whispered.


  Luis went on ahead, list in hand.


  “Sure,” Rick said. “What is it?”


  She had a serious look on her face. “I wanted to ask you what you thought about Javier.”


  Rick was glad she was bringing this subject up. “I think he’s a noble person, principled, but...” his voice trailed off as a couple of other shoppers squeezed by them.


  “But what?”


  Rick looked at Sofia and lowered his voice. “I’ve been thinking that the odds are there’s a lot he’s not telling us.”


  She nodded her head quickly. “I’ve been thinking the same thing.” Her journalistic instincts had been sending her all kinds of warning bells since they’d made their rescue plan. She knew there was soon going to come a point of no return and she wasn’t certain how they would ultimately fare when it did.


  She looked at Rick intently. “Do you think we can trust him?”


  He took a moment to answer. “To a point, yes.”


  She felt relieved and validated that she wasn’t the only one thinking along these lines. “My feeling exactly.”


  “I think we’d be well-served to keep our eyes wide open where he’s concerned,” Rick said. “I’m hoping we’re all on the same side, but we need to admit that this is a marriage of convenience, so to speak.”


  She nodded in agreement.


  “He doesn’t really want us coming with him, that much is clear,” Rick added. “But he’s been forced into a situation where he needs us to.”


  “And once he doesn’t need us anymore?” she asked. “Once he’s reunited with his friends?”


  Rick raised his eyebrows. “Then, the calculus of our jungle adventure changes. We’ll have to stay alert, I guess.”


  She sighed. “Right. That’s what worries me. We don’t really know what we’re getting ourselves into here. This has all happened so fast. Now, we’re going to be led out into the rainforest by someone we just met.”


  Rick knew she was right. He felt the same way. It was slightly mad. Well, maybe more than slightly. But he also knew they had a snowball’s chance in hell of finding her father without Javier’s help.


  He touched her shoulder to offer some support. “Let’s just focus on getting your dad back and getting out of this alive. We’ll watch each other’s backs. Sound good for starters?”


  She bit her lip, feeling a bit relieved just to have shared the burden of worry, but she was still worried sick about all the things that could go wrong. At least Rick was on the same page where Javier was concerned. “Si,” she answered.


  As the three of them were leaving the hardware store, bags of goods in hand, Rick’s cell phone rang. He looked at the display. It was his landlord.


  He stopped. “Rick here.”


  Sofia and Luis stopped next to him.


  “Say what?” Rick asked, his voice rising. “When did you...”


  He looked at Sofia and Luis as he listened, a deep frown on his face.


  “Can you tell me what you see?” he asked. “No, I can’t right now...”


  Sofia mouthed the words, “¿Qué es eso?”


  Rick just shook his head to indicate he couldn’t answer at the moment. He checked the time.


  “Look, I don’t know if I can get back right away...”


  He rubbed his forehead, listening.


  He let out a heavy sigh. “Would you do me a favor and just fix the lock for now? I’ll pay you for it.”


  He paced. “I’ll call you when I know when I can get there. Just fix it, por favor. Bill me whatever it costs... No, just leave it all. I’ll deal with it later... Sure, sure, I will... Ok, gracias.”


  The call ended.


  “What’s wrong?” Sofia asked.


  “I think our timetable just got squeezed even more. My apartment was broken into. Someone must’ve been watching us, waiting for us to leave to search the place. We haven’t been gone that long.”


  “I don’t suppose we can just assume it was regular thieves?” Luis asked.


  Rick shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”


  “Ares?” Luis asked.


  “It has to be,” Rick replied.


  “Do you want to go back?” Sofia asked. “Check things over?”


  Rick thought for a moment, trying to decide what their next move should be.


  “We should call the policía,” Luis suggested.


  Rick considered that. “No,” he said, realizing something. “That will just call even more attention to us. They’ll ask questions. I’ll have to go through everything with them, say what’s missing, if anything. And frankly, we don’t have the time.”


  “Are you sure?” Sofia asked. “This is serious.”


  He nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure. I think we know who did this and why. If they’re now also onto me, or have tracked you two down somehow or Javier, we’re in bigger trouble than I realized. They had to have been watching my place, and if so, they could be watching any or all of us right now.” He looked at the two of them. “We’ve got to let Javier know.”


  “I’ll call him right now,” Sofia said.


  “Good,” Rick said. He pointed to Luis. “They’ve already attacked both you and Javier, looking for information. They’ll have no qualms about doing it again. We’ve gotta get a move on.”


  * * *


  They met up with Javier twenty minutes later. Luckily, they’d managed to get most of the supplies they needed. They all piled into Javier’s truck, with Rick riding shotgun. They stopped at a gas station to fuel up, and then changed into their camouflage clothing, with long sleeves and pants to protect their skin, and sturdy hiking boots. They grabbed a few extra snacks and bottles of water for the trip. It had been decided that Javier would get them as close as they dared on the road near the location he’d last seen Diego. From there, he’d hide the truck and they’d go the rest of the way on foot.


  The nervous and scared, yet determined, foursome headed out onto the highway, for the long, almost four hour drive east from Cuenca, nearly all the way to the border with Peru. Into the rainforest and into the unknown. Hoping against hope that all was not already lost...
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  Oz watched his men heading out from their encampment, deep in the rainforest of Ecuador, to do some scouting. His team were consummate professionals, but he could tell the tension was mounting. They knew they were getting closer and that it was only a matter of time until they would find their ultimate destination. They needed a few more puzzle pieces and all would be theirs.


  Oz was part of a global organization that was ever on the hunt for new weapons, and any and all sources of power that could be adapted into weaponry, technological inventions, and more. They had operatives everywhere. Certain code words would attract their attention—powerful, ancient artifacts, secret knowledge from the distant past, hidden portals leading to areas of strange phenomenon, people gaining unexplained, and sometimes unnatural abilities, even shades of the supernatural.


  Not long ago, they’d caught wind of mystical occurrences in this specific region of Ecuador. Superstitious whispers abounded regarding mystifying events relating to a trove of once lost ancient artifacts... the fabled Crespi tablets and a mysterious metal library. There were even rumors of unexplained disappearances of people who were supposedly out near the protected and restricted Tayos Caves system—disappearances due to some hidden power related to this metal library, or so the rumors went.


  After doing extensive research, Ares had sent a team of men, led by Oz, out to investigate. Once in Ecuador, they had done their recon. They planted people in select places to listen and learn, bribed people as needed, and then acted swiftly when they found information of particular interest to them. They were unconcerned by the pockets of resistance they’d encountered so far. They had effective ways of quieting resistance.


  Now, Oz had brought a small team out into the Ecuadorian jungle, leaving behind a few operatives in the city of Cuenca, with whom they remained in radio contact. His team was heading towards the Tayos Caves system. All signs pointed to the elusive metal library being in this area. They were determined to find and take control of it, at any cost.


  Oz walked to the edge of their jungle encampment. The night was warm, with a soft breeze on the humid air, and it was alive with shrieks and rustles. A light drizzle came down, hitting his face. He closed his eyes, relishing the smell of lush foliage kissed by rain. He loved the night. It was when he felt most alive. He rarely slept anyways, but now with the adrenaline pumping through him, his mind raced with how various scenarios might play out in the hours or days ahead. He was ready for any of them. He was eager to engage. Waiting was never his strong suit when he was this close to his prize.


  He thought about how being out here was like dancing on the edge of a knife. One wrong move, one bad decision and you may not live to get it right the next time. He relished the adrenaline rush of being on the hunt. Of seeking prey. Of seizing that which was there for the taking. He revered the strong and powerful overcoming the weak, taking whatever they needed, whatever they desired. Out here in the jungle, life was more honest, more blunt, more brutal, less merciful. As it should be. Their company name, Ares, which meant God of War in ancient Greek, was appropriate. Life was a battle, and others and their hidden treasures were meant to be conquered. It was simply the natural order of things.


  Oz looked up at the jungle canopy above. Only a few stars were visible beyond the thick foliage. They were getting close. He could feel it. Possessing these artifacts, bringing them to Ares headquarters, would launch his career to dizzying new heights. He’d be able to rise to the level of the top shot callers and gain all the perks, privileges, and powers that came with it. He had long held plans of what he would do with that power...


  He would be respected, feared, dominant, powerful. Everything he had not been as a young child; teased and bullied mercilessly for years because he was smaller than the others and because he stuttered. It had been an excruciatingly difficult time in his life. It didn’t help that his father had abandoned him and his mother when he was a baby. He’d been born premature and weak, needing the support of a neonatal intensive care unit for his very survival in the first two weeks of his life.


  His mother had cruelly reminded him over the years, like the worst record he’d ever heard on endless, agonizing repeat, that his birth had been the catalyst for their unfortunate change in circumstances. His father had left them with nearly insurmountable debt from the medical bills associated with his birth and difficult early months. His mother had worked three jobs just to put food on the table and a roof over their heads. She was always exhausted. He recalled that she had an ever-present haunted look in her eyes. He often heard her crying after she’d put him to bed and thought he was asleep. As a child, powerless to change anything, he’d been left alone to simmer in his own pain, confusion, and anger.


  In his home, a tiny, rundown apartment, the omnipresent palpable tension and fear for their very survival meant Oz rarely slept well. Insomnia plagued him to this day. He’d learned to live with it well enough, he supposed.


  Oz believed that his mother placed most of the blame for their struggles on him. If only he hadn’t been born. If only he’d been born healthy. These thoughts had chased him nearly all of his young life. He went through life with the sad and uneasy sense that he’d done something wrong just by his very existence. He felt he had no choice but to prove himself, to his mother, to the father who left him, to the world, to justify even being in it, to earn his place.


  He remembered his childhood as one of endless want, hunger, and crippling poverty. He recalled his mother’s simmering anger and resentment towards the way her life had turned out, and towards the deadbeat dad who turned his back on his young family, a man Oz had only ever seen in photographs. In that way, his father almost didn’t seem real to him. Just a face in a photo. A ghost from a past he had no memory of. He envied the other kids in school who had dads that came to their sporting events, to their parent-teacher interviews, who took them on outings, dads who taught them important things, and who helped them gain skills and knowledge beyond a classroom. Men who were strong and capable, and who showed their children how to be just as strong and capable.


  His mother’s mental state eventually declined further into a spiraling dark depression, ending in suicide when he was only sixteen. One day when he’d come home from school, Oz had found her lifeless body lying next to an empty bottle of pills. It was the worst day of his life. He was never the same. From then on, he’d been unable to open up to anyone, or get close to anyone. Without any extended family, he’d found himself homeless for a time.


  Those early years of being utterly vulnerable, poor, without any decent options, and nowhere to turn had taught him that life itself was a merciless beast to either be conquered by and crushed under, or to conquer and rise above. There was no in between for a person like him. Spending cold nights in the cruel, uncaring streets, where abuse of all kinds was just around the corner of whatever street he found himself wandering down, made him vow to never be weak or at anyone’s mercy ever again. Physically, financially, or emotionally. He’d hated every moment of his existence, and he told himself that one day he’d find his way out of it.


  Then Ares had found him. He’d spent years working his way up inside the organization. They had been harsh. They expected a great deal—complete commitment, unwavering loyalty, and no mistakes. They required one to devote their life to them. There was no time for a life outside the organization. In every way, they owned him. But Oz didn’t mind. He had nothing outside of the organization anyway. Within their midst, he’d found a place to belong, something to aim for, an identity. They were strong and they taught him how to be strong, too. He’d mastered the art of being dispassionate towards others, to not let sentiment or morals or ethical concerns cloud his decisions. To zero in on his objectives at the expense of whatever stood in his way. He found it all profoundly liberating.


  Over time, with the guidance and resources his employment had provided him, he reinvented himself. He became physically strong through boxing and martial arts; he sculpted his physique and paid attention to the way he dressed and carried himself. The stutter had been overcome through years of speech therapy. He eventually carried himself with confidence and took pride in his work. He even chose a new name for himself. It was a way of forging his own identity and divorcing himself from a past he wanted nothing to do with and longed to forget. He never wanted to be associated with weakness or need or vulnerability again, as long as he drew breath.


  Ares had taken note of his fervent dedication, his intelligence and strong will, and his commitment to any task they’d assigned him. As the years went by, they gave him more responsibility, which had culminated in this opportunity. It was his first mission as a leader. He was ready. He was hungry. Eager to show them that he could produce great things for the organization. Things that would make them, and him, ever more powerful and feared in the world.


  Yes, he understood the jungle. It made sense to him in a way the rest of the world did not. Predator or prey. It was all he’d ever known. He would not let the beast get him. He was the beast now.


  Behind him he heard the sounds of a struggle. Strained voices, pleas, a physical altercation, then whimpering. He smiled. Everything was turning out just as he hoped.
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  Rick, Sofia, Luis, and Javier had gone over their plan in great detail as they’d left the city, heading into Ecuador’s rainforest region, but no one had spoken for the last hour as they got ever closer to their destination. Night had fallen fast. The glow of the headlights on the dark highway had been hypnotic. The world seemed to narrow in scope to two points of light leading the way to a destination they were each drawn to for their own reasons.


  Rick thought about the Tayos Caves system. They were getting so close to a place of mystery and wonder and extraordinary natural beauty. He thought about how bittersweet it was going to be to come so close to a place he’d longed to see with his own eyes, but not be able to explore. There would be no sight-seeing on this trip. No grand expedition in search of lost treasure. He wondered what the night would bring, but he just hoped they’d all get out alive.


  Rick had glanced over at Javier from time to time on the drive. Javier had been exceptionally quiet once they’d finished going over their plans. He knew there was a lot the young man wasn’t telling them. He hoped whatever it was he was keeping to himself wasn’t going to get them all killed.


  Finally, Rick’s attention perked up as Javier pulled off the E40 highway and turned right, down a narrow roadway that wasn’t even visible from the main road. He drove down a way on a rough and muddy road filled with potholes, barely wide enough for the truck. Branches scraped the sides of the truck and slapped against the windows, as water splashed up from the deep potholes. It was as though the jungle was consuming their insignificant vehicle.


  They all sat up straighter, immediately alert.


  The sense of nature closing in on them in a near-suffocating embrace was quickly bringing back more memories for Rick. He knew that out here they had to play by the jungle’s rules, which could be merciless and unforgiving.


  Javier then took another quick right and parked the truck in the midst of some thick foliage.


  “We go on foot from here,” he said, turning off the ignition. “I know a path. It’ll take us about an hour, maybe more if we have any delays, to hike to where I saw the prison camp. Grab your gear.”


  They exited the truck, pushing through the leaves and branches. Each grabbed their rucksack of supplies and placed it on their backs.


  To their surprise, Javier also pulled out a rifle and some ammunition.


  “You didn’t mention that,” Rick said, eyeing the gun.


  Sofia and Luis looked startled.


  “It’s for our protection,” Javier replied. “It’s not safe in the jungle at night.” He slung the long gun over his shoulder and then grabbed the machete he brought along for cutting through some of the thicker jungle growth.


  Rick looked over at Sofia.


  She shrugged her shoulders.


  He let the matter go. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves. The night air of the jungle was a balmy 72 degrees and humid. A soft breeze brushed his face. He glanced up at the night sky. Out here, without light pollution from the city, the sky was a dazzling array of sparkling stars. It was as though they had a distant audience watching them. But Rick knew it was a dispassionate one that would calmly watch as they either succeeded in their task or died a swift death for trying, by man or nature. He sighed. No help would be coming for them once they stepped into the immense rainforest spread out before them.


  Sofia thought about her father out there in the jungle, scared, injured, and she hoped, still alive.


  “Time to cover up,” Rick said.


  They all donned their balaclavas, which Javier had suggested they wear for additional camouflage, and grabbed flashlights, which they were only to use in case of emergency. They didn’t want to alert Ares of their arrival and give away the element of surprise. They would need to rely on Javier’s knowledge of the path they were to take.


  “Follow me,” Javier said, waving them forward. “And be quiet or we won’t make it to the prison camp alive.”


  No one made a peep.


  Rick’s heart pounded as they left the relative safety of the truck for the jungle.


  The group made their way, silently, in single file. Javier was in the lead, deftly cutting through the dense foliage with his machete, while Rick brought up the rear.


  They were immediately surrounded by very dense, fragrant, damp jungle growth, which seemed to make the civilized world disappear. They ventured deeper into the tropical rainforest. The thick canopy overhead blocked out the night sky. The air was becoming increasingly humid and the leaf-covered path slippery and wet, dotted with shrubs and covered in vines. There were also tangles of lianas everywhere. They were long, thick, climbing woody plants, rooted in the ground, curved and hanging from the surrounding canopy trees from which they clung to in order to grow ever higher towards whatever sunlight they could capture during the day. Everything was covered in moisture and before they knew it, their hair and clothes were damp.


  The night was awash with a cacophony of sounds. Much like the city, the daytime world gave way to the nighttime realm with a different array of jungle denizens making their way out to begin their hunt. The rainforest was alive all around them. They could hear movement, but saw nothing. Likely, their presence was being tracked by all manner of creatures, as they disturbed the natural order of their jungle home.


  The narrow, winding path Javier led them down was barely describable as a footpath. In spite of Javier’s efforts with his machete to clear their path, Rick was getting slapped in the face with wet leaves and branches every few steps. He had to struggle to keep his footing as they stepped over and around vines, lianas, tree seedlings, and an array of ferns and shrubs. The jungle growth was getting denser the farther on they went.


  “Stay close,” Javier said in a low voice.


  Rick nodded. Pausing for only a minute could allow the others to disappear from sight. It would be very easy to get lost forever out here, especially in the dark of night.


  They marched on, the sounds of damp leaves and snapping twigs under their booted feet marking their journey.


  Rick tried to keep his own panic at bay. He knew Ecuador’s rainforest had incredible biodiversity. He just hoped they wouldn’t cross paths with one of its most fierce inhabitants—the jaguar. He still had nightmares about crossing paths with the big cats in the Mato Grosso. He shuddered at the thought and said a silent prayer that they wouldn’t fall prey to any predator tonight—of the human or animal variety.


  Rick felt sweat trickling down his neck and back as they fought their way forward in the dark through the dense, humid rainforest, and thought to himself how utterly insane this was. Every time he ventured out into the jungle, it seemed things got even more insane. Here he was putting on a brave face, marching with a small group of people out into the deep jungle, at night, amongst deadly predators, going to rescue a prisoner from an armed group of mercenaries.


  I must be mad, he thought to himself. And getting madder the older I get. He’d laugh if it wasn’t so imperative they make no sounds. He wondered what his father would have to say to him if he saw what he was doing and how he was allowing all these people to take on such a potentially deadly risk.


  Just then, Rick jumped as something moved on a tree branch he’d grabbed to steady himself on the slippery path. He’d thought at first that it was a thick vine that had wrapped itself around the branch. It wasn’t. It was a snake. A big one, several feet in length. It was clearly disturbed by his presence as its body undulated and shifted, circling higher on the branch.


  He let out a heavy sigh of relief when he realized it was an emerald tree boa, its bright green body accented with a distinctive pattern of irregular white zig-zagging horizontal stripes, and not one of the venomous varieties of snake this area was known to have.


  “Sorry, dude,” he whispered under his breath.


  The others had taken no notice of his close encounter.


  Just as well, he thought.


  They carried on silently in single-file, staying close to each other.


  Javier started increasing his pace. The young Shuar was lithe and fit and sure on his feet. He seemed not to tire as he wielded his machete against the jungle growth. The entire hike had seemed effortless for him, as though he’d traveled this path all of his life.


  The rest of them worked hard to keep up and maintain their footing through an ever-changing maze of twisting vines and trees and thick shrubs that scraped against their pantlegs and brushed their arms. They were all dripping with sweat now, their faces hot underneath the balaclavas.


  They made their way down a steeper section. They grabbed onto tree trunks and vines to keep from slipping, their path made even more tricky by having to navigate in the darkness. The descent continued as the ground became even more wet and mushy with layers upon layers of fallen leaves.


  They followed Javier as they rounded the slope of a small hill and descended next to a limestone outcropping, draped in thick vines and covered in moss, on their left. The ground beside them rose to about five feet as they passed by it.


  Rick smelled the pungent tangle of earthen growth around and beneath the rocky outcropping. This area felt more humid, likely due to the now closer proximity of the Rio Santiago, he figured.


  Suddenly, Luis tripped over a thick liana, sprouting from the rainforest floor. He let out a low grunt as he caught himself from falling by grabbing onto a nearby tree branch.


  Far overhead, there was a series of high-pitched, piercing screams as a troop of Spix’s night monkeys were startled over their unwelcome presence, mistaking them for predators. Rick caught glimpses of their distinctive yellow chests, accented by dark gray fur, as the small, nocturnal monkeys leapt and swung wildly from branch to branch, and tree to tree, to get away from the intruders.


  Javier quickly turned and glared at Luis.


  “Careful,” Sofia whispered.


  Luis nodded, feeling sheepish.


  Rick silently cursed the situation. That’s all we need, he thought, now screaming night monkeys are going to announce our presence to the armed, hostage-taking mercenaries we’re inexplicably searching for, on our own. Or to the jaguars. Or both.


  Javier waved them on.


  They weren’t stopping for any reason.


  They picked up their pace to escape the cacophony of monkey shrieks.


  A short while later, Javier started slowing his pace. “We should be getting close,” he whispered to the group. “Stay low.”


  They all crouched down lower and stayed close together, maintaining careful footing. The reality of their situation was pressing in on them. Out here, they were becoming increasingly vulnerable to all kinds of threats and there was no easy retreat.


  Then, Javier stopped. He held up his fist for the group to halt.


  They waited, wondering what was happening, hearts pounding.


  “Wait here,” Javier said as he crept forward.


  Rick grew concerned. He ignored Javier’s request and followed him.


  About fifteen feet ahead, Javier stopped again. “Oh, no,” he whispered.


  The prison camp was no longer there.
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  “What do we do now?” Rick asked, after Javier told him that what they had feared was true—the prison camp had moved.


  Javier didn’t answer right away. He took out a small flashlight and was searching the ground and surrounding area for traces of their movements. He crept a few feet ahead.


  Rick followed, staying low.


  Javier pointed to the ground and then into the jungle foliage ahead. “Here,” he whispered, pointing to the tell-tale signs of broken branches, pressed leaves and recent foot traffic in the mud. “I think they went that way.” He motioned ahead.


  “But they could be anywhere off in that distance,” Rick said in a hushed voice, as he gazed off into the darkness.


  Javier thought about that for a moment. “At some point, they will need to cross the river, if they are heading to the Cueva de los Tayos entrance.”


  “They could already be inside the caves system,” Rick replied.


  Javier shook his head. “That’s hard to do with prisoners.”


  Rick realized he was right. Abseiling down a 65-metre deep shaft with a series of ropes, burdened with prisoners wanting to escape would be a near impossible feat.


  “They might keep the prisoners above-ground, while they descend,” Rick suggested.


  Javier nodded. “It’s a possibility.”


  “It would at least slow them down, if that’s what they’ve done. That could be to our advantage.”


  Javier considered that. “We’re almost directly north of the caves entrance. If they were going to cross the river, they would likely have done so fairly straight ahead.”


  Rick agreed. “So then, we head forward, if they’re not there, they’ve most likely crossed the river.”


  “Si,” Javier replied, frowning. “We will decide then if we also have to cross the river.”


  Rick hoped not. They’d be vulnerable to being spotted on the open water.


  Javier turned around. “We should go back,” he whispered. “Rejoin the others.”


  “Right.”


  They quickly headed back and then explained to Sofia and Luis what their plan was.


  None of them had any intention of turning back.


  The foursome headed deeper into the rainforest, following the trail that Javier had spotted. They were getting closer to the Rio Santiago. The area grew more humid and damp.


  Finally, Javier held up his hand.


  “Shhh,” Javier whispered, placing a finger over his lips. “I think we’re getting close. I can hear voices.” He motioned them to duck down out of sight. He fished his night vision goggles out of his rucksack. “I’m going to take a closer look. Stay here.”


  Sofia and Luis silently complied. They could hear the voices, too, but couldn’t make out what was being said.


  Javier crept forward. His small frame made stealth easier for him.


  Rick, who’d been bringing up the rear, protecting the group from behind, once again decided to edge closer to Javier.


  Javier was now lying flat on his stomach, peering through the foliage, with a deep frown on his face. He pursed his lips.


  Rick took up position beside him. Sure enough, the prison camp had moved closer to the Rio Santiago, and closer to the Tayos cave system. He knew that was no accident.


  “They’re searching for the metal library, aren’t they?” Rick whispered.


  Javier didn’t answer. He stared straight ahead, peering through the night vision goggles.


  Rick whispered as quietly as he could, “They’ve probably camped for the night.”


  Javier only nodded as he searched for the prisoners. He tensed.


  “I’ve found them,” he whispered to Rick. “Allí,” he said, pointing to the corner of the encampment. He handed Rick the goggles. “There are three of them, bound and gagged.”


  Rick took the goggles. He spotted them. One older man and two younger men. Each had been gagged and tied to separate trees right next to one another. There were two guards near the three prisoners and two other guards patrolling the perimeter. There was a large tent erected in the center of the encampment. Rick watched for a while. He saw only one man come out, talk to one of the guards, then re-enter the tent.


  Rick tried to beat back the dark memories of having been in this situation himself. He vividly recalled the total vulnerability, the fear of what was to come, the sheer powerlessness. Sweat poured down his back. Seeing this made it feel like it had happened to him only yesterday.


  Focus, dammit, he scolded himself. You can relive your worst nightmares later.


  “That must be Diego. Are the others your missing friends?” Rick asked, trying to shake off his anxieties and bury them as deep as he could right now.


  Javier’s face was grave. “Si, but only two of them. I searched, but I could not locate the third.”


  “Let me double-check,” Rick said.


  He scanned the encampment, but Javier was right. No sign of a third prisoner.


  “I don’t see him either,” he said in a hushed tone, placing a hand on Javier’s shoulder, “but that doesn’t mean he isn’t somewhere else. We just haven’t found him yet.”


  “Her,” Javier corrected him, but he didn’t look convinced about finding her.


  Rick wasn’t either. And now, knowing it was a woman, made him even more concerned about what could’ve happened to her. He didn’t want to think about the dark possibilities.


  “We’ve got to make a plan to get them out of there,” Rick said. “Let’s find out all we can before we head back.”


  Javier nodded.


  After Rick and Javier had taken turns getting a good look at the guards, the weapons they carried, and the layout of the encampment, they slunk back and rejoined the others.


  In a low whisper, Rick filled them in on all the details of what they had seen.


  “That must be our padre,” Sofia said quietly, hope welling up inside her.


  She took Luis’ hand and squeezed it, giving him an encouraging smile.


  “I hope so,” Luis said, as he swallowed hard, doing his best to keep his emotions in check.


  “They likely won’t be expecting us,” Javier offered.


  “Especially not in the dead of night in a jungle filled with predators,” Rick added.


  “That’s what I’m thinking,” Javier replied.


  “Ok,” Rick whispered, “we’ve got to figure out a plan to free them. We don’t know what kind of shape they’ll be in, so we’ll have to be smart about this.”


  “Where do we go when we do free them?” Sofia asked, worriedly. “It’s a long way back to the truck from here.”


  “Si, can we still make it that far?” Luis asked.


  Javier clenched his jaw. He knew it was far riskier trying to make it back to the truck now. The chances of their capture increased the longer their escape route was. He was being forced into a corner; into a situation he did not want and did not expect. There was an option he didn’t want to present, but he knew he had no choice now. Not if they wanted to survive this.


  They waited for his reply.


  “It is too risky to try to make it back to the truck with all of us,” Javier admitted, shaking his head. “It’s too far now. Too much can go wrong.”


  “What do you suggest?” Rick asked.


  “A different escape route and a place to hide if needed.”


  “Oh?” Sofia asked.


  Javier let out a heavy sigh. “I know where we can go,” he whispered. “It’s a place they won’t know. It’s nearly impossible to find. It’s a bit of a hike, but I think it’s our best bet. I spotted it on our way here.”


  “I trust your judgement,” Rick said quickly.


  “Me, too,” Sofia added.


  “How are we going to get past all of those guards?” Luis interjected, in the barest of whispers. “They’re armed.”


  “We knew we wouldn’t be able to outgun them, and that wouldn’t be our strong suit anyways,” Rick answered, “so we’ve got to outsmart them.”


  They all nodded, trying to think of strategies.


  Rick thought for a moment and came up with an idea. It was their best play as far as he could tell. “We’re going to have to create a distraction. Something to draw their attention away from the prisoners. Let’s use the firecrackers. We can set them off a few meters away, on the opposite side of the camp from where the prisoners are.” He shared the directions of where that was. He was glad they’d packed all manner of supplies for this trip.


  “Good idea,” Luis said in a low voice. “I can do that.” He wanted to do anything he could to help his father and was eager to get this nightmare over with.


  “You’re not going alone,” Sofia whispered. “I’ll go with you. We’ll set them off together.” There was no way she was going to let her little brother out of her sight.


  Luis smiled at her protectiveness. She’d been that way ever since their mother died. “I’ll grab the firecrackers,” he said. He fished them out of one of their packs and handed some to Sofia.


  “Sounds good,” Rick said. “Javier and I will free the prisoners. Hopefully we’ll still only have one guard each to take out. We’ll use the stun guns he procured for us.”


  Javier nodded and grabbed two stun guns out of his rucksack. He handed one to Rick. He also fished out his slingshot and stuck it in his back pocket.


  Rick took the stun gun and pocketed it. He took a deep breath. He knew this was a risky plan. A lot could go wrong. But they were here now and had to act fast.


  “Now, we just need that rendezvous point,” Rick said, looking at Javier.


  Javier nodded. He pointed in the direction they’d be going. “Do you remember where Luis tripped? There was a rocky outcropping, limestone, about five feet high, covered in vines.”


  “I remember,” Sofia said.


  “Me, too,” Luis added.


  Rick nodded his head.


  Javier continued, “It looks like a dead end, but it isn’t. There’s a hidden, descending passageway there. We’ll need to duck underneath the outcropping. There’s an opening below it, hidden by vines and other vegetation. It’s only about four feet in diameter. We’ll have to squeeze through, one at a time.” He was keeping the rest to himself for now. He didn’t want to scare them.


  “Got it,” Sofia said.


  Luis nodded his agreement.


  “Hang on,” Rick whispered, “don’t go through until we all get there or we won’t know if everyone has made it back safely.”


  “Right,” Javier said. “Whoever gets there first waits for the others.” He pointed to Sofia and Luis. “That’s likely to be you two.”


  “Ok,” Luis answered.


  “Understood,” Sofia answered.


  “Hey,” Rick said, “I just thought of something else. Keep a watch out for anything that could be set up as a perimeter warning system—wires, anything that looks out of the ordinary, ok?”


  They all nodded.


  “Alright,” Rick said, “we’d better get a move on. Time is not on our side. Any last minute questions?”


  Luis shook his head.


  “Soy buena,” Sofia answered. “I just want to get this over with.”


  “So do I,” Javier said, his face serious.


  “Then, let’s head out,” Rick said. “Balaclavas on.”


  They all donned them.


  Sofia turned to Luis, giving his hand a quick squeeze. “Vamonos.”


  Luis nodded and the two of them headed off to the far side of the encampment.


  Rick watched them go. He admired their bravery. They didn’t hesitate to take on a risky proposal. He understood how vital this was for them. He could well appreciate their desperation to free their father, and to have what was left of their family reunited. He just hoped that was how it was going to work out.
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  “Our turn,” Rick said, turning to Javier.


  Javier nodded, stun gun in hand. He made a silent prayer.


  “Follow me,” Javier said.


  Rick nodded and got his stun gun ready.


  The two of them crouched down and headed in the direction of the prisoners.


  Edging forward with as much stealth as they could manage, they made their way.


  They reached the perimeter of the encampment.


  Javier held up his fist to indicate he was stopping. He pointed to the trees where the prisoners were tied up.


  Rick sidled up next to him. He could see the three men tied to the trees. The two guards were a few feet in front of them, about eight feet apart.


  They waited for Sofia and Luis to work their magic on the other side of the encampment.


  Rick felt his heart pounding. He again pushed back the terrifying memories of being the one tied up in a makeshift jungle prison camp.


  Seconds later, the firecrackers went off in a series of loud explosions.


  At once, the jungle erupted with shrieks and screams and growls of startled creatures, darting every which way, rustling leaves and shaking tree branches.


  Rick jumped at the sudden rapid popping noises, and rising cacophony overhead, even though he’d been expecting it.


  Get a goddamn grip, Braeden, he thought. He hoped Javier hadn’t seen his reaction.


  As they’d planned, it drew the guards' attention away.


  The men started speaking rapidly and pointing in the direction of the sudden explosions.


  To Rick and Javier’s relief, only one guard remained behind, while the other joined his comrades to investigate the ruckus.


  “That’s our chance,” Rick said, his heart pounding furiously in his chest. “You go to the left and make some noise or something, just get him to look towards your direction for a moment and I’ll stun him. Just don’t get shot.”


  “Ok, same goes for you,” Javier said and dashed forward.


  That’s the plan, Rick thought. He followed behind and veered to the other side, stun gun at the ready.


  Javier picked up a heavy rock, put it in his slingshot and aimed it. He hit the man hard, square in the back. Javier immediately ducked down and scrambled away.


  The man grunted in pain, stumbling forward, and hitting the ground with his knees.


  Rick took his cue and raced towards him. Adrenaline fired through him as he snuck up from behind and pressed the stun gun to the back of the guard’s neck. He pulled the trigger and delivered a 50,000-volt shock throughout the man’s body for several seconds.


  The man immediately went stiff, then shook violently as the powerful charge fired through his nervous system. He dropped flat to the ground, still shaking, completely incapacitated.


  The three prisoners watched wide-eyed.


  Rick and Javier lifted their balaclavas up to ease the prisoners’ tensions.


  The two younger men’s eyes lit up as they recognized their friend Javier, relief registering on their faces.


  Diego also recognized him as the young man he’d seen a few days ago. He was grateful he’d come back to help rescue him. Diego had hoped he would at least try to send help, but he had no idea who he was or what he’d been doing out there in the jungle that night.


  “We’re going to get you out of here,” Javier said to them as he and Rick quickly cut their ties, freeing their hands and feet.


  The prisoners each nodded and removed their gags.


  Speaking rapidly in Spanish, Javier explained to his two friends what their plan was.


  Diego listened to get a sense of where they were heading next.


  Javier’s friends nodded. They knew exactly where he meant. He also asked if they knew what had happened to Mari, the fourth person from their group, but they told him they hadn’t seen her and that they’d hoped she'd made it back out of the jungle. They said their captors had given no indication they were even aware of her.


  “Can everyone run?” Rick asked.


  “He is injured,” one of the younger men said, pointing to the older man.


  “I’m ok,” the man said, waving his hand, “it’s just a twisted ankle.”


  Rick nodded. “I got you.” He put the man’s arm around his shoulder for support.


  The older man gratefully complied.


  “Diego, is it?” he asked.


  The older man looked at him, surprised. “Si.”


  “I’m a friend of Sofia and Luis. They’re looking forward to seeing you.”


  Diego’s eyes welled up.


  “We have to move fast,” Javier said. “Just stay quiet and follow me. Understand?”


  They all nodded.


  Rick and Javier handed each of them a balaclava.


  “Put these on,” Rick said, as he and Javier pulled theirs back down over their faces.


  They all readily complied.


  Skulking back into the jungle, the group made their way in the direction of the rendezvous point, with Javier in the lead. Once well clear of the prison camp, they ran as fast as they could, fear and desperation driving them forward.


  Rick helped Diego, who limped along as quickly as he could, wincing slightly. Rick could tell the older man was doing his best to mask the pain from his injured ankle. He admired him. He could see where Sofia and Luis got their sense of courage from.


  Much to their collective relief, they finally reached the rocky outcropping.


  Sofia and Luis were there waiting for them.


  “Papa!” Sofia whispered, recognizing the form of her father. She lifted her balaclava.


  Luis lifted his, too, as did Diego.


  Tears streamed down Sofia and Luis’ faces as they hugged their father, who was sweating and breathing hard from the exertion. The three of them whispered words of love and gratitude between them in Spanish.


  “Let’s keep going,” Rick said. “We’ll have time for family reunions later.”


  Javier and his two friends looked around and listened for any signs they’d been followed. They saw and heard none. For now.


  “Ok, keep your face coverings off from here on in,” Javier said. “We need to be able to clearly see where we’re going. I will go first. Watch how I get through. It’s a kind of natural tunnel and it’s a tight squeeze. But I warn you, it’s over one hundred and fifty feet long and very slippery. It slopes downwards at a rather steep angle, so we need to go feet first on our backs. It’s the only way we can fit through.”


  “What?” Luis asked, alarmed.


  Sofia couldn’t hide her concern either. She glanced at her father, then put an arm around him.


  “That sounds pretty dangerous,” Rick said. He bent down to look at it, pulling aside some of the tangled vines. It was dark and covered in thick vegetation, smelling earthen and damp, but it sure didn’t look like any kind of passageway.


  “We have no choice,” Javier reminded them.


  “Right you are,” Rick replied.


  Javier looked frustrated over their predicament. “Our people have prepared it well enough over the decades, but the tunnel walls are a bit rough. We will be safe. However, it’ll drop us into a kind of whirlpool. It’s fairly wide and deep enough, so don’t worry about hitting the bottom.”


  Oh crap, Rick thought.


  “How deep is that whirlpool?” Luis asked, his voice constricted.


  “We’ve never found out,” Javier answered. “Deep.” He gave them a serious look. “I hope you can all swim.”


  Terror sprung into Sofia, Luis’, and Diego’s eyes, but they all reluctantly nodded.


  “Good,” Javier continued, speaking hurriedly. “There’s a strong current that will immediately carry you forward into a narrow subterranean river channel. Do not worry, the current may only pull you under briefly, the water’s not that deep at the point where it meets the river, but it moves swiftly. It’s very important that you keep your heads down, there’s not much clearance...”


  “Javier?” Rick said, cutting him off. “This is a lot to spring on us all of a sudden.”


  A flash of anger crossed Javier’s face. “I did not want to bring you here. I had no intention of ever revealing this passageway to anyone, but it’s our only way out now.”


  Diego closed his eyes and whispered a silent prayer.


  Rick clammed up. He swallowed hard. He knew Javier was right, they didn’t have a choice.


  Sofia and Luis shared worried glances.


  Javier continued; he knew they were running out of time. “About 400 feet down river, the river will bend to the left. When it does, pull yourselves out of the water on the right-hand side. There’s a flat, rocky surface there. I’ll explain more then. We don’t have time now.”


  Rick rubbed his temples. He knew this was going to be a lot for the Torres family to take in, especially Diego, who was likely in a weakened condition. “Javier, you and your friends should go first. They can follow your lead. I’ll bring up the rear, that way we can make sure everyone gets out safely.”


  Rick was really glad he had his survival training, but he figured Sofia, Luis, and Diego likely didn’t. He’d have to overcome his own anxieties about this to be strong for them. Confidence, Braeden, he thought to himself, exude confidence. Or fake it till you make it, as one of his friends used to tell him.


  “Let’s put our gear into the waterproof pouches inside our rucksacks,” Sofia suggested.


  “Yes,” Javier said, “and wear your rucksacks on your chests. Keep your jackets on to protect your backs from getting scraped.”


  They all got their gear ready.


  “I’m sorry to put you all in this position,” Javier said.


  “We understand,” Sofia said, squeezing her father’s shoulders.


  Luis said nothing. He was just trying to stay focused and keep his rising panic at bay.


  “Bueno. Let’s go,” Javier said.


  The three young men dropped down onto their backsides, and one by one squeezed through the narrow opening, feet first. They expertly shimmied through, their small forms nimble and fast.


  “Sofia,” Rick said, “you and Luis go next. I’ll help your dad.”


  “Gracias,” Sofia said, her eyes conveying how much that meant to her.


  Sofia took a deep breath and dropped down as she’d seen the others do. She disappeared into the darkened passageway. Luis followed quickly behind.


  Rick helped Diego down to the ground. “Don’t worry, I’ll be right behind you.”


  Rick could tell he was terrified, but Diego said nothing, steeling himself for what was ahead. He admired him for that. He could see where Sofia and Luis got their courage.


  The older man grunted as he squeezed his body through the tight passageway.


  Rick waited for Diego to disappear inside the tunnel, then pushed himself through a few seconds later.


  Here goes nothing, he thought, as he dropped down into the dark, earthen passageway to an unknown destination.
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  Plunged into total darkness, Rick held his breath as gravity pulled him down into the earth. The steepness of the hidden passageway caught him off-guard. Javier hadn’t been kidding when he said it was a sharp angle. It was like plummeting down a tall water slide completely in the dark, but one that was made of earth and mud and vines and was bumpy as hell.


  The close walls of the subterranean passageway seemed to swallow him whole. Rick, being bigger in form that the rest of his slighter traveling companions, found the squeeze to be uncomfortably tight. His shoulders rubbed against the hard earthen walls. He grimaced as his left shoulder scraped against a rough branch as he sped down the tunnel. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he tried. This was definitely a one-way trip.


  Rick could feel the dampness all around him. The water draining continuously down the tunnel meant they were basically being carried down a large, cramped, pitch-black mudslide. The smell of wet earth permeated his nostrils.


  He was startled by a sudden splat as he was smacked square in the face with a big glob of mud. He had the unfortunate timing of having his mouth open at that exact moment and inhaled some of it. Diego had managed to kick up some thick sludge straight into Rick’s face. He choked and gagged, then tried to spit it out as best he could.


  Fun times, he thought wryly, trying to wipe it away from his eyes as he careened out of control down the dark, earthen tunnel.


  He heard the others grunting and groaning ahead of him. Maybe they’re inhaling surprise mud globs, too, he mused.


  Then he heard splashes and shouts as one by one they plunged into the whirlpool below.


  Rick found it completely unsettling not to be able to see a thing, while plummeting down a deep, dark tunnel into a rapidly approaching watery destination that might be unimaginably deep.


  But he didn’t have to think about it long, as the tunnel unceremoniously spit him out and he fell mid-air for a couple of seconds, splashing down hard into a shockingly cold pool of water. He plunged into the deep, dark pool, completely submerged. In a desperate panic, he furiously kicked his legs and pumped his arms to reach the surface, the rucksack on his chest weighing him down and working against him all the way.


  As he surfaced, gasping for air, he heard the splashes and gurgles and coughing of the others ahead of him. He couldn’t see anything. He tried to call out for Diego, but then he felt the powerful current grab him. Its strength was momentarily stunning and he gulped down a mouthful of water as it swept him into the river channel. He spit the water out, coughing and sputtering. He flailed, trying to steady himself, but then his hand bumped against a low, rocky ceiling. He’d tried to remember everything that Javier had told them, but his mind was overwhelmed with trying to survive this unfamiliar and frightening journey, powerless as he was to stop and regain his bearings.


  The cold river mercilessly swept him along.


  Ahead, panicked voices and grunts echoed in the narrow river channel as they were all swiftly carried forward.


  He sensed they were heading downwards at a low angle, deeper into this subterranean world.


  He tried to clear his mind. He remembered Javier saying the river would eventually bend to the left, so he used all his senses in this dark, fast-moving river to glean where the bend was. He’d lost all track of time and distance.


  Then, he heard voices shouting ahead, then more splashes and grunts.


  “Pull them out! Hurry!”


  Seconds later, he felt the river bend. This is it, he thought, get ready!


  “Rick!” he heard Sofia shout. “On your right!”


  He turned his head as the river flowed into a wide bend to the left. His eyes had adjusted somewhat to the dark environment and he spotted shapes at the edge of the water on the right.


  “Take my hand!” Javier shouted.


  The water rushed him ahead and he reached out with his right hand, grabbing onto Javier. They locked hands, and Rick swung his left arm over and grabbed the ledge with his left hand. The combination of his wet clothes and the water-logged rucksack on his chest created drag, leaving him struggling to heave himself out of the cold, dark current and onto the cool, rocky ledge.


  Luis and Javier both grabbed onto him and pulled him farther out of the water until his legs were free.


  “Thanks,” he said in a raspy voice.


  Breathless, he rolled over onto his back and lay on the flat surface for a moment, grateful to be on something resembling terra firma. His limbs felt like overcooked spaghetti and his lungs burned from the exertion. He gazed up. The rocky ceiling here was much higher, over twenty feet high and the area was about fifteen feet wide near the river’s edge. The space narrowed into what looked like another tunnel, about ten feet ahead. He could feel a slight breeze coming from somewhere. He coughed and then pushed himself up, feeling waterlogged.


  At once, a strong, overpowering smell hit him. His eyes stung. It smelled of ammonia.


  He glanced around. The rest of his group were a sorry looking bunch—shivering, soaking wet, looking exhausted and scared as hell, still trying to catch their breath, but everyone was accounted for. He was relieved. He stood up, feeling a little wobbly.


  He looked at Javier, clearing his scratchy throat. “Thanks for saving our sorry butts.”


  “De nada,” Javier replied, waving his hand.


  He turned to Javier’s friends. “Well, I guess this is as good a time as any to introduce ourselves. Hi, I’m Rick.”


  They introduced themselves as Juan and Carlos.


  Sofia, Luis and Diego introduced themselves as well.


  “Good to meet you all. Now what?” Rick asked, smoothing his wet hair away from his face.


  “Now, we keep moving,” Javier answered. He fished out his flashlight and shined it down the dark passageway ahead of them and then up to the ceiling. “Bats.”


  Rick’s skin crawled as he took in the sight. “Holy...”


  The ceiling above them, and ahead, was covered in hundreds of small, brown, moving shapes.


  Sofia and Luis gasped.


  Diego cringed.


  Rick recognized them as Salvin’s Big Eyed Bats. He could hear their wings scratching against the rock.


  “It’s ok,” Javier said. “They shouldn’t bother us if we don’t disturb them, they’re herbivores. But the guano will make it hard to breathe and to see.” He pointed to the ground. “We must keep moving. Put your balaclavas on to help with the smell.”


  They quickly donned them and then got their flashlights out.


  Javier quietly spoke with his two friends. They all nodded.


  “I’ll lead,” Javier said, “and Juan and Carlos will bring up the rear this time. We’re familiar with this passageway.”


  Rick glanced down at the floor of the tunnel ahead of them as Javier shined his light on it. It was a thick, slimy mess. He groaned. He could see cave cockroaches around the edges, feeding on the nutrient-rich feast.


  As Rick tried to keep his gag reflex under control, he asked a question, “Just how much farther are we going?”


  Javier had hoped he wouldn’t ask. He knew how exhausted everyone was already.


  “Javier?” Rick pressed him.


  “It’s about another 400 feet or so,” he replied.


  Rick silently cursed. This was a lot to deal with for an older and injured former prisoner.


  Sofia whispered to Diego in Spanish, “Will you be ok, Papa?”


  He nodded; his gaze fixed straight ahead.


  She could tell he’d been traumatized by his experience, but they had no choice but to press on at this point.


  “We’ve got you, Papa,” Luis said.


  Diego managed a small smile, but swallowed hard.


  “Watch your footing,” Javier said, “it’s very slippery.”


  “We’ll keep a slow, but steady pace,” Juan added. “It’s not safe to try to move too fast through the guano. You will only fall.”


  “Right-o,” Rick said.


  The limestone and shale tunnel was damp and musty and the ammonia smell of the acidic guano was nearly overpowering. It was nearly six inches thick in the passageway, squishing over their hiking boots with every step.


  Rick nearly gagged from the high concentration of sulphur in the thick, dark-brown compound. His eyes stung and tears streamed down his cheeks.


  They all followed in single file after Javier, choking and coughing as they went.


  Luis nearly slipped, but managed to catch himself by bracing his arms on either side of the passageway.


  Overhead the bat colony was abuzz with movement, using echolocation to ping the intruders. A few bats swooped down, flying over their heads, the flapping of wings echoing loudly in the enclosed space.


  They ducked on instinct, but the bats were still several feet above their heads.


  “Not liking visitors, hey?” Rick muttered under his breath. “I don’t blame you.” He wanted, more than anything, to be free of their guano-laden path. The thick compound provided strong suction, making it hard to pull his boots up at times. He also braced himself with his hand on the nearest rocky wall. He didn’t want to fall into this muck. That would really ruin his day.


  They all grunted as they slowly worked their way forward. Flashlight beams were spearing the wall at varying angles, and occasionally glancing off of the squirming mass of small, furry, winged bodies overhead.


  The bedraggled group trudged along, feeling winded by the effort, winding around the occasional stalactites spearing down sharply from the ceiling.


  A short way ahead, Javier put up his hand and called out to the group, “Beyond this point, the passageway narrows for a good thirty feet. It’s tight, but passable.”


  Rick inwardly groaned. He’d been in these situations before and it wasn’t something he looked forward to.


  They all turned sideways to fit through. They slid their rucksacks off, holding them in their hands as they squeezed through the narrow passageway, now less than three feet wide.


  The ceiling height was quite high at this point. Rick couldn’t even tell how high it went, it had to have been over 100 feet, but it allowed a little extra air to breathe and helped the sense of claustrophobia that was pressing in on him.


  At least there are no more bats beyond this point, he thought, noticing they’d cleared the colony. Much to his relief, the strong odor of guano began to dissipate.


  He pressed his back against the rocky wall, keeping as much space in front of his face as possible.


  This narrowed section of the tunnel was also rapidly accumulating water. It started only a couple of inches deep, but as they went on, the water level rose to above their knees. The water was cool and the passageway smelled musty and earthy.


  Rick was also grateful that at least the water would wash the guano off their boots, but he tried not to think of what else might be in the muddy water. He planned on burning all of his clothes when they got out of this mess.


  To his immense relief, a few minutes later, he felt the space widen.


  “We’re almost there,” Javier called out.


  Almost where, Rick wondered. But anywhere would be better than this.


  The passageway continued to widen and they were all able to turn and walk forward, slushing through the still knee-high water.


  “You can take your balaclavas off now,” Juan called out to the group.


  With immense relief, they all did, stuffing them back into their rucksacks, and then carried on, following Javier.


  Several minutes on, the water level steadily receded as the passage opened still wider.


  Rick noticed the air smelled a little fresher in this section and he again felt a slight breeze. He couldn’t wait to exit the cramped, soggy tunnel. He was feeling a bit fatigued from the constant flood of adrenaline rushing through his system and he was sure they could all use a bit of rest, especially Diego.


  Carlos noticed their pace was slowing. He called out from behind the group to give them some encouragement, “You’re all doing well. Keep going just a little farther.”


  They did.


  Finally, the passageway opened up into a large space composed of sandstone and carbonate layers, a good forty feet across and almost as high. Boulders of all sizes were strewn about.


  “That’s better,” Rick said, immediately relieved to have more room to move around. The ground was wet, but at least they were no longer slogging through murky water.


  Sofia and Luis put their arms around Diego’s waist to support him. They could tell the older man was tiring.


  Sofia, speaking in Spanish, asked him if he could continue.


  He nodded yes.


  They were all still dripping wet. They took a moment to breathe.


  Out of the corner of Rick’s eye, he spotted movement. Two huge brown tarantulas crawled between the rocks, only ten feet away. He shuddered. He wasn’t going to admit it, but he’d always had arachnophobia, ever since he was a little kid. He had a healthy respect for arachnids, he just preferred them at a distance and out of sight. He looked around. He spotted several large three-inch long beetles crawling across the tops and down the sides of some of the boulders. In the far corner of the cavern, a brown and orange rainbow boa quickly slithered into a crevice and out of view.


  Quite the ecosystem down here, he thought. He wondered what else creeped and crawled in the shadows.


  Juan and Carlos walked up beside him.


  “Let’s keep going,” Carlos said to the group.


  “You mean this isn’t where we stop?” Luis asked, clearly disappointed and ready for a break.


  “No,” he replied.


  “Come,” Javier said. “Soon we will rest.”


  They walked on, careful to avoid the creepy-crawlies that were appearing all over the cavern.


  A few minutes later, Rick suddenly stopped. “Did you hear that?” he asked.


  “Qué?” Sofia replied, frowning.


  Javier turned around.


  Rick stood still for a moment and placed a finger to his lips.


  They all fell silent.


  Javier looked to Juan and Carlos, who shook their heads.


  The sound was gone.


  “Maybe it was nothing,” Rick said, shrugging his shoulders.


  He wasn’t sure what he’d heard. He looked up overhead to see if there were any more bats, but he didn’t see any. He figured it was probably some other unseen cave denizens he’d heard, scurrying away from the human intruders.


  “Lead on,” he said.


  Javier nodded and continued another fifteen minutes ahead, on a pathway sloping gently downwards and curving to the right.


  They turned a corner, and then, one by one, they all stopped in their tracks.


  Before them was a spectacular sight.
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  “We’re here,” Javier said, holding his arms out.


  “Whoa,” Rick said, taking it all in. He was completely stunned.


  Sofia inhaled sharply. “Increíble.”


  “Dios mío,” Diego whispered under his breath.


  They all aimed their flashlights upwards.


  The sight left them breathless. They walked forward into a massive cavern, soaring over 900 feet in height. It was a dome-shaped space, with the floor spanning over 400 feet across.


  Rick shuddered. There was a distinct change in energy here. Something in the very air felt different to him.


  “¿Qué es eso?” Luis asked.


  “I think we’ve just stepped into the unknown,” Rick whispered reverently.


  They all set their waterlogged rucksacks down.


  Juan and Carlos huddled with Javier, whispering in Spanish.


  The cavern resembled a cathedral. It was an extraordinary sight. The sheer size and scope of it made them all feel and look very small. No longer surrounded by damp earth and dripping wet rock, the soaring, smooth walls of the cavern glistened like polished white marble with strange, dark, broad, undulating veins of sparkling minerals running through them.


  One of the most striking features of the subterranean chamber was the towering grouping of imposing stalagmites at the center of it, growing up from a large, naturally elevated section of the cavern floor. The stalagmites were composed almost entirely of the mysterious dark, sparkling minerals.


  The air in this cavern felt warmer and drier. Across the cavern at opposite sides, were two triangular-shaped openings, both slightly smaller than the one they’d entered through. The edges of the cavern were littered with boulders of varying sizes, with the central part of the space mostly cleared of boulders, leaving only smaller rocks scattered about.


  “Are those other passageways?” Rick asked.


  “Si,” Javier answered, “but they branch off into different tunnels and series of chambers and spread out for miles. It’s very easy to get lost, so don’t go wandering off without a guide.”


  Rick nodded. “Understood.”


  He then stepped closer to one of the walls and shone his flashlight on it. The dark veins had a shimmering effect to them, reflecting the light. He touched one of the veins. To his surprise, it felt warm. He touched the light part of the wall. It was cooler and felt like sandstone. He figured the warmth in the cavern was coming from the dark veins, but he wondered what kind of minerals they might be composed of.


  “This is part of the Tayos Caves system, isn’t it?” Rick asked. He knew the extensive subterranean tunnels and caverns were rumored to stretch out for over 100 miles, and were spread out in many directions. By far, most of it was unmapped, and as far as he knew, unexplored. This place sure wasn’t in any photographs he’d ever seen. His mind started racing over the possibilities of this bizarre, but breathtaking cavern.


  Javier nodded. “Si.”


  Rick let out a long admiring whistle. “Wow.” He walked around, shining his flashlight at various points along the soaring cavern walls. The dark mineral deposits were laced throughout the entire cavern.


  He walked up to the dazzling grouping of dark-hued stalagmites, shining his flashlight on them. They shimmered in the light as well. It was a beautiful effect. There was a cluster of close to thirty of them, spanning fifty feet across the cavern, towering high up on a nearly eight-foot tall rocky protrusion. There was a long, smooth section of surface, with odd repeating rectangular patterns seemingly carved into its front. Then, a few feet in front of that was a roughly three-foot high sandstone outcropping, about two-feet in diameter. It also had thick, wavy striations of the darker mineral running through it.


  The stalagmites varied in height, with the shortest being about five feet tall and two feet in diameter, while the largest stalagmite standing at the center of the grouping was an imposing twenty-five feet tall and at least six-feet in diameter.


  “What on earth?” Rick said, as he gazed at the highly unusual mineral formations. He’d never seen anything like it. He felt something too, like a faint electrical charge in the air near the stalagmites.


  He then noticed something else. In this space there were no signs of animal life. No bats. No tarantulas. No snakes. Nothing. Not even insects.


  Strange, he thought. Very strange.


  “We can rest here,” Javier said, drawing Rick’s attention back to the group. “We can discuss what to do next after we’ve had a break, ok?”


  “Si,” Sofia said, grateful that her father could finally rest. The older man was getting a little unsteady on his feet.


  Sofia motioned to Luis and together they walked off to the side to tend to Diego’s injuries and change the wet bandages on his forearm and lower leg. Using their flashlights, they found some boulders to sit down on at the edge of the cavern. They all took some water and Sofia gave Diego a granola bar and some trail mix. They huddled together, speaking softly in Spanish, hearing more details about Diego’s capture and time with his captors. They also filled their father in on what had happened to lead them here and told him all about Rick and how the three of them had met, starting with his chance encounter in the alley when Luis was being attacked.


  A few minutes later, Rick came over to check on them and offer his assistance. He sat down next to Diego.


  Diego grabbed him and gave him a big hug. “Gracias, gracias, Señor Rick,” he said, squeezing him, and patting his back. “They told me what you did for Luis, and for me. Familia is everything. Gracias.”


  Rick was deeply touched and hugged the older man back. “De nada,” he replied, a soft smile on his face.


  Then, Javier came over and knelt down in front of Diego. Speaking in Spanish, he apologized for not being able to rescue him, himself, when he had first come across him in the jungle. He told Diego about the events leading up to him finding him there.


  Diego understood. He replied that Javier had been alone. He would’ve been no match for his captors and they would’ve both ended up as prisoners. He thanked Javier for helping to rescue him this time.


  Just then, they heard the sound of footsteps. Startled, they all spun around.


  “Javier?” a young woman asked, as she emerged from one of the other entrances to the cavern.


  Javier let out a huge sigh of relief. “Mari!”


  He ran over to her and the two of them hugged.


  Juan and Carlos came rushing over to her as well and hugged her. Javier gave her some water and a couple of granola bars from his rucksack. Hungry and dehydrated, she wolfed them down and drank an entire bottle of water. Javier gave her more water and food.


  “We were so worried,” Carlos said.


  Javier looked at her. “I thought you’d been captured, or worse...”


  “I managed to get away,” she replied, “but they had men crawling all over the nearby jungle.”


  “Si,” Javier answered, “they’re looking for this place.”


  Speaking rapidly in Spanish, Javier filled her in on the events leading up to their arrival and told her who his new friends were.


  Mari explained that she’d heard men in the jungle when the four of them had left this cavern after hiding the artifacts, so she’d decided to take shelter in the cave system. She hadn’t dared leave, being that she was completely on her own. She’d hoped that they would come back to look for her once it was safe.


  “We all need to remain here for now,” Javier said, “and wait until it’s safe to leave. After losing their prisoners, they’ll likely still have men scouting the area for some time.”


  He motioned them to go join the others. They started walking back over.


  Mari nodded. “I think that’s best. We can send a scout out in a day or two to figure out if it’s safe to leave.”


  “Exactly what we were thinking.”


  Rick stood up to speak to the four of them. He was glad that they’d found their missing teammate, but he had questions. He looked at Javier. “I hate to break up this nice family reunion, but what is this place? I’ve never seen anything like...” He stopped mid-sentence, hearing a commotion. He whirled around.


  Five armed men sprang out from the same cave entrance they’d all entered through. They were dressed in black from head-to-toe and wore night-vision goggles. Dripping wet, they quickly spread out, surrounding them. They aimed their laser-sighted pistols at the group.


  “Hands up where we can see them,” one of the men shouted. “Now!”
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  They were all startled.


  Luis gasped and dropped his water bottle out of sheer fright.


  Sofia put her arms around her brother and father.


  “Those are the men who captured us,” Diego whispered to Sofia in Spanish.


  Sofia nodded.


  Rick stepped in front of the others, holding his arms out protectively.


  “I said hands up!” the man shouted.


  They all complied.


  “Good,” he said. “Now one by one, toss your flashlights in our direction.”


  The laser sights of the guns were pointed at their chests to emphasize the order.


  “Do as they ask,” Rick said, realizing the considerable risk. He didn’t want to see anyone get killed without first trying to find a way out of this situation.


  They did as Rick told them.


  “Excellent,” the man said, his voice growing calmer. “This will go much smoother if you all keep cooperating.”


  Rick clenched his jaw.


  “Light this place up,” the man ordered.


  Two of the men fished a number of items out of their heavy black backpacks and fanned out. They spread orange glow sticks around the room, interspersed with several portable, battery-operated LED work lights, strategically placed. It bathed the cavernous space in an eerie warm glow, casting shadows against the cavern walls.


  The intruders all removed their night-vision goggles. One of the men kicked the flashlights away.


  “Well, well, well,” the man said as he spotted Diego, Juan and Carlos. “If it isn’t our former guests. And you’ve brought us to your other friends.” He gave them a cold smile. “How very fortunate for us.”


  Rick whispered to Javier, “How the hell did they find this place? I thought you said...”


  “Shut it!” one of the men said.


  The man who appeared to be their leader stepped forward. He smirked. “We placed tracking devices on our former guests. Just simple small patches that attached to their clothes.” He looked at Diego, then Juan, then at Carlos. “You were most accommodating in leading us exactly where we wanted to go. We’d never have found this place so quickly otherwise.” He looked around the cavern. “It’s very well concealed. Impressive too, I must say.”


  The man knew in his bones that this was the place they’d been looking for. It all added up with the research they’d done and all of the rumors they’d heard. It was truly spectacular and highly unusual.


  Javier clenched his fists. Everything he and his group had gone through in trying to protect this place, was now for nothing.


  “In fact, we were counting on your assistance.” He laughed when he saw the frowns on their confused faces. “We took the prisoners in the hopes that you would help us expedite locating this hidden cave system. We knew it was going to be exceptionally difficult to find, so we positioned ourselves as close as we could to where we thought this part of the cave system might be.” He fanned out his arms. “Then, we waited for you to do the rest.”


  Rick chided himself. He was furious at his own stupidity. Now that he thought about it, freeing the prisoners from this mercenary group had been too easy. “I should have thought of that,” he whispered to Javier.


  “Yes,” the man said, overhearing him, “you should have.”


  Rick glared at him.


  “But you didn’t. And here we are,” he said, clapping his hands together. He gave them a broad smile. “Thank you. You have all been most accommodating.”


  Rick couldn’t stand the man’s air of casual arrogance. He wanted to punch him in the face.


  The man was of average height, with a solid build. He was clean shaven with features that made him look like he could be a Wall Street banker, rather than a jungle-bound mercenary. He had a perfectly white, movie-star smile, dark, slicked back hair and pale skin. He had a clear, direct speaking voice, and exuded a cocky confidence.


  “What do you want?” Rick asked.


  The man looked at him for a long moment, sizing him up. “Why, the same thing that I think you want, being that you’re not from around here.”


  “Humor us,” Rick said.


  “I don’t think we need to play games with one another at this point, do you?” His voice was laced with derision. He pointed to Javier’s blackened eye. “I see you got a little souvenir from your first meeting with us. You were a slippery little fish, I’ll grant you that. But you do know we mean business.” He waved his hands towards his men, who still had their guns trained on them. “Consider this our permit to explore these caves, Shuar.”


  Javier glared at him, saying nothing.


  “Yes, I know who you all are, including your three friends there,” he said, pointing to Mari, Carlos, and Juan. “And I know you don’t like visitors.”


  “Not your kind,” Javier snapped back at him.


  “I think some of your men got similar souvenirs, if I’m not mistaken?” Rick shot back, letting his ego get the better of him.


  “Ahh, the gringo. Rick, is it? Poking around town, hoping to mount an expedition to the fabled Tayos Caves,” the man said in a mocking tone. “Sticking your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”


  “Look who’s talking,” Rick quipped.


  The man just smiled. He knew he had the upper hand. Rick’s taunts meant nothing to him. “Your friend there,” he said, pointing to Luis, “also managed to give us the slip with your assistance, I understand.”


  “Happy to help.”


  “Indeed. My men back in town were rather embarrassed about that.”


  “Glad to hear it,” Rick said.


  “But I think your luck has just run out.”


  “We’ll see whose luck runs out by the end of the night,” Rick threw back at him.


  Rick was acting way braver than he was actually feeling. He just wanted to make his friends feel a little safer, like he might be able to protect them. He had no idea if it was working or not, or if he had a snowball’s chance in hell of getting any of them out alive.


  The man gave Rick a sidelong glance. “Yes, we will.” He clapped his hands. “But all’s well that ends well. Now you are all here. You saved us some trouble.”


  “Who the hell are you?” Rick asked.


  The man laughed. “You are a brave one, I’ll give you that.” He sized Rick up. He wasn’t the least bit threatened by him.


  Rick knew he had no advantages in this situation, but that didn’t mean he had to act that way. He was hoping some kind of opportunity to level the playing field would present itself.


  “You can call me Oz.”


  “Oz?” Rick asked, giving a mocking laugh.


  “Yes, Oz,” he answered, a quick flash of anger crossing his face. He clenched his jaw, then turned to Sofia. “You must be the reporter.” He saw how protective she was over the younger man and his former captive, Diego. “A happy little family reunion?”


  “Let us go,” she said defiantly. “You’ve hurt my family enough. My father was no threat to you. He’d never even been here before.”


  “On the contrary,” Oz said, “he was poking his nose in where it didn’t belong. That was most inconvenient and had to be stopped. Same problem with you and your brother. Your recent article was starting to make life more difficult for us. But no matter, you’re here now. This couldn’t have worked out better for us.” He gave them a sly grin.


  Diego hung his head. “I am sorry I brought you and Luis into this.” He would never forgive himself if anything happened to them.


  “Shhh,” she said, gently rubbing his arm. “You were only doing what you thought was right.”


  “We love you, Papa,” Luis whispered.


  “I love you both,” he answered. “Please forgive me.”


  Sofia turned back to Oz, anger flaring in her eyes. “Are you also responsible for the other people who’ve gone missing in this area over the last few weeks? Are they dead?”


  Oz glared at her. “No interviews tonight, reporter.”


  Rick whispered to her, “I think we can assume the answer to those questions is yes.”


  Oz ignored him. He looked over at his men. “Alpha-1 and Alpha-2, search them for weapons and anything else that might interest us. Search their rucksacks, too.”


  They started with Rick. He gave no resistance. He didn’t want to push his luck.


  The man searching him found his stun gun and gave him a fierce look. “Asshole.”


  “Glad you enjoyed it,” Rick replied with as much snark as he could muster.


  Rick glared at the man as he moved on to search Sofia next. “Don’t put your hands anywhere you shouldn’t.”


  The man showed no reaction. He swiftly gave her a pat down, then moved on to Luis.


  “Him neither,” Rick added in a mocking tone, still glaring at him.


  The man returned Rick’s glare and patted Luis down.


  “Gentle with him,” Rick said sternly, as the man moved on to Diego next. “Beating up on old men is a real cowardly thing to do, you know.”


  “He gave us trouble,” the man answered. “We gave it back.”


  Sofia’s eyes teared up at the thought of how roughly they’d treated her father, a sweet, decent, hardworking, and caring man.


  Luis wanted to throttle them for hurting his dad, a man who’d never hurt anyone in his life.


  Rick noticed the man did use a light touch on Diego, however.


  They moved on to Juan, Carlos, Mari, and finally Javier.


  One of the other operatives spotted Javier’s rifle. He emptied the chamber of ammunition, pocketing it, then slung the rifle over his back.


  Alpha-1 then found the compass in Javier’s zippered pocket. He brought it over to Oz.


  “Well, well, we have this back,” Oz said. “My men told me about it.” He weighed it in his hand. “Heavy.” He turned it over, looking at the inscribed symbols arranged in the Fibonacci spiral on the back of it. “I must say, this is most interesting. Quite ornate.” He held it up and moved it around, frowning. He watched, puzzled, as the hands spun wildly. “A compass that doesn’t give directions, but reacts very strangely... to what I wonder.” He shook his head as he looked at Javier. “It’s not broken is it?”


  Javier looked at the compass. “It’s a family heirloom, that’s all.”


  Oz smirked at him. “Sure it is.”


  There was the sound of static.


  Oz turned around, pocketing the compass. “What is it?”


  “I just tried the radio,” Alpha-3 said, “but I’m getting no signal.” He nodded to his comrade. “Hey, try yours.”


  Alpha-4 tried his. He shook his head. “Nothing.”


  “What’s going on?” he asked. “Try the satellite phone.”


  Alpha-1 tried it. “No joy.”


  Alpha-2 tested his radio. He shook his head.


  Oz turned to Javier. “Explain this, Shuar.”


  “His name is Javier,” Sofia said hotly.


  Oz ignored her.


  “It won’t work in here,” Javier said, maintaining his calm. “You cannot get signals inside this cavern.”


  Oz looked around at the massive space and at the huge grouping of bizarre-looking, dark mineral stalagmites at its center. He saw similar dark veins of rock running through the white walls as well. He suspected there was also some kind of metallic compound in them that was interfering with their signals. He would have to investigate that more as well.


  “Should I leave this cavern to try the satellite phone?” Alpha-1 asked.


  Oz considered that for a moment, but shook his head. “No, not yet. I think we can maintain control over this ragtag group. We’ll radio out once we have what we came for.”


  “Understood,” he said, hiding his misgivings about having their communications cut off. He also knew that these people had knowledge of this place that they lacked. A home field advantage. It made him even more wary.


  “Let’s get things moving, shall we?” Oz said. “I want the metal library. By the looks of this place and the fact that it’s never shown up in any of our research and is extremely hard to find, not to mention the fact that you’re here, I know it has to be located nearby, hidden somewhere. Show me.”


  Rick looked over at Javier, who was just staring Oz down.


  “Ok,” Oz said, “I’m going to make this real easy for you.” He stepped forward and grabbed Luis by the shirt collar, yanking him towards him. He turned him around, pointing his gun to the back of Luis’ head. “Either you give us what we came here for, or I kill him.”


  Sofia gasped.


  No answer.


  Oz forcefully shoved Luis to his knees.


  Luis yelped as he hit the ground.


  “Hey, listen, Ozymandias,” Rick said, holding his hands out, “how about we all just calm down?”


  Oz glared at him.


  “Seriously,” Rick said, “we don’t want anyone hurt or killed, ok? You’re at a ten right now, so let’s just take it down to a four or five, alright?”


  Oz regarded him. He gave a cool laugh. “You really are a bold one, aren’t you?” He still hung onto Luis. He turned his attention back to Javier. “Well, Shuar?”


  Diego pleaded with Oz, placing his hands in a prayer position. “Please no, don’t hurt my son.”


  “Then you'd better make sure we get what we want.”


  Diego looked to Javier. “I beg you—do as he asks.”


  Javier looked at the others.


  Mari, Juan and Carlos stood still as statues; their faces stony. They were not going to comply.


  Oz shouted. “Now!”


  Luis trembled and squeezed his eyes closed.


  “Javier, do something!” Sofia shouted. “He’s my little brother!”


  Javier was wrestling with his conscience. He looked at Rick.


  Rick saw the internal conflict. He knew now that he’d been right about Javier holding a lot back from them. He realized the young man had his reasons, whatever they might be, but he couldn’t let this happen.


  “Javier, show them,” Rick said firmly. “I think he’s serious. We can’t stand here and do nothing while he executes Luis.”


  Javier looked from Rick to Luis.


  “Whatever you have here, it can’t be worth watching an innocent man be killed right in front of you,” Rick pressed. “You want to live with that on your conscience?”


  “Listen to the man,” Oz said. “He’s talking sense. You’ve got about ten seconds to comply. And if this one dies, he won’t be the last, we promise you that. We’ll kill all of you and search for the metal library ourselves if we have to.”


  Javier sighed and hung his head.


  “Javier, no,” Carlos said.


  Mari and Juan looked at each other, each wondering what they could do to prevent this.


  Javier looked at Carlos and shook his head. “I can’t let this happen. You three,” he said, speaking in Spanish, pointing to Mari, Juan, and Carlos, “show them the tablets.”


  Javier had a grim expression on his face. He wondered how many of their secrets they would lose tonight. How many lives. Too many, he feared.


  CHAPTER 16


  [image: ]


  They all watched as Mari, Juan, and Carlos fanned out. Each headed to one of the three largest boulders near the far edges of the cavern. They overturned the boulders, which had been partially hollowed out to conceal large metal boxes underneath them.


  “Ah,” Oz said, “clever. Hiding things in plain sight.”


  Javier glared at him.


  Oz released Luis, who scrambled back to Sofia’s side. Oz then instructed two of his men to retrieve the metal boxes and bring them to him. He ordered Mari, Juan and Carlos to rejoin the others.


  The men brought the heavy boxes over and set them down in front of Oz.


  “Open them,” he ordered.


  They did. Inside each were dark golden metal tablets, dozens of them in all, each about six inches wide, by twenty inches long. Each hammered metallic plate was embossed with rows of ancient symbols.


  Oz leaned forward and pulled one out. “I was right.” He gazed at the mysterious symbols. He recognized them from old photographs that had been taken of them, before they’d gone missing. “Incredible. Here they are at last.”


  Oz then looked around the enormous cavern, taking in the commanding group of stalagmites. He studied the unusual geological features in the towering mineral formations and in the rock walls. Something occurred to him.


  “I have a question,” Oz stated. “Why did you bring these tablets here specifically? There must’ve been easier places to hide them.”


  No one answered him.


  He walked around looking at the cavern, still holding the tablet. “There’s something special about this place, isn’t there?”


  He stopped, then glanced over at Javier. “Is it the geology? I’ve never seen anything like it anywhere in the world.”


  Javier said nothing.


  “That’s it, isn’t it?” Oz smiled, as the revelation was dawning on him. He gazed around the cavern walls. “We’ve seen such things before. Strange technological marvels activated by even stranger geological sites. Hidden places. Places of power.”


  He turned to face them.


  “This is one of those places. I can feel it in the air. You didn’t just bring those tablets here to hide them. They’re here because you planned on doing something with them. But what exactly?”


  He grinned at the silent faces staring back at him.


  “Tell me. Now. Why this particular cavern?”


  Still no answer.


  He let out a heavy sigh. “I can see you’re going to need even more motivation.” He nodded to two of his men.


  The men immediately grabbed Mari and Juan and shoved them to their knees. They pointed their guns at the back of their heads.


  Javier gritted his teeth.


  Rick watched him, frustrated. He wished he knew the answer to Oz’s question himself, then he’d just get the whole damn thing over with. But he had no idea what any of this meant.


  Oz looked at one of his men and gave a subtle nod.


  The man pistol-whipped the back of Juan’s head.


  Juan grunted loudly, as he collapsed on the ground.


  Sofia and Luis gasped.


  Diego shook his head, whispering silent prayers.


  Rick tensed.


  After a few seconds, Juan propped himself up on all fours, then touched the back of his head, which was bleeding. He swayed a bit, then sat down on the ground. He looked up, tears stinging his eyes.


  Carlos went over and knelt down beside him. He and Mari put their arms around their injured friend, trying to comfort him.


  “Next time, it’ll be a bullet to the skull, understood?” Oz snapped. “My patience is reaching its limits.”


  “Javier,” Rick said, “do as he says, or none of us will be seeing another sunrise.”


  “You should listen to your friend,” Oz replied, his voice cool and menacing. “He seems to understand that we’re playing for keeps.”


  “We...” Javier started, “we’ve... configured part of this space to hold the tablets, to display them for... study.”


  Oz laughed derisively at his feeble explanation. “You could do that in the city. Try again.”


  Javier gritted his teeth. “It’s true. It’s just that...”


  Mari spoke up, “Javier, no! ¡No puedes!”


  Oz aimed his gun at Mari. “Shut up! He can and he will, but the next word from you will be your last.” He pointed his gun at Juan and Carlos, too. “That goes for any of you, Shuar. I ask questions. You give me answers. That’s it.”


  She swallowed hard. She said nothing.


  Javier put his hands up. “Mari, lo siento.” He turned back to Oz. “This cavern energizes the tablets.”


  Rick was surprised at the admission. He took in the expansive cavern, now seeing it in a new light. Holy crap, he thought.


  Oz nodded, looking around the bewildering space. “It’s the geological features in here, isn’t it? I knew it as soon as I saw them, that they had something to do with why the metal library might be brought here.”


  “It wasn’t brought here,” Javier said. “The tablets were created, in part, from the minerals in this cavern. Those minerals were combined with gold, also mined in our country, and made into an alloy that was formed into these tablets. It is an alloy that exists nowhere else on earth.”


  Oz’s eyes lit up. He gazed down at the tablet he held, admiring it’s beauty and the skilled craftsmanship. Looking at the strange symbols embossed on it, he wondered about its purpose. “Go on.”


  “We discovered there was some kind of energy source in here. Eventually we learned how to activate and focus it.”


  Oz nodded with understanding, as his mind started filling in some of the gaps. “Through the design of the tablets? As well as their placement?”


  “Si,” Javier answered.


  “Most interesting,” Oz said. He walked over to the central grouping of stalagmites. He then felt a very faint vibration in the tablet. His hand tingled and warmed. He turned to Javier. “These formations are an energy source, aren’t they? I can feel it through this tablet.”


  “Si,” Javier replied. “But we don’t fully understand what it is, or even how it works.”


  “What about mineralogy studies?” Oz asked skeptically.


  “We will not defile this site. It is a sacred space. To do so would dishonor the gift of it.”


  Oz turned away, sneering at their primitive superstitions. He gazed up at the imposing stalagmites. He thought to himself how vital it was to have this place in the hands of someone–namely him–that could properly study its geology, then harness its full potential. These fools didn’t deserve it. But no matter, he mused, they won’t be in possession of it much longer. He was going to personally see to that.


  He then noticed an unusual feature of the rocky protrusion the stalagmites were growing out of. The smoothed front had sections carved into it that were the same shape and size as the tablet he was holding. “These tablets, they’re meant to be placed here, aren’t they?”


  Javier clenched his jaw. This vile man was an affront to this sacred place.


  “Show me,” Oz said in a menacing voice.


  Javier hesitated a moment, but then he thought of something. Something he would keep to himself for the moment. Speaking in Spanish he asked Mari and Carlos to help him set them up. He told Juan to remain sitting down. He was worried about his head injury.


  Mari and Carlos hesitated. Javier whispered to them to trust him. Reluctantly they nodded.


  Javier walked over to Oz. “We will need the tablet you’re holding.”


  Oz narrowed his eyes, suspicious of the request.


  Javier held out his hand, waiting.


  Oz decided to hand it over. He was confident that he and his men retained ultimate control over this place.


  Javier, Mari and Carlos took out the rest of tablets one by one and placed each one, fifty in total, in one of the rectangular spaces along the front face of the rocky protrusion below the grouping of stalagmites. They fit perfectly.


  Oz watched them closely, his gun trained on them. Much to his surprise, the tablets had seemed to snap into place, as though held by magnets. He inwardly grinned. He knew there had to be some kind of metal laced throughout this space, this confirmed it. He realized there was much more to this cavern than met the eye. He intended to reveal all of its secrets.


  By the time all of the tablets were installed, they formed a striking dark golden wall, spanning over thirty feet across.


  Javier, Carlos, and Mari stepped back a good distance away from the tablets.


  Rick watched them closely. He could tell they were wary of them.


  Seeing their reactions, Oz also backed up a few feet. He then ordered two of his men, Alpha-1 and Alpha-2, to take position at either end of the wall of tablets. The other two, Alpha-3 and Alpha-4 were ordered to guard the main entrance to the cave.


  Very quickly the space felt warmer. The tablets glowed in the lighting that had been positioned around the cavern. The placement of the tablets seemed to create an energy field that surrounded them all. The hairs on their arms stood up, their skin tingled. They all felt as though they were wrapped in some kind of electrical field that permeated the surrounding area. There was an accompanying nearly imperceptible hum.


  “Do you hear that?” Oz asked.


  His men nodded in the affirmative.


  Just then, Oz felt the compass he’d taken off of Javier start to vibrate in his pocket. He took it out. The hands on it were spinning much faster now. He inched closer to the wall of tablets, holding the compass out. Sure enough, it vibrated more strongly, the hands spinning wildly.


  “Is that what this compass does?” he asked, turning around to face Javier, who was trying his best to conceal the deep alarm he was feeling. “It alerts you when you’re close to these tablets?”


  Javier again said nothing.


  “And these symbols inscribed on the back of it, they’re very similar to the ones on these tablets.” Oz grinned at Javier. “Most valuable. I’m definitely going to keep this.” He re-pocketed the compass and slowly stepped towards the wall of tablets. As he did, he yelped and jumped as he got a shock where the compass rested against him. “What the hell?” He quickly fished the compass out of his pocket and tossed it on the ground. The compass vibrated wildly, bouncing around the cavern floor.


  The group was startled.


  The hum grew louder and the cavern warmed even further. The electrical field the wall of tablets gave off practically buzzed in the air.


  Oz looked over at Javier, glaring at him. “That’s a surprising turn of events. I guess that wasn’t all this compass was designed for.”


  Javier held his gaze, but didn’t answer.


  “Tell me now—what is the true purpose of this compass?” Oz fumed, aiming his gun directly at Javier.


  Rick knew the man wasn’t going to take no for an answer. He didn’t want to see Javier get hurt. He hoped they could all still make it out of this alive. “Javier, just tell him. We don’t want things to get even worse for us.”


  Oz nodded his head. “You should listen to your friend. He’s not as stupid as he looks.”


  Rick bit his tongue.


  The Ares operatives listened, but showed no outward response to the startling turn of events. They held their positions and kept their weapons trained on the group. They waited for Oz’s lead.


  Javier blinked and took a long breath. “It activates the tablets.”


  Oz looked at the wall of tablets. “Nobody move, nobody touch the compass.” He stepped warily around the vibrating compass and walked the length of the wall, gazing at each tablet. He studied the large number of peculiar symbols. He held his hand up to one of the tablets, but was careful not to touch it.


  “These are warm,” he said. “Incredible.” He angled his ear towards one of the tablets. “And definitely the source of the hum.”


  Then, he noticed the sandstone protrusion with dark mineral striations in front of the tablets. It had a bowl-shaped depression on the top of it. He glanced back at the compass, still vibrating noisily on the cave floor.


  “Does that go here?” he asked Javier.


  Javier clenched his jaw. He hated seeing these gringos in this sacred space. They defiled it. His mind raced for ways he could work this situation. He didn’t know how exactly this was going to play out, but he knew he couldn’t allow this secret to get out. There was far too much at stake.


  “Si,” he answered.


  “Makes sense,” Oz said, “you wouldn’t want to be holding onto that buzzing thing.” He went to retrieve the compass.


  “We place a cloth inside, so as not to damage the compass from scraping against the rock,” Javier said. “Allow me.”


  Oz nodded.


  Javier removed his outer layer, then stepped forward and placed the nylon jacket inside the depression. “There,” he said, as he stepped back.


  Oz picked up the compass, his hands tingling as he did, and quickly deposited it in the depression. He also stepped back a few feet.


  Rick watched Javier, trying to figure out what was going on. He may not have known the young man long, but he knew him well enough to know something was very wrong. His instincts were telling him to get the hell out of here before something bad happened. Javier had told them nothing of this. And what one didn’t know in a situation like this could prove deadly. He glanced over to Sofia, Luis, and Diego and quietly motioned them all to stay still.


  They understood at once the worsening precariousness of their predicament.


  “So,” Oz said, looking back at Javier. “You know what my next question is.”


  Javier didn’t answer.


  “Tell me what all of this does,” Oz said, his voice getting tight as his impatience grew.


  Javier cleared his throat. “Our research here isn’t complete. We know very little.”


  “Now, why don’t I believe you?” Oz asked, his eyes narrowing. He turned back to the wall of gold. He scanned the myriad of enigmatic symbols and felt the warm energy radiating out from them.


  He turned back around to face Javier. “Tell me what you do you know.”


  Javier pursed his lips. “The symbols tell a story. It’s a partial history of our ancestors.”


  Oz snapped at him, “Historical records don’t act like strange energy sources in hidden caverns. You’re leaving an awful lot out, I’d wager.” He aimed his gun at Javier’s chest.


  Javier looked at Rick.


  Rick nodded for him to say something, anything.


  Juan, Carlos and Mari waited silently as Javier tried to handle the situation.


  “What I told you is true, but...”


  “Go on.”


  “But they are also...” he sighed heavily, “a way to commune with our ancestral spirits.”


  Oz was intrigued. “Interesting theory. Tell me more.”


  Javier knew he was digging himself into a hole, but he didn’t know what else to do.


  “With the help of that compass, they give off a kind of energy that allows us to reach a transcendental state.”


  Juan, Carlos and Mari listened intently.


  “And?” Oz pressed him.


  Javier let out a frustrated sigh. “This isn’t easy to talk about. It’s a very private and... sensitive matter. This is a sacred place of worship and enlightenment for us. We participate in spiritual ceremonies here. Our people, we believe we stay connected to our loved ones after death. That we can still speak to them. That they are a real part of our lives, even though they’re beyond this mortal life.”


  Rick listened intently. He suspected Javier would likely be making things up in the hopes of protecting his people’s secrets, but he wondered if there was any truth to what he was saying. The explorer in him longed to know what the reality of this place was. But at this point, he didn’t know if any of them were going to survive this ordeal.


  Javier looked at Oz, who was staring at him with a raised eyebrow.


  “I know,” Javier said, “continue.”


  Oz nodded, keeping the gun aimed at him.


  Javier took a deep breath. “I’m not lying when I say that we really don’t know everything these tablets do.”


  “You’ll forgive me if I don’t take your word for it,” Oz said, gazing at the wall of tablets. His mind was racing with possibilities over what this discovery could provide him. But he wasn’t going to rush this. One step at a time.


  “Let’s test this theory out, shall we?” Oz said.
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  Oz motioned to Luis. “I want you to go stand next to the tablets,” he ordered.


  Luis looked taken aback. “Me? ¿Por qué?”


  “Because I told you to.”


  “Leave him alone,” Rick said.


  Luis stood frozen in place; his eyes wide as saucers. He was terrified.


  “Well, aren’t you the big protector?” Oz said, smirking. “Fine. Two guinea pigs are better than one.”


  Rick glared at him. He didn’t budge.


  Oz pointed to one of his men who had been guarding the cave entrance. “Alpha-4, help these two along, will you.”


  The man nodded and quickly strode towards them.


  He gave Rick a hard shove in the back. “Move, asshole.”


  “Back off, dirtbag,” Rick said. “Alphagetti, is it?”


  The man snarled at him. He gave him another hard shove. “I said move.” He pushed Luis ahead as well.


  Rick put a protective arm around Luis. “Why don’t you pick on someone your own size, coward.”


  “Fine,” he said and then gave Rick another hard shove in the back.


  Rick grimaced. Well, I did ask for that, he thought. He wasn’t going to give the man the satisfaction of a response.


  At the one end of the wall of tablets, Alpha-2 was no longer listening to what was happening in the center of the room. The tablet he stood closest to had drawn his attention. It seemed to glow brighter as he gazed at it. He could feel its energy buzzing in the air. He cocked his head and frowned. He could hear something under the ambient hum. Like a faint whisper. He tried to listen, to understand what he was hearing. He felt something beckoning to him. The pull was magnetic. Irresistible. It was as though this place was trying to tell him something. An important, vital secret. He strained to understand. He needed to know.


  He inched closer. He slipped his glove off. He felt the heat coming off of the wall of tablets. He touched the edge of the nearest tablet that had drawn his attention. His fingertips tingled with a weird energy. He held his hand there for a moment longer. It started to burn.


  “Are you listening to me?” Oz demanded, suddenly noticing one of his men acting strangely. He was alarmed to see the man had lowered his weapon and was distracted by the tablet. It was not like his men to lose their focus this way.


  “Hey! Alpha-2, what are you doing?” Oz shouted.


  The man heard him this time and suddenly pulled his hand away. He looked at his fingertips—they were reddened, slightly burned. He looked at Oz, feeling irritated at having his attention pulled away.


  “I asked you a question!”


  He didn’t answer. Instead, he inched along the wall of tablets, trying to ascertain the source of the whispering. He strained his ears. It was maddening not to be able to understand what it was trying to tell him. The room grew hotter. Sweat dripped down his face, stinging his eyes.


  He could get no answer. His temper was getting the best of him. The heat from being in proximity to the tablets was growing hotter, and hotter, and hotter; becoming unbearable, as was the hum and the incessant whispering. He still couldn’t make out what it was saying.


  “Don’t you hear that?” he asked no one in particular. “I can’t tell what it’s saying.”


  Oz was furious. He couldn’t believe how this man was disobeying his orders all of a sudden. “It’s just a hum. Man your position!”


  Javier looked over at Mari and the others. They shared a serious, knowing glance, but said nothing. They turned their attention back and just watched.


  Alpha-2 kept looking back at the tablets. The whispering was getting louder. It was aggravating.


  “Tell me!” he shouted.


  He felt edgy, like he was on speed. His mind was racing. Impatience and anger were taking hold, growing exponentially.


  The whispering was now growing louder. It started to sound like crashing ocean waves in his ears. He was growing hotter, too, he was boiling inside. He needed to take some of his layers off. But he’d have to put his gun down to do that. He was growing increasingly paranoid and confused. Why can’t I understand what it’s telling me?


  He then walked towards Rick and Luis.


  Luis backed away, along the wall of tablets, his jaw dropping. The man had a crazed look in his eyes. It was frightening.


  “What? What did you say?” he asked Luis. But his own words sounded strange, like trying to speak underwater.


  Luis shook his head. “I didn’t say anything.” He tried to back away farther from the man.


  Rick went to Luis’ side. “What the hell, dude?”


  The man shook his head and blinked his eyes rapidly. As he looked at Rick and Luis, their faces were becoming distorted, grotesque.


  “What... what are you?”


  Oz tried to intervene. “Alpha-2, what’s going on with you?”


  But he couldn’t hear him.


  He fixated on the rapidly morphing forms in front of him. They no longer looked human at all. The smaller shape appeared at first to mock him, then its features grew more menacing. He could feel a malevolent presence emanating from it, stretching out towards him. Then, he thought he saw it reaching for some kind of weapon.


  Oz was about to warn him to back away from the tablets. He suspected they were having some kind of bad effect on him. The man seemed crazed. Unhinged. But it was too late.


  Alpha-2 suddenly lunged at Luis.


  It all happened so fast.


  Rick and Luis leapt out of the way.


  Alpha-2 ran headlong into the section of tablets behind Luis, smashing into it at full force. The powerful magnetic force held the tablets in place, but the impact sent a shower of sparks ripping through every nerve in his body at a cataclysmic speed.


  A bolt of what looked like lightning went sparking down the wall of tablets, lashing out and making contact with Alpha-1’s gun at the other end. He went rigid for a moment, then shook violently and dropped to the ground.


  At the same moment Alpha-2 let out a piercing, guttural scream as the blazing heat within him went critical. Thought and reason were pushed aside for primal agony.


  The others watched aghast as his skin turned red, then started blistering. They heard grisly popping sounds.


  He screamed and scratched and clawed wildly at his clothing and his face. Smoke rose from his garments. A sickening burning smell began to permeate the cavern.


  Then, to their horror, he burst into flames.


  In shock, they all recoiled, watching as he tore from the cavern, screaming, arms flailing wildly, his entire body engulfed in flames.


  Alpha-3 and Alpha-4 dodged their comrade. They couldn’t believe what they were seeing.


  They watched as he disappeared into the dark cave system beyond, his screaming growing fainter, then abruptly it stopped.


  They looked back at Oz, who stood there, momentarily as dumbfounded as the rest of them.


  Oz turned back to the wall of tablets. “Alpha-1!” he shouted. “Get up!”


  No answer. No movement from the fallen man.


  “Alpha-3,” Oz ordered, “check him.”


  The man nodded and dashed over to his teammate.


  Oz and Alpha-4 kept their guns trained on the group.


  He checked the man’s pulse. There was none.


  He looked up at Oz. “He’s dead. I think he was electrocuted.”


  “What did you do?” Oz shouted at Luis.


  Luis stumbled backward several feet farther along the wall of tablets, in shock and horror.


  “Answer me!” he yelled.


  Luis was too stunned to answer.


  Rick shouted back. “You were watching. It wasn’t him! He didn’t do anything.”


  “Bullshit!” Oz edged towards them; gun drawn.


  “Calm down, alright,” Rick said, putting his hands out. This situation was getting worse by the second, and he knew at this point this man could do anything.


  Oz glared at him. “Don’t you tell me to calm down!” He again zeroed in on Luis. “Tell me what you did!”


  “N-nothing,” Luis said, trying to back away.


  “Stop!”


  Luis stopped in his tracks. “I don’t know what happened!” He started to back away again.


  “I won’t tell you again,” Oz shouted. “Stop! Now!”


  In a panic, Luis stumbled.


  Oz moved forward still, taking aim.


  Luis gasped.


  Rick saw what was about to happen and without thinking, he leapt to push Oz’s arm away, but as he did, his hand whacked into the corner of a nearby metal tablet, his knuckle making direct contact with one of the symbols a second before a shot rang out. At once, he felt the twin shocks of a powerful electrical-like current blazing through him and a thunderous, fiercely intense punch to the chest.


  The shock of both sent Rick flying against the ground. He hit it with a hard thud. He saw the shower of sparks behind his eyelids. He felt himself drifting away, being pulled along as though on a strong, fast-moving current. Then all went black...
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  A moment later, Rick awoke. He was lying on what felt like a cool, marble floor. He was alone. He pushed himself up and looked around. His vision was fuzzy. He could tell he was no longer in the Cathedral cavern, but in some kind of vast, white room. He gazed upwards. The soaring white walls and ceiling were shaped somewhat like the Cathedral cavern they’d entered, but instead were perfectly smooth and uniform, lacking any kind of detail, as though crafted by man, not nature, and the space was far, far larger.


  As his vision began to clear, he noticed shapes in the distance. After a few moments he could make out what looked like a remarkably expansive library. Endless shelves stacked with books soared impossibly high. He peered down a central corridor. It seemed to go on forever.


  He stood up, then looked down. Even his clothes had changed. Gone were the dirty, mud-soaked shirt and khakis, and hiking boots he’d been wearing. He was now wearing a clean, cream-colored, loose-fitting linen shirt and pants, and he was barefoot.


  He also felt different. He couldn’t quite figure out why. He stretched his arms out, then arched his back. That was it. He felt no pain, not even any discomfort. All of the bumps and scratches and bruises he’d collected on his journey to the Tayos Caves system were gone. But it was more than that even. He checked himself over. Old wounds no longer bothered him and the scars that covered them had disappeared. As well, the pain from the impact he’d felt only moments ago had completely dissipated, like it had never happened.


  “Hello?” he called out, looking around. “Is anyone here?”


  No answer. The room was eerily silent. Not even the movement of air could be detected.


  He started walking towards the bookshelves, but as he moved, it was as though the shelves came to him. His movement forwards and their movement towards him all blended together, as though it was all the same thing.


  Strange, he thought.


  He stood in front of the nearest shelf and gazed up. The books he saw were all bound in covers the colors of jewel tones with rich gold-embossed, bizarre lettering on the spines. They looked at once ancient and yet also brand new.


  He ran his fingers down the spines. His fingertips tingled at the touch. At first, he couldn’t make out the embossed words, the language seemed foreign, but as he focused more intently on one of them, he felt his heart start to beat faster. It wasn’t language as he knew it, but rather symbols. The same style of symbols he’d seen on the metal tablets only moments ago. And their meaning was slowly being revealed to him somehow.


  “I can read them now,” he whispered aloud a few moments later, wondering how that was possible.


  He inhaled sharply as he realized with sheer astonishment that each book seemed to be a volume dedicated to a specific person or period of his life. His childhood, his adolescence, his education, various friendships and relationships, his mother, the Mato Grosso, and even a volume on the Tayos Caves—where he was right now, or rather where he’d just been. He was tempted to pick that one up, to find out how it ended, but a different book beckoned. Edward Braeden, his father. There was something he wanted to know. Something that had been haunting his mind and heart since... well, nearly forever.


  He thought about how his father had left him feeling inadequate, that he didn’t measure up as a son or a man. A part of him still longed for his acceptance, his validation, a part that was empty. Rick still felt the pain of that stinging his heart—his soul. It had been a heavy weight he'd carried nearly all his life. He wondered what the book would tell him; if it would have any insights for him or if it would simply recount his painful memories. He needed to know.


  Rick picked up the volume. It was heavy, far heavier than it appeared. He went to open the book. As he pulled back the cover, he felt a powerful whooshing sensation, like being pulled through a wind tunnel at a thousand miles an hour. It was as though he had opened a portal to a boundless energy contained inside the book, a force drawing him inside.


  Then, suddenly it all stopped. He was standing in the living room of his childhood home. He looked around. He knew he should be surprised to find himself there, but somehow, he wasn’t. He thought about calling out for the others he’d just been with, Sofia, Luis, or Javier, but he knew they wouldn’t answer. Because they weren’t here.


  He gazed around the living room. It was just as he remembered it.


  He walked over to a hallway mirror. He looked at himself. He was younger, much younger. Only a teenager. But something in his eyes looked older, there was a knowing look there. Although it should seem strange to him, it oddly wasn’t. In a way, it felt perfectly natural.


  He walked through his home, taking time to look at all the familiar things. It even smelled exactly as he remembered it, the familiar scents of home—cooking, fresh baked chocolate chip cookies, scented laundry detergent, old colorful afghans draped over the sofa and armchairs, his mom’s favorite lavender air freshener. He found it comforting. As he headed upstairs to go to his childhood bedroom, it was as if time was speeding up. But he could still clearly perceive all that was happening.


  It was now only a few weeks after his mom had died. He recalled the profound sadness of the time and how he and his father had grown steadily distant afterwards.


  But then, the feeling started to change, events started to differ from what he’d remembered. He saw his father, younger and healthier than he’d last remembered him. Rick simultaneously watched and experienced events as he and his father bonded over their shared loss. His father took every opportunity to spend time with him, knowing how hard he had taken his mother’s loss. Unlike what Rick had remembered, this time his father spent hours talking to him about their shared grief, allowing Rick to freely express his pain, his disbelief, his anger. Whereas before, his father had shut down and closed himself off, now he was an open book and accessible to, and accepting of, his son. Rick marveled at how the two of them grew closer over the months that followed. He felt like he had gained a best friend and mentor in his father.


  Eventually, as time passed, Edward saw how Rick was gravitating towards exploring the natural world with an insatiable curiosity about the ancient past. He understood how much his son missed having his mother to share that with. So, although he had been a workaholic, Edward started taking time off work to spend more time with him.


  As the years advanced and Rick showed more and more interest in the field of archaeology and had a strong desire to travel, Edward supported him in all kinds of ways. He had once asked Rick if he would like to join his business and offered him a position. However, Rick had quickly realized it wasn’t for him, and this time, unlike before, Edward accepted his son’s decision and did not pressure him about it, instead, championing Rick’s own interests. Instead of fighting against their differences, he enjoyed and took pride in them.


  Rick was so grateful to have a father who understood him and who accepted him for who he was, not who his father had thought he would be, or wanted him to be. When he told his father he wanted to pursue an education in archaeology, Edward not only encouraged him, but he helped pay for his tuition.


  Rick felt his confidence grow over the years. He got top marks at university and was awarded many scholarships for graduate studies. He was also granted excellent opportunities for field work, gradually becoming known and respected in his field.


  Knowing he had unconditional love, support, and acceptance from his father buoyed his spirits and was a constant source of strength for him. Whenever he called, his father would pick up the phone. He expressed genuine interest in Rick’s activities and told him often how proud he was of him. He even kept a scrapbook of Rick’s accomplishments over the years, something he would proudly show off to his friends and colleagues.


  Events in Rick’s life continued to speed by. Weeks, months, even years seemed like minutes. Rick saw it all at once. And in this place, this strange library of sorts, he realized he could slow time down or speed it up at will, or relive it as many times as he wished. It was completely up to him. He sensed, too, that if he chose to, he could stay here. For as long as he wanted, or forever. It was his choice. And whatever he chose, it would be ok. In the end, somehow, he knew he would end up in a place where he was safe and free to be as he truly wished. And that he had all the time in the universe to experience it, for as long as time and space existed. It was a liberating feeling. Pure and total freedom. He sensed that there was much more, too, that he could know. All he had to do was to keep going through the books in the library.


  This time, Edward lived into his nineties. He’d never taken up the smoking and drinking habits that had become his constant companions before. He was healthy and vital and active until the end. He’d died peacefully in his sleep of natural causes. Only one week earlier, he and Rick had spent the day together, getting a private, guided tour of an upcoming museum exhibit that Rick’s archaeological work had contributed a number of important artifacts to. For Rick, it had been a sublimely perfect day. The culmination of a life he cherished.


  Though experiencing deep sorrow over his loss, Rick felt and understood and appreciated the totality of a happy life he had lived with his father. Where there once was pain, now there was joy. Where there once was loneliness and isolation, there was belonging. Where there once was sadness and anger, there was happiness and peace. Where there once was estrangement, there was now a deep connection, filled with acceptance and love.


  It all felt so real. Rick had a new lifetime of memories he could cherish and relive for the rest of his life.


  He also understood that the book of Edward Braeden had complexities that he could explore, long before Rick was even born. He could have the opportunity to know his father’s journey, as only his father had known it. He could appreciate all the events and people and thoughts that had made his father the man he was.


  Rick also sensed that if he were only to flip through the pages of this particular book, he could experience different lives with his father. But he hesitated, this one was so joyous. He wanted to savor it, to relish the experience, and let it seep into his soul.


  Then, Rick came back into himself. He found himself back in the hallway of his childhood home. He looked in the mirror again, seeing the reflection looking back at him. But it was more than a mere reflection. He saw himself with new eyes. He saw his younger self, an older self, all the stages in between, they were all one. They were him. The reflection he saw in the mirror was nothing less than all the possibilities of his life, but as one.


  And now a new understanding crept in, along with the most profound sense of calm and peace Rick had ever known. It wasn’t really his father’s opinion of him that had held him back all the long years, it was that he had owned that opinion, taken it as an immutable truth, when it was no such thing. The burden of unresolved pain and anguish his father had felt at the time, from a lifetime of his own experiences and challenges, was shifted to Rick, unfairly misplaced, and yet Rick had accepted it without question, as though it perfectly defined him. He now knew he could have freed himself all along, at any time, it was his choice. He could have chosen to simply let it go. He smiled at how easy it now seemed, how simply effortless it was to release a heavy burden he’d been carrying for far too long. He could lay it down easier than having picked it up, and leave it far behind. He could accept and love himself as he was, at any point in time.


  Rick wanted to stay in this library forever. To experience his life unfolding in a myriad of different ways. Each life experience showing him new discoveries about his own upbringing, about those he loved, about his choices, his regrets, his hopes and fears, about his very soul. He wanted to see how it could all play out differently, some better, some worse, but all infinitely fascinating and profoundly meaningful. He wanted to understand the very nature of his existence, in all possible forms.


  But then he felt a strange sensation. Something was pulling him, something from far away. He could feel a touch, but he could not make out where it was originating from. Distant voices were now speaking to him, but he could not understand their words. They sounded far off. Then, the pull got stronger. He felt himself resist. He wasn’t ready to leave. There was so much more here for him to explore, to know, to understand.


  The pull grew even stronger. The voices louder, more distinct. Then, he realized what it was. It was a call back to life.


  He was still in his family home, but the details of it were starting to fade away.


  “No,” he protested. “I’m not ready to go.”


  The colors, shapes, textures and scents of his home continued to fade. The space grew and stretched out into a vastness of space around him, as the details slowly disintegrated into a white mist.


  Suddenly, his father was standing before him.


  “Dad?”


  “Son, you have to go now,” he said.


  Edward was a young man, maybe the age he’d been when Rick was born. He looked healthy. No lines on his face, his voice strong and clear, slightly taller than Rick remembered. His eyes were bright and he had a calm, knowing expression on his face.


  “Dad, no, please, not yet. Give me more time.”


  “It is not up to me, son,” he replied. He gave him a soft smile. “But it is time for you to go back.”


  Rick was starting to panic. The thought of letting this moment go, letting his father go, their deep bond, everything he’d gained, was too excruciating to bear. This feeling, this connection, this experience, was everything he had always wanted. Something he’d longed for his whole life. It was as though everything that had gone wrong before, had been made right. All the puzzle pieces now fit.


  Rick shook his head, tears welling up in his eyes. “But I can’t let you go. What if I never see you again?”


  “Of course you will see me again, son,” he said. “This time together is always going to be within you.” He gently touched Rick’s chest and then his temple. “In your heart and in your mind.”


  “But what if it fades, what if I lose it forever?” Rick was bargaining as though his life depended on it.


  “You won’t lose it, because it lives within you now. I live within you. We are all an inextricable part of one another. We never really leave, we never really die, we simply change form, from one form of existence to another. But they are all the same. They are one.”


  Rick’s heart was still breaking. He wanted to believe, but he was too afraid to let go. “But I want to stay. I am happy here.”


  “You can take it with you. That power is always yours. You only have to choose to do so.”


  Rick thought about what a comforting notion that was.


  His father opened his arms, marveling at the endless shelves and tomes. “This place is a library of us. A repository not only of stories and of information, but of our experiences and perceptions, our souls. Like any library,” he continued, his eyes sparkling with knowledge and wisdom, “you come and read the books. But the books don’t disappear once you stop reading them and put them back on the shelf. They remain. Until the day when someone... when you come to read them again.”


  Rick went to embrace his father, but as he did, he felt his father’s form fading to his touch. He heard his dad’s words in his ear, now only a faint whisper, “Live. Love life. I will see you again, my son. Have faith.”


  Then the pull got stronger, the voices louder, his vision dimmed, and all faded to white...
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  Rick awoke with a start. He gasped. His chest burned from an intense pressure. He felt like he had a massive weight on him. He touched his chest, but there was no wound there.


  Sofia and Luis, who’d been leaning over him, jumped, startled at his sudden movement.


  “What the hell?” Oz shouted.


  Alpha-3 and Alpha-4 kept their guns trained on the group. They waited for orders as the situation rapidly unfolded before them.


  “Dios mío!” Diego exclaimed, kneeling down next to Rick. “You are alive!”


  The others watched in total shock that he was still breathing.


  Javier kept his cool. He knew they needed to act fast and be smart about it. He bent down to whisper in Rick’s ear as he pretended to tend to him. “You won’t be for long, if you don’t follow my lead.”


  Rick was groggy and confused. He heard the words, but he had no idea what had just happened. He looked at Javier. His vision was hazy. He couldn’t make out his features right away. He was trying to understand what he was telling him.


  “Do you know who I am?” Javier asked.


  He managed a nod. Then, his eyes started to close again.


  “Good. Stay awake!” Javier whispered; his tone urgent.


  Rick felt him touch his shoulder and try to gently shake him, but it seemed like everything was moving in slow motion.


  “What happened just now?” Javier asked. “You must tell me.”


  Rick frowned. He swallowed hard. His voice was hoarse, “I think... I mean... I saw my father. He was somehow... alive and I-I was with him... but, it was all... different somehow...” His voice trailed off. Words were not coming easy to him; his mind was fuzzy.


  Javier understood. “Get up,” he said. “Now.”


  Oz was watching this unfold in sheer disbelief, his gun still drawn. “He’s still alive?” He’d been so sure Rick had taken a fatal shot to the chest. His mind raced with possibilities. Incredible possibilities.


  Sofia was concerned. “Are you sure we should be doing this? I think he should rest.”


  Javier ignored the question.


  She didn’t press the matter. Javier seemed oddly unfazed. He also seemed like he had a plan, which was more than she had at the moment. Her heart pounded in her chest. She had no idea why Rick wasn’t dead. She glanced over at Oz. She watched him step closer to his fallen operative. She wondered, too, if the other man would suddenly spring back to life.


  To Rick it felt like he was slowly syncing up to a different state of being. He was in a fog. He tried again to speak, but all the words would not yet come. “Where...”


  “Back where you started,” Javier answered in a low voice. “In the cavern, with us. Now get your head clear. Follow my lead or we’re all dead.”


  Luis and Diego were too stunned to question Javier.


  “Whaa...” Rick answered.


  “Help me get him up,” Javier said to Luis.


  Rick felt strong hands lift him up to a sitting position, but he could not yet hold himself up. He was getting reacquainted with his own limbs and the tricky physics of moving them accurately through the surrounding space.


  Lights started to dim again; he felt his eyes closing. He was tired. He wanted to sleep.


  “Hey, no, no, no...” he heard Javier say. “Rick, wake up! Stay with us!”


  He felt them shaking his body. They did not want him to sleep. Could they not see how tired he felt?


  Javier spoke. “I know the draw you are feeling, but you cannot give in. We need you.”


  Mari, Carlos and Juan watched and listened. They knew what their friend was trying to do.


  “What’s going on?” Oz asked, inching towards them to get a better look at what was happening.


  Memories came flooding back to Rick. This cave. These people. But he hadn’t seen them in a very long time. Or had he? It seemed like decades ago. Then, he saw Oz. It was like a cold splash of water to the face. His mind cleared and he was regaining his bearings. He now understood exactly the position they were in and it wasn’t good.


  “Help me up,” Rick asked, as the fog lifted.


  Javier nodded.


  Javier and Luis each took one arm and gave him a boost up.


  As they did, Javier whispered to him. “We need to get him to experience what you just did with the tablet. Do you understand?”


  Rick looked at him. “I do.”


  Rick, now standing, took a deep breath. He still felt a little woozy, but it was passing. He stood for a moment, feet shoulder width apart, feeling more in control of his body and his mind. “That’s better.” He gave a worn half-smile. “Back in the land of the living.”


  Luis gave him some water.


  Rick drank it down thirstily. He’d been parched.


  Sofia was relieved to see him seeming like his old self. She didn’t know how it was possible, but she was grateful. She took her father’s hand and squeezed it.


  Diego whispered silent prayers about the miracle that had unfolded before his eyes.


  Oz was shocked. “How is he standing up?” He stepped a bit closer. He looked Rick over. There was no wound on him anywhere. No blood. Nothing. “I shot him. In the chest!”


  Javier looked over at Oz, assessing him. He could tell that his shock and curiosity were starting to overwhelm his defenses. This could be exactly what he needed.


  “Maybe you missed,” Luis said.


  Oz didn’t even bother looking at him or answering. He couldn’t take his eyes off of Rick. He knew he had shot him. He’d seen Rick clearly react to being shot.


  Alpha-3 and Alpha-4 were getting nervous. They had also been certain Rick had been fatally shot.


  Oz looked from Rick to the wall of tablets, replaying events in his mind. He arrived at only one conclusion. It was a thrilling discovery. And he wanted to find a way to take all the credit for it. “It was the metal tablets, wasn’t it?” he asked. In spite of what happened to two of his men, he recognized the potency of such a discovery. He gazed at the wall before him, shining and golden, feeling the palpable energy emanating from it. It offered him power beyond his wildest dreams.


  No answer.


  “These tablets, this cavern,” Oz said, marveling at the sight, “Did they somehow heal him? They brought him back to life?”


  “No,” Javier said. “Nothing here has that power. This place only offers possibilities. Not absolutes.”


  Javier was testing Oz’s reactions. He saw how hungry Oz was for this knowledge. That could mean an opportunity for them to gain the upper hand. It was a massive risk, he knew, since this was all happening at gunpoint, but it was a risk he felt they had to take. Otherwise, they were certain to lose everything, including their lives.


  Desire was overwhelming Oz’s senses now. He was fixating on the metallic tablets. Everything he had ever hoped for in his life was now at his fingertips. And he could see that Javier wasn’t about to give it up easily. Oz just had to unlock the mystery, then take it, either by blunt force or finesse. Either option suited him fine. Whichever way was faster was infinitely preferable.


  “You’re lying,” Oz said, pushing back. “You’re hiding the truth. We all saw him get shot and miraculously survive. You just want to keep this power for yourself.”


  Oz was imagining the myriad of ways such a phenomenon could be used to Ares’ advantage, and more importantly to his own advantage. His power could grow exponentially by exploiting this. His mind raced. He then began to strategize over how he could take permanent control over this. Personally. He wanted it for himself. More than anything. This is what he was meant to do, he knew it. But he’d have to play his cards very carefully.
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  “Not all truth can be perceived by our eyes,” Javier replied.


  Oz frowned. “Tell me what happened to you,” he ordered Rick.


  Rick looked to Javier for guidance.


  Javier nodded for him to comply; his expression serious. “Tell him everything.”


  He let out a long breath, trying to figure out where to start. “I, well... this will sound crazy, but it felt like I experienced another... life.”


  “What?” Oz asked incredulously. “What does that even mean? And how are you not even injured?”


  Rick started to get an inclination of where Javier was going with this. He figured he was laying some kind of a trap for Oz. Hoping he would become so enamored with the phenomenon that maybe he’d let his guard down.


  Clever idea, Javier, Rick thought. And maybe their only option.


  Rick shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know what to tell you, man, I don’t have those answers,” he said. “All I know is that I saw my own life, or rather it was more like I lived it, but it turned out a whole lot differently than this one. Better in a lot of ways. It was incredible.”


  Diego’s mouth dropped open, listening to his story. He made the sign of the cross.


  “You were only unconscious for a few moments,” Oz said, narrowing his eyes.


  Rick looked to Javier, who again nodded for him to continue.


  “It seemed like a lifetime,” Rick replied, shrugging his shoulders.


  Oz frowned. He shook his head. “I still don’t understand. Tell me the truth.”


  “I am,” Rick insisted. “I know it sounds crazy.”


  Sofia watched Rick as he gave his explanation. He seemed completely sincere. She couldn’t detect any deception in his voice or his facial expressions, as utterly bizarre as his explanation sounded. She didn’t know what to make of this.


  “What do you think is going on?” Luis whispered to his sister. He was finding the situation frightening. Intriguing, but frightening.


  She shook her head. “Let’s just listen.”


  “Tell me how you survived a gunshot wound,” Oz asked forcefully, his eyes narrowing.


  Rick looked down and touched his chest. “That’s right, you did try to kill me, didn’t you?” He was as shocked as anyone. But this wasn’t the time to deal with the existential questions this experience posed. He looked back at Oz.


  “No. I tried to kill him,” Oz said, waving his gun in Luis’ direction. “You just got in the way, trying to play hero.”


  Rick stared him down. “I’m still standing here, aren’t I?”


  Oz was growing increasingly frustrated at the lack of answers and clarity. They were playing games with him and he’d had it.


  He pointed his gun at Javier, his anger rising. “Tell me now how he survived or I will kill you. Or at least try to. I don’t know if these tablets will protect you, too, but something tells me you’re not going to want to try and prove me wrong on this.” He looked over at Mari, Carlos, and Juan. “Besides, I’ll just work my way through your friends until someone gives me an explanation for this.” He looked back to Javier. “I know you know, Shuar.”


  Javier studied the man’s face. He made a choice. The one he knew he was going to have to make. He was going to tell him the truth.


  “When Rick tried to save Luis,” Javier spoke, “his hand bumped the tablet. From what he says, on a specific symbol, just before you shot him. When he made contact with the symbol, he was temporarily protected by it in a way.”


  “How?” Oz asked. “How exactly does that work?”


  “In a sense,” he answered, “he was in two places at once.”


  Oz listened, trying to make sense of what he was being told. “Go on.”


  “If you had shot him before he touched that symbol,” Javier said, “he would surely be dead.”


  Oz shook his head. “But how was he in two places at once? He didn’t leave this cavern. We all saw him. He was right there.”


  Javier took a moment to frame his thoughts so that this man would understand. “There is much about life, our life force energy that is yet to be understood.”


  Oz waited for him to continue.


  “Our people, we believe how it works is that he left this plane of existence to travel to another, to experience another life. His physical body stayed here. We could see him. But Rick, his person, his soul, his life force, traveled elsewhere.”


  Javier knew that his friends were not going to be happy he was sharing this sacred knowledge. He just hoped they knew him well enough to trust in his judgement.


  “Then why didn’t he die just from that?” Oz asked, thinking the question was obvious.


  “Because our lives, our existence,” Javier said, holding his arms out, “is more than the sum of the parts we can see with the physical eye. He did not die, because the experience does not require that. The mind is powerful. There are many things we are capable of, that we simply do not know.”


  That last comment was like catnip to Oz. He was salivating over the mystery that was presenting itself to him. This could be the greatest discovery mankind had ever known. And it was going to be his, to do with as he pleased.


  They all waited silently for Oz to make his next move.


  Oz was trying to grasp the enormity of this revelation and all of its ramifications. He looked at his dead operative, lying on the cavern floor. He thought of the other one who’d run screaming, ablaze, from the cavern. Surely dead as well.


  “Explain what happened to my men. Why were they killed? This metal library... what did it do to them?”


  Good question, Rick thought, also wanting to know the answer.


  Javier pressed his hands together. “I implore you, leave this place before it is too late. You can see how dangerous it is.”


  Oz scoffed. “You think I’m scared? That just makes me desire it more.”


  Javier was taken aback at his cavalier response after what had just happened.


  “Explain this to me more,” Oz demanded. “What specifically went wrong? And if I’m not satisfied with your answers, I will kill one of your friends.”


  Javier studied his face. He knew Oz was serious.


  He complied. “This metal library must never be mishandled. The power running through it, within this cavern is something we do not yet have a full grasp of. After your first man collided with the wall of tablets, the other one was standing too close to it, and was holding a weapon. But it’s even more than that.”


  “More?” Oz asked. “What do you mean?”


  “What we do know is that ill-intent, what you bring to this library in this space, can be reflected back to you. But so can good intent.” He paused, gazing at the wall reverentially. “It reacts differently to different people. Whether only by their actions or their thoughts, or a combination, we don’t fully know.”


  “Their thoughts?” Oz asked in a voice laced with skepticism, gazing along the wall of shining golden tablets.


  “Si,” Javier answered. “Thoughts have energy. They can have an effect. However, most of the symbols on these tablets we do not yet understand. This is one of the many reasons why we restrict access to them. Why we are still studying them.”


  “So, such things have happened before?” Oz asked.


  “Bad things, yes. People have died. We don’t have all the answers. Sometimes, the symbols speak to people, in a way. They can respond to the energy that person is giving off.” Javier paused. His expression was solemn. “It is not to be trifled with.”


  Oz nodded. As crazy as that all sounded, it matched up with what he’d seen Alpha-2 doing before he died. “He was acting like he was trying to hear what someone... or something was saying to him before he went... crazy.”


  Oz looked over at Alpha-1 lying dead on the ground. “And him?”


  Javier shrugged his shoulders. “When the other man collided with the wall, I believe it must have sent a bolt of energy coursing through the rest of the tablets. He was standing close enough that I think the energy leapt out and arced with his gun. If he had not had the gun, he may have lived.”


  “Really?” Oz said, his voice laced with suspicion.


  “We have not had people slam into the wall before,” Javier said defensively. He then made quick eye contact with Rick.


  Rick gave a slight nod of his head, giving Javier a knowing glance. “Guess I was lucky I only bumped it.


  “Mucho,” Javier answered.


  In spite of the danger they were in, Sofia’s journalistic curiosity was firing away. However, she chose to remain silent, letting the situation unfold. It was too dangerous to otherwise at the moment.


  Oz looked at the wall of gleaming metal. He realized he was going to have to take Javier and his group as permanent prisoners. He would need their help. But he was going to keep that detail to himself for the moment.


  “Show me exactly what symbol he made contact with,” Oz ordered.


  Rick looked to Javier. “I don’t even know what I touched when I hit it. It happened so fast.”


  “I think I know, based on what you’ve described.” Javier pointed out the symbol. It had several vertical lines over top of wavy lines. “The wavy lines represent the boundary between this life and others. The vertical lines above represent other possibilities for a person’s life. By touching it, you may see different paths your life might’ve taken.”


  “How is that possible?” Oz asked.


  “We do not fully know,” Javier admitted.


  Oz then looked at Rick, accepting Javier’s answer for now. “You said your experience was better in many ways. Explain.”


  Rick complied. He didn’t want to share such highly personal information with so many, but he realized he had no choice. “I saw my father. We’d never gotten along. He’d never been happy with any of my choices in life. Always criticized me. He died too young due to his own crappy life choices and we never reconciled before his death, which is something that I’ve never really gotten over.”


  “Doesn’t sound too good to me,” Oz snapped.


  Rick held up his hand. “What I saw when I touched that tablet was a life where he was my biggest supporter. This time we were close, something I’d always wanted. He also lived a long life, so we had a lot more years together. Happy ones.”


  As he spoke the emotion in his voice and on his face was coming through loud and clear. He’d been deeply moved by his experience.


  Oz listened and waited for him to continue.


  “I don’t know what else to say other than it didn’t feel like a dream. I feel like I have those memories now. I know it sounds crazy.”


  Oz was thunderstruck by what he heard. Rick’s recounting sounded authentic, like he meant it. Oz thought of his own father, a man he’d never met. His mind raced. The inner child he’d always beaten down into silence and submission to his stronger, adult self, was crying out with longing. He clenched his jaw to keep from showing his emotions and how deeply what Rick just said was affecting him. He couldn’t let his men see this was personal. But he desperately wanted a chance to experience this. It was the opportunity of a lifetime. Something far beyond his worldly desires and beyond any reason or possibility or dream he’d ever considered.


  Sofia’s heart went out to Rick. She could well imagine how intensely meaningful and profound that experience had been. She thought of her mother. Was this really possible? she wondered.


  No matter what, Oz was not going to let this opportunity escape him. He didn’t know if he’d ever have this chance again. If he was forced to hand this discovery over to Ares, he might lose control of it, or possibly even access to it, forever. He couldn’t bear even thinking about that outcome.


  Maybe, he thought, there is a way I can be certain of a few things first.


  As if reading her mind, he pointed to Sofia. “We will test this out on her. You’d better not be lying, for her sake.”


  CHAPTER 21


  [image: ]


  Rick immediately objected. “No!”


  Diego stood in front of his daughter. “You will not harm her.”


  Luis was panicking.


  Oz glared at Rick. He pointed his gun at him, then at Javier. “Are you telling me you’ve both been lying to me?”


  Rick shook his head. “I told you the truth.”


  “We have told you what we know,” Javier replied.


  Oz gave them a sly smile. He looked at Diego. “Then you have nothing to worry about.” He turned his attention to his men. “Alpha-4, ensure she does as Javier here instructs.”


  The man nodded and took Sofia by the arm. He led her closer to the wall of tablets. “Go,” was all he said.


  Sofia’s eyes went wide. The idea both terrified and thrilled her. She looked at Rick.


  He gave her a comforting look and nodded his head. “It’ll be ok,” he said, hoping it would be.


  She was breathing heavily, as her heart started pounding wildly in her chest. She decided to trust him. “I’ll do it.”


  Javier pointed to the specific symbol on the tablet Rick had made contact with. “This will be brief. It’s not necessary to remain in contact with it for too long. I will guide you.”


  She looked at him; fear clearly etched across her face. She could feel the strong energy field coming off of the metallic tablets. Her skin warmed and tingled just being in proximity to them.


  “Don’t let anything happen to her,” Rick said.


  Javier shook his head. “I won’t.” He looked at Sofia. “Calm your thoughts if you can. Open your mind. Take slow, deep breaths. I will be right here.”


  She nodded, trying to do as he said.


  Oz edged closer, watching every move she made.


  With a shaking hand, she reached out, sweat beading on her forehead.


  Luis and Diego both fought back tears, as they held onto one another, fearing what could happen to her.


  Sofia felt heat and a strong electrical sensation in her fingertip as she gingerly touched the symbol, then a whooshing sensation that felt as if it was pulling her out of her very body.


  Only moments after she touched it, Javier pulled her away. But that was all the time she needed.


  She fell to her knees and wept.


  Diego and Luis rushed to her side.


  Oz watched, fascinated by how simple it seemed.


  Like Rick, she was disoriented at first. She took a few minutes to come out of the fog the experience had left her with. After regaining her bearings, she started speaking rapidly in Spanish, telling her father and brother all about her experience and how she’d seen her mother. She told them how her mother had never had a heart problem and had lived to see Sofia and Luis each get married and have grandkids. She told her father how the two of them had grown old together, happy and in love, just as they’d always been.


  The family cried together, hugging one another.


  Oz listened. He knew enough Spanish to understand what she’d told her family. He was convinced. He wanted this for himself. Now. A lifetime of suppressed longing came surging forward, overwhelming every other consideration.


  “Alpha-4,” Oz ordered, “I want to test this out myself. You will stand guard over me while I do this. Pull me away after a few moments, understood?”


  “Sir, I don’t think that’s a good idea,” the man protested. “You can’t trust whatever voodoo magic this is, or these people. They’re probably all lying to you!”


  Oz looked at Rick, then at Sofia and finally at Javier. “Maybe, but I want to find out. She survived. I won’t do anything different than she did. You’ll see to that. Understood?”


  The man’s mouth was agape at his sudden rash decision. He felt they were being pulled into a trap.


  Oz ignored his reaction. “I think there’s something here, something vitally important, and I want to know what it is. I want to see this for myself.” He didn’t want to let on to his men just how all-consuming his desire was to experience this. He didn’t want to tip his hand that this was intensely personal. That he wanted the metal library for himself. “Besides, it’s prudent to test this out before we report back,” he lied. “Don’t you agree?” He knew there wasn’t anything prudent about what he was doing, but he no longer cared.


  “Sir,” the man said, shocked at the sheer recklessness of what his boss was proposing, “it’s killed two of our men already and we don’t know why. Despite what they’ve told you, we don’t actually know how any of this has happened. Don’t do this!”


  Oz was barely listening at this point, the draw was far too powerful, far too irresistible to him. “I’ve made my decision.” He nodded his head in Rick and Javier’s direction. “Just shoot anyone who tries to interfere with me.”


  “I really don’t think...”


  Oz raised his hand and cut him off. “I pay you to follow my orders!” He pointed to Alpha-3. “That goes for you, too. Clear?”


  The man nodded.


  Alpha-4 gritted his teeth. He wanted to argue more. His boss was losing all perspective. He’d lost two teammates to this madness tonight—the situation was already out of control. He couldn’t fathom why Oz couldn’t see that.


  Oz’s heart was pounding in his chest like a boxer trying to win the biggest prize fight of his life.


  “The rest of you back away,” he ordered.


  Alpha-3 and Alpha-4 aimed their guns to make sure they complied.


  They did.


  Alpha-4 turned his attention to his boss, while Alpha-3 kept watch on the group.


  With his gun in one hand, Oz reached out towards the symbol with his other hand, feeling the tablet’s energy surging and thrumming. With a heady mixture of excitement, anticipation and trepidation coursing through him, Oz touched the same symbol that Rick and Sofia had made contact with. Immediately, he felt a hot, electrical charge in his fingertip and an intense whooshing sensation that swiftly pulled him away.


  * * *


  Oz saw himself as a young man. He’d been born healthy and strong. He’d grown up in wealth and power and privilege. His parents were affluent, well-connected society types. His mother sat on the board of a hospital, various arts organizations and museums, as well as an Ivy league university. His father was a financier and venture capitalist who’d taken Oz under his wing ever since he was a young child, showing him the ropes of life early, so that he’d always be prepared and in control in every situation, never caught unawares.


  Oz had attended society balls, ballets, plays, operas, orchestras, sporting events, and VIP parties throughout his life. He had an Ivy league education due to his family’s generous donations to the university and their position in society. His family mixed and mingled with celebrities, politicians, and power brokers of all kinds. His name was known far and wide. His social calendar overbooked. He was a popular playboy who was a regular feature in the gossip columns and an ever in demand guest at society’s most important and glamorous functions.


  Due to his family’s extensive connections, he’d grown even more powerful and wealthy as he got older, beyond all imagining. Ares was his company, just one asset in a vast portfolio. The world was his. Everything he had ever wanted was laid at his feet. There was nothing he couldn’t have. No one he couldn’t hold dominion over. He felt invincible.


  Then, as the years went by, he found himself wanting more. Nothing was enough. He got bored easily. Short-tempered and ever more selfish. His various appetites could never be satisfied. He enjoyed toying with people and taking advantage of situations whenever he could. People were pawns to be used and then tossed aside. He became cruel, and sadistic even, increasingly so as the years went by. He made many enemies along the way. He was battling a growing emptiness inside, lashing out, trying to escape the constant pain he felt. He hurt others in a futile and severely misguided effort to fix what was wrong inside and lay the blame for his misery elsewhere. He felt more and more hollow over time. People even seemed hollow. The pain and emptiness he suffered grew and grew. Life itself seemed to mock him—a shallow game, pointless and meaningless, but one he was still trying to win, even though he no longer knew what that even meant.


  But then it all suddenly changed. All his riches disappeared. He was alone. He stood in an empty apartment with rags for clothes. He looked around. He recognized it. It was the small, dingy apartment he’d grown up in with his mother. It was cold and dark. No heat. No lights. He was horrified. He knew that somehow everything he had was now lost.


  Suddenly he heard a voice. Oz spun around.


  His father, once again the man who had abandoned him and his mother, was there standing before him. A beam of moonlight lit his young face.


  “Dad?” he asked. To his dismay, his voice sounded meek and small.


  “Yes, it’s me.”


  “Where did it all go? What’s happening?”


  “It’s gone. It’s over.”


  “But I don’t understand. It was real. I know it was. Can’t I just go back?”


  His father looked at him with eyes empty of feeling, devoid of compassion. “You used it all up.”


  “No, please, let’s go back,” Oz begged him.


  “There’s no place to go back to,” his father answered.


  “But can’t I just start over?” Oz pleaded, his desperation mounting. “Why is this happening?”


  “There is nothing left there. You destroyed everything in your path and in turn, lost yourself,” his father said, as his image began to fade. “That life was squandered. All hope. All potential. Used up. Now dead. Just like in this life. Just like in the next. It’s always the same with you. You’re like a black hole devouring all energy and light around you. It must stop.”


  “No, no, no, please, no... don’t take this away from me. Don’t leave again!”


  Just then, Oz heard something behind him. Something scratching along the wooden floor.


  He turned around. He gasped, recoiling in horror. It was his own image looking back at him. Old, hunched over, decaying, wearing only torn, filthy rags, with sunken eyes that conveyed a mix of rage, terror, and pain. The creature opened its mouth and screamed.


  “No!”


  He felt a strong hand clamp down on his shoulder, roughly yanking him downwards.


  “You will stay here now,” a deep, rasping, and unfamiliar voice said in a most ominous tone. “It’s all you have proven yourself worthy of.”


  * * *


  Alpha-4 was growing alarmed. This is madness, he thought.


  “Stop this now!” he shouted as he reached out to grab Oz’s shoulder and pull him away.


  “No!” Oz suddenly screamed. He spun around, a mixture of rage and horror in his eyes. But what he saw was not Alpha-4. Still holding his gun, Oz took aim and fired.


  Alpha-4 dropped to the ground; a bullet wound between his eyes.


  Rick took the opportunity and acted on pure instinct. He roared and ran headlong into Oz, grabbing the man’s wrist to point the gun at the cavern ceiling and shoved him hard into the wall of tablets. The gun went off and dropped from Oz’s hand as a shower of sparks flew out in all directions.


  Rick let go immediately and ducked, quickly scrambling away from the wall.


  “Everyone get back!” he yelled.


  Oz now writhed and screamed in agony as the heat built up within him. His skin was fire, his body was fire. The pain was excruciating. His mind fractured, trying to protect him from the horror that had befallen him. In the split seconds before his death, as the flame consumed him, he knew his end had come. His last thought was of his father, Will I see you again?


  Sofia saw her chance and grabbed the gun that Oz let fall. She dropped down on one knee, took aim and fired at Alpha-3. She hit him in the chest.


  He gasped, clutching his chest, and fell forward, struggling for breath.


  Javier leapt towards him and kicked his gun away.


  Alpha-3’s struggle didn’t last long.


  Nor did Oz’s.


  It was over at last.


  CHAPTER 22
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  Javier quickly grabbed the compass and stepped back, well away from the wall of tablets, far enough for the vibrations to all but cease. The metal tablets were now safe to handle. He nodded to Mari, Carlos, and Juan, who began the delicate process of taking them down.


  They were all dumbfounded at what had happened in this cavern. It had happened so fast. It felt almost unreal. They were exhausted and spent, desperately trying to process what they’d just witnessed, experienced and done.


  Sofia and Luis walked off to the side and sat down with their father. They huddled together, speaking in hushed tones, wiping tears away.


  Rick walked over to Javier. In solemnity, they watched the metal library being dismantled.


  “Javier, I have so many questions... but first I need to know why?” He hesitated. He pointed to Oz’s remains. It was a grim sight. “Why am I still alive and he’s not? Was it just because he slammed into the wall of tablets? Because both Oz and that first operative seemed to have had a really bad experience prior to hitting it.” Rick shook his head. “I don’t understand what happened.”


  Javier sighed and rubbed his face. He felt drained. He just wanted this to be over with. All of it. “I was serious when I told Oz that the library must never be mishandled. There is enormous power running through it when the tablets are in place. Power we don’t fully comprehend.”


  “Right... and... ?” Rick’s memories just after waking up from his experience were a little fuzzy; he had gaps he needed filling in.


  Javier continued, recognizing Rick’s need to understand the profound experience he’d had. “As I told Oz, all we know is that the symbols affect each person differently. It may be their thoughts or actions, or a combination of both. Some people have had similar experiences, others radically different. We cannot be entirely certain of what the symbols do, because they can change with each new interaction. For all we know, there might be an infinite number of ways these symbols react to a person’s contact.”


  “But why is that?” Rick pressed. He needed to know. He’d come so close to dying tonight in this place.


  Javier frowned, reflecting on this terrible night. “I tried to tell him—the library seems to respond to a person’s intent. We don’t know how or why, but we suspect it has something to do with the energy a person brings to it.”


  “Like a reflection,” Rick added.


  “A good analogy,” Javier answered. He gazed at the wall of tablets as his friends were taking them down. He let out a heavy sigh. “We’ve learned to respect the library’s power. What’s in our hearts, our minds, has real world consequences in this place. Here, it can mean the difference between life and death.”


  Understanding began to dawn on Rick. “I guess Oz didn’t see himself as a potential risk. He must have believed in what he was doing and thought the warning wouldn’t apply to him.”


  “Si, that’s exactly it. He didn’t see himself as a bad guy,” Javier said sadly. “That was his blind spot. He thought he was on the right path.”


  That comment made Rick even more nervous about how close he’d come to death.


  Javier continued, “It was also why I told you we needed him to experience what you did when you hit the symbol. That way he could be put to the test. The library judged him, judged all of them, and we saw the result.”


  Rick tensed. He understood what Javier was saying. He shivered at the thought of how powerful this place was. There was no hiding here. It also made him reflect on his incredibly positive experience. He’d come away with so much, a renewed sense of peace and belonging, and a sense of worth he’d never experienced before. Profound gifts.


  He again glanced over at what was left of Oz.


  “I know what you’re thinking,” Javier said.


  He looked surprised. “Oh?”


  “That it could’ve been you lying there.”


  Rick swallowed hard.


  “You’re right, it could’ve been,” Javier continued. “But it wasn’t. You’re a good person. Remember that.”


  Rick smiled. “I think you had some doubts.”


  Javier gave him a quick look. “No más.”


  “I’m honored,” he replied. That meant a lot to him. Rick then looked over at Sofia, huddling with her family, deep in conversation. She’d also passed the library’s test. Now that he knew the stakes of what Oz had made her do, he was even more relieved. “They’re good people, too.”


  “Si, they are,” Javier replied.


  “Bet you didn’t have the same doubts about them,” Rick said, winking at him, only half-joking.


  “Perhaps not.”


  Fair enough, Rick thought to himself. “Library,” he said, letting out a heavy sigh, still trying to grasp the incalculable power and potential of this place. “What a way to describe it.”


  Javier nodded, gazing around the spectacular cavern. “We believe it’s fitting. It seems to reveal the knowledge, history, emotions, memories, experiences, and intent... even obsession of the person who interacts with it.”


  Rick listened, riveted by what Javier was telling him.


  “We’re still learning about it, but we think it’s also a library of what might’ve been, even possibly what is, in another life.”


  Rick was struck by what he said. “That’s what I felt. It was absolutely incredible. Like another life.” He paused. “Or rather an alternate reality of my life.”


  “They are all one.”


  Rick remembered his father saying the same thing in his experience with the metal library. “Tell me more about that if you can, por favor.”


  Javier considered how to explain it better. “We believe the phenomenon is life figuring itself out in all possible ways, that the metal library allows us to peer beyond the veil, so to speak, and recall or learn about other potentialities of our lives.”


  Rick tried to absorb it all. He’d need days to ask all the questions swirling around in his head. But then he considered how the same phenomenon that had given him an incredible, life-changing experience, had also killed three men tonight.


  “Incredible, and yet also deadly,” Rick said, somberly.


  “Si,” Javier replied in a serious tone.


  In that moment, Rick resigned himself to the realization that he could not, in good conscience, reveal this discovery—to anyone. Despite how much he’d wanted it, how it would be the discovery of a lifetime, he would have to let that desire go.


  “I can understand why you don’t want people poking around in here,” Rick said. “It can’t be allowed. It’s far too dangerous.”


  “Si, it is,” Javier said, recalling others who’d lost their lives to this mystical place of transcendence, enlightenment, and reckoning. “And even if it wasn’t, some people might not be able to handle what they experience here. It might be too much to live with.”


  Rick’s eyes went wide, realizing the implications—the myriad ways things could unfold. His mind raced with possibilities. “I can certainly see why.”


  Something else was bothering Rick. “Why did you warn Oz to back off before it was too late? Why not just let him meet his own doom if you thought that’s how it would turn out?”


  Javier looked over at him, surprised at the question. “Because it is my solemn duty to do so. Once a person has been warned, the consequences will fall on them if they do not respect and heed what they’ve been told.”


  Rick let out a long breath as he considered the gravity of Javier’s words. He admired the young man in many ways.


  Rick thought of something else as he watched the others remove the tablets and place them back into the metal boxes. “There are so many symbols...” his voice trailed off. “Do you actually know them all? I know you told Oz most were unknown. Was that true?”


  “Most are known, not all, but...” he stopped.


  “But what?” Rick pressed.


  “But not by any one person.”


  “How many people hold this knowledge?”


  “I cannot say,” Javier replied, staring straight ahead.


  Another thought occurred to Rick. “Do they all do something different? Have different effects on people?”


  “Again, I cannot say.”


  Rick looked around the stunning cavern. Then another thought occurred to him. He decided to push his luck with peppering Javier with questions. “Are there more metal tablets? Other artifacts here that your people use for... enlightenment?”


  Javier turned to him and looked at him directly. “This is a sacred space to my people.”


  Rick waited for him to continue, but Javier turned away to watch the others dismantle the metallic tablets.


  Rick understood what Javier was telling him. He still had so many questions, but it seemed that he was reaching the end of the line with them for now. He shook his head. “And this has remained unknown all this time.”


  “We have done our best to keep it that way,” Javier replied, “but, it hasn’t been easy.” He pointed to Rick. “You coming to our country, seeking this place, along with the men who were defeated here tonight, is proof that we have failed on many fronts.”


  Rick fell silent. He knew Oz and Ares weren’t the only intruders in this space.


  Javier started to leave to go help his friends finish their work.


  Rick had to ask one more question, but he was scared to know the answer. “What I experienced... what I saw of my father... was it real? I mean, it felt so real. I feel like I have memories... real memories from it.”


  Javier gave him a knowing look. “What do you think?”


  Rick paused. “I want to believe it was.”


  “Then do so.”


  Javier walked away.


  * * *


  Before they left the Cathedral cavern, Diego pulled Rick aside. “I wanted to thank you again for everything you’ve done for mi familia.”


  Rick shook his head. “I was only trying to help.”


  “You saved my son’s life... again tonight. You helped save my life. I will be forever grateful to you.”


  “I’m just glad we’re all walking out of here,” Rick replied, smiling shyly. He touched the man’s shoulder. “You should be very proud of them. They’re both brave, strong, really good people. And they love you a lot.”


  “Gracias,” Diego replied. His heart swelled with pride. “I am blessed.”


  Rick was about to walk away when Diego held him back.


  “I can see that you have felt lost. For a long time, if I’m not mistaken.”


  Rick was caught off-guard. He felt his throat constrict. “You could say that.”


  “And you came here to find yourself,” Diego added.


  Rick didn’t answer. Diego’s gaze was deep, searching. It felt like he could see right into his soul.


  “You know, the rainforest holds many secrets, and many answers, as we have learned here this night,” Diego said. “I hope you have found what you were looking for.”


  Rick looked at the older man’s kind face. He thought of his own father. “I believe I have, and much more.” He took a deep breath. “But it sure wasn’t how I expected it to be.”


  “That was your first mistake,” Diego said with an amused grin, “thinking you could predict how it would all turn out.”


  Rick laughed softly. “You'd think I would’ve learned that lesson before now.” He thought back to the Mato Grosso. If anything should’ve taught him that lesson, it was that experience. And now this place. “The jungle and the hidden worlds they contain sure have a way of humbling a man, don’t they?”


  “Si. They do. And they should.”


  They were silent for a moment.


  Diego touched his arm. “I want you to know, Rick, that you may not be my son by birth, but I consider you my son through deed.”


  Rick’s eyes widened. He could scarcely speak, hearing those words.


  Diego hugged him.


  Rick felt the newly forming bond between the two of them begin to take root deep inside him. Another profound gift this extraordinary experience had given him.


  * * *


  Finally, Javier, Mari, Juan, and Carlos completed their task.


  “It is over,” Javier said. “We must go now. We need to get in contact with our people. There’s still much to do.”


  CHAPTER 23
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  Javier had contacted more of his people for help once they left the Cathedral cavern. They had removed the bodies of the Ares men and disposed of them in the jungle. There were many places where a person’s remains would never be seen again. They’d also removed all of the equipment Ares had left behind in their jungle encampment and hidden it away where it wouldn’t be found.


  Afterwards, they’d taken to hiding the large metal boxes containing the metallic tablets deeper within the caves system. Rick and the Torres family had not been allowed to witness where the tablets had ultimately ended up and they had all been sworn to secrecy about what they knew of the metal library.


  After what they’d just endured, and how close they’d come to losing their lives, Rick knew it was the right decision, and he respected the wishes of Javier’s people. No one protested. They all knew why it had to be that way.


  They took a different passageway out of the cathedral cavern to the surface. The journey back to town had been a somber one.


  The compass was taken into the city for safekeeping. Its whereabouts kept strictly confidential and known to only Javier and the other Shuar sworn to protect the secrets of the metal library.


  Javier and his people had kept watch over the remaining Ares operatives in town, until a well-placed word to certain government officials had found them booted from the country. Permanently.


  The Shuar people had decided to pause their research and study of the metallic tablets within the Cathedral cavern for the foreseeable future. All activity in and around the Tayos Caves system was also being further restricted. Once the rumors died down and interest in the area became less intense, they hoped to resume their important work.


  * * *


  Back in town on their first night, Diego had invited Rick over for dinner, along with Sofia and Luis. He called it their first Torres-Braeden family dinner, with Rick now being considered a permanent part of their family. He referred to Rick as his “hijo extra” or bonus son. Rick loved it. He was also grateful not to be alone with his thoughts and memories of what they’d just endured and to have people with whom he could share his personal experience of the metal library with.


  That evening with the Torres family had left Rick reflecting on what he’d just been through. Twice now, he had gone into the jungle seeking a path to an extraordinary life. He’d sought life-changing experiences. He realized he had gotten both wishes, just not in the way he had hoped or envisioned. The jungle had held both untold terrors and incredible wonders. Things that had shocked, thrilled, and horrified him. He’d again peered beyond the veil and had lived to tell about it. His experience with the metal library had brought him to the brink of death, but in doing so had given him a peek into the very nature of existence and granted him a most extraordinary gift, one that he would cherish for the rest of his life.


  Another lingering gift from his recent experiences was that he now realized that as much as he’d struggled and suffered over the years, as much as he’d wished throughout his life that things could be different—a different choice or reaction, a different opportunity or outcome, a different relationship, a mistake avoided, a calamity dodged—he knew with every fiber of his being that he was exactly where he was meant to be. Not only for him, but for everyone in his life. Including Diego, Sofia, and Luis.


  He thought about how far he’d come in such a short period of time. At the outset, all he wanted was to be heralded for bringing a history-changing discovery out into the open. He wanted riches, to have his name in the history books, to be a person of renown. Now, after seeing how destructive Ares was, and how harmful their intent, what he wanted was to protect this secret for the benefit of those it belonged to, so they could shepherd their own futures, without outside interference. Even his.


  Instead of feeling empty and disappointed at not getting to walk away with a magnificent prize that reporters all over the globe would clamor to interview him about, he was feeling content, even accomplished in a way. He’d played a role in history, a very important part, just not one that would make headlines. And he’d come away with something far more enriching and meaningful; new friends, new loyalties, an extended family to belong to, and the knowledge that he had experienced the extraordinary.


  He thought of his father. Thanks, Dad, he thought, for helping me to understand and to see more clearly. I love you.


  Rick knew he was one lucky guy, in a lot of ways. He’d been given a priceless gift. Plus, not many people had faced down death like he had and got to keep drawing breath. Confronting these latest demons, both old ones and new ones, had given him more clarity. He was still startled and shaken by a lot of it, it was going to take a long time to process it, but unlike last time, he felt more confident about himself, not less. He suspected that also had a lot to do with the fact that this time, he’d shared the journey with people he cared about. They’d gone to the mat for each other. He hadn’t been alone. And he wasn’t alone now. That made all the difference in the world.


  Rick and the Torres family had made a pact. Diego had agreed to retire and just enjoy his life and not get into any more scrapes, so as not to worry Sofia and Luis any more than he already had. Rick, Sofia, and Luis would continue to explore ancient sites, gain knowledge and insight, but with the aim of helping to protect hidden treasures where needed and preserving the past. They would only bring discoveries to light with the permission and cooperation of the local people to whom the history belonged.


  Rick would do the research and Luis would help plan future expeditions, while Sofia would use her investigative skills and contacts to reach out to communities in need of help preserving their priceless treasures and history. They promised to send Diego postcards from wherever they ended up, and to come back for family dinners often.


  But first, they were all going to take time to decompress and process their experiences, and to get some much-needed rest.


  As much as Rick cherished the experience he’d been given in the metal library, it had also knocked the proverbial stuffing out of him. It had been a lot to take in. He knew Sofia, Luis, and Diego were feeling the same way. They’d talked about it for hours and hours every time they got together. Now was the time for reflection. Another day would be time for action...


  CHAPTER 24
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  Three weeks later, Rick was home one evening when his door buzzer went off. He hadn’t been expecting anyone. He’d gone home after what was now becoming a weekly dinner with the Torres family, and had only been home a little less than an hour.


  “Hello?”


  “It’s me, Sofia.”


  He was surprised. Pleasantly surprised, but surprised none-the-less.


  “Come on up,” he answered as he buzzed her in.


  He quickly tidied up some dishes he hadn’t gotten to yet. He’d never been the best housekeeper.


  She knocked.


  Rick opened the door. “Well, hey there,” he said, “come on in.”


  “Gracias,” she said, giving him a friendly smile. She handed him a paper plate wrapped in tin foil. “Papa insisted I bring you leftovers from dinner tonight. He worries about you. The rest of us know how to cook.” She gave him a teasing wink.


  Rick laughed as he took the offering. “Guilty as charged. I live on takeout.”


  “We know,” she replied.


  “Thanks for bringing this,” he said, grateful for the extra home cooked meal.


  “De nada.”


  There was a moment of silence between them.


  Sofia crossed her arms.


  Rick put the dish in his fridge. He turned back and looked at Sofia. “I know you well enough to know that there’s something on your mind.”


  She let out a small laugh, tucking her hair behind her ears. “Yeah.”


  “Well, alrighty then,” he replied, curious about what was on her mind. “Have a seat,” he said, motioning to his sofa. “Would you like some coffee?”


  “Si, that would be bueno,” she replied. She took her jacket off, then set her bag down next to the sofa, and sat down.


  Rick put a pot of coffee on and then joined her in his living room. He plopped down on a chair next to the sofa.


  “So,” he said, his eyebrow raised, “since this unexpected visit isn’t just about kindly bringing me leftovers...”


  She smiled, shaking her head. “I wanted to talk to you about... recent events.”


  “Oh?”


  “I can’t stop thinking about what we experienced with the metal library. It was so, so...”


  “Profound?”


  “Si,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “Exactamente.”


  He nodded and rested his left leg over his right knee. “I know what you mean. I’ll admit it’s been on my mind constantly, too. How could it not be?”


  “Right, of course,” she said, clearing her throat. “I know we promised to keep this discovery secret...” She hesitated, thinking.


  He waited for her to continue, wondering where this was going.


  She sighed. “I don’t know what to do.”


  “About what?”


  She leaned forward. “I have so much emotion and confusion welling up inside me all the time these days. I’m filled with thoughts, ideas, memories, questions... so many questions. I dream about it. I literally think about it day and night.” Her gaze drifted to the window. “Mi madre... the experience was so beautiful.”


  “I understand,” he replied in a quiet voice.


  A soft smile crossed her lips. “I know you do.” She paused for a moment, rubbing her hands together gently. “It’s like I’m going to burst with everything that’s rolling around in my mind, and in my heart.”


  “Yeah, me, too,” he admitted.


  “Really?” she asked, her eyes lighting up. “Still?”


  “Oh, yeah! I mean, how could we not be utterly obsessed with what we just went through?” He shrugged his shoulders. “We got a glimpse of something far beyond normal human experience and perception. It’s changed us. That’s a lot to process.”


  She pointed her finger at him. “A lot. Si. Too much. I don’t know how to begin...” she paused, trying to find the right words. “I need to find a way to cope with it all. It’s too much, frankly.”


  He heard her. It was like she was speaking from his own mind. “It’s going to take a long time. It might take a lifetime, to be honest.”


  She ran her fingers through her hair, sighing. She nodded. “I’ve been coming to that conclusion as well. Some nights I can’t sleep. My mind keeps going back over everything that happened to us.”


  Rick leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  She laughed. “We’ve been talking about it for weeks. Every time we all get together.”


  “I find it helps,” he said. “It’s good to have people to talk to who understand what you’ve gone through.” He remembered a time before, when he had no one he could share his extraordinary, and at times, completely terrifying experiences with. It wasn’t a good feeling. It made it harder to process things and harder to cope with them. This was much, much better.


  “Si, of course,” she said. “That’s not the problem.” She looked at him, her expression one of yearning for understanding. “It’s like there’s a firehose of thoughts being blasted through my mind on a constant loop. I can’t stop it. I can hardly make sense of it all.”


  “Hmmm,” he replied, realizing she was feeling some distress. “What do you usually do to clear your mind, or to work through tough situations? And before you answer, I know this was no ordinary adventure.”


  “I write.” She held her hands out. “It’s my outlet. As a journalist, it’s how I make sense of what I see in the world. And now, because of our promise to Javier and his people, I’m blocked from doing that.”


  “What about keeping a journal?” Rick suggested.


  “I have been,” she said, letting out a heavy sigh, “but I hate to say it, it’s not the same. Being a journalist, it’s in my blood to communicate with people about what I’ve learned.”


  “Right,” he said, “and now you’re prevented from doing that.”


  “Si! It’s all just building up inside me with nowhere to go. I’m really struggling with that.” She got up and looked out the window, wrapping her arms around herself. She stared at a streetlight glowing in the dark. She felt like that streetlight, only she wasn’t allowed to share the light with any passersby, to help them along on their journey. “There is so much I want to say. So much I wish I could share. What we’ve learned could help people. Maybe ease some pain.”


  Rick thought about what she was saying. He knew she was right. He also knew they’d made a promise.


  She turned back around and looked at Rick. “Knowing what we know, how do we go forward, pretending like we don’t know it? How do we keep it all to ourselves and never share it?”


  He considered what she was saying. “That’s a good question.” He wasn’t sure what to say to that. “There aren’t any roadmaps we can follow for this part of the journey.”


  Sofia sat back down. “Lo siento. I guess I just needed to vent.”


  He gave her a cheerful grin. “You can come over here and vent to me anytime you like. My door and my ears are always open.”


  She laughed and leaned back, feeling a bit better just having shared her feelings with him. It felt good to be understood at least, she thought.


  Rick glanced over at his burgeoning bookshelf. He had scores of adventure novels on his shelf, along with his books on ancient history. A thought occurred to him.


  “You know,” he said, getting up and walking over to the bookshelf, “maybe I have an overactive imagination, but I’ve always wondered if there was a sliver of truth in any of these adventure stories.” He ran his fingers along the well-worn spines. A number of them had been read a few times, he’d enjoyed them so much.


  He grabbed one off of the shelf and showed her the cover. “You know what I mean?”


  She glanced at the colorful front image and bold lettering. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She shrugged her shoulders. “They’re just stories. Things that people make up for entertainment.”


  He flipped through the pages of the book. He smiled. It was one of his favorite reads. “But what if they weren’t? Made up, I mean? Take this story,” he said, waving the book. “It’s a grand adventure. I’ve enjoyed it so much, at times I wished it was real. I wish this was an actual place I could actually go to and see what the characters saw. Experience what they experienced and witness the wonder for myself. Without being shot at, of course,” he said, winking at her.


  She laughed.


  He continued, “In the midst of the adventure, the characters were able to have this incredible opportunity for enlightenment.”


  She listened.


  “Sound familiar at all?”


  She frowned. “I haven’t read it.”


  He sat back down and placed the book on his knee. He placed his hand over it. “It’s not the specific story I’m talking about.”


  Her eyes lit up with understanding. “Are you suggesting...”


  “Why not find a different outlet for what you need to share?”


  She gave a cautious laugh. “Write a fictional story about it, you mean?”


  “Yeah, why not?”


  “I’ve never written a novel,” she protested. “I’m a journalist. I don’t write fiction.”


  “But you’ve got solid writing skills. You’re good at research. You can string a sentence together. You know what makes for a compelling story.”


  She shook her head. “I wouldn’t know where to begin.”


  He placed the book on the coffee table. “I could help you. We could do it together. And we’d begin at the beginning.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “Sure,” he replied, giving her a playful grin. “It could be a lot of fun. It would also give us the chance to work through some of what we’re dealing with—a way to process our experience.”


  She glanced down at the book on the table. She’d never even considered writing something like that. She picked it up and read the back cover. It sounded like a fantastical tale. But no more so than what she’d experienced in real life. Maybe he has a point, she thought.


  “I would dearly love to put pen to paper, so-to-speak,” she said, “and write about the metal library. It was so incredible. It deserves to be shared.”


  “We’d have to change a lot of the details, of course,” Rick said, “to protect their secret. Change names, locations, other sensitive details, etc.”


  “Right,” she replied. “We’d have to be careful not to reveal too much.”


  “We would just need to get the gist of our adventure down, while changing the specifics.” He pressed his hands together. “Think of it as a secret way to share the spirit of what we’ve learned, while still honoring our promise.”


  She turned the book back over and looked at the cover. It was a mysterious image with a captivating title, inviting the reader in to learn what it was all about, what secrets it held within the pages of the story.


  “Do you really think these books may be based on real events? Real places and people?” she asked.


  “What better way to reveal a secret that’s not allowed to be shared, than hiding it in plain sight?”


  She smiled, her eyes twinkling over the possibilities. She set the book down.


  Rick leaned forward in his chair. “Haven’t you ever wished that some of your favorite stories were real in some way?” he asked. “That they actually happened?”


  She recalled some of her favorite books from childhood. “I did, as a kid. More than anything I wanted to be transported into those amazing worlds. To be a part of them.”


  “Well, I guess I’ve kept that sense of wonder. Me and my inner child are still like this,” he laughed, holding his hand up and crossing his fingers. “Maybe it’s a sign of my emotional immaturity, I don’t know, but sometimes I still fantasize about being a part of those worlds. They feel real to me, in a way.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe I just crave escapism, not sure.”


  “It is fun to dream,” she replied, “to imagine a life beyond the one we know. To think there’s more to life than what we can see in our everyday world. That maybe there are hidden mysteries out there for us to discover, that can turn our lives into something grand and magical.”


  Rick beamed at her. “That’s what I’m talking about! Besides,” he continued, motioning to the novel sitting on his coffee table, “I think it’s a lot more fun to imagine that the stories are real, at least in part, and that this is just a sneaky way of revealing a secret to as many people as possible, without getting into trouble.” He gave her a knowing wink.


  She giggled. “Dodging trouble does seem to be a strong suit of yours.”


  “And writing is yours,” he said, pointing a finger at her. “I’m not much good at that part, I don’t think. But I can certainly talk about what happened, or scribble some things down. You know, give you my perspective to add to your own, go over details and what not. Then you can polish it all up and make it sound good and be readable.” He held out his arms, flashing a big smile at her. “What do you think?”


  She had to admit that a part of her was quite intrigued by the idea. And she felt a lot better having an outlet to consider. Plus, this was just a fun conversation to have. It boosted her mood a lot. It would be challenging, she thought, but she’d have Rick to help with things. She was sure they could find their way if they set their minds to it.


  “We did make a good team out there,” she said, giving him a warm smile.


  “We did, didn’t we?” he replied, feeling buoyed by her response.


  “And hopefully, with the future plans that you, me, and Luis have talked about, we’ll have many more adventures to write about.”


  “Right,” Rick said. “Some of them you might even be able to write about as a journalist. But for the expeditions where we’re sworn to secrecy on pain of death, we’ll go the fictional route.”


  She laughed, feeling much brighter. “Estas loco, you know.”


  “True, I am a little bit crazy,” he quipped, “but what do you say? Wanna give it a go?”


  She picked up the book again, looking it over. “I’d say this is crazy, but...”


  “But what?”


  Her eyes sparkled as she looked at him. “But I kind of like it. It might just be exactly what I need.”


  “Done!” He clapped his hands together. “I only have one more question for you.”


  She smiled, tilting her head quizzically. “¿Qué es eso?”


  Rick leaned forward and playfully whispered, “Wanna start tonight?”


  Sofia beamed at him. “Are you serious?”


  “Yup!”


  She let out a big laugh. “Why not? But, it’s not too late for you?” She checked the time.


  “Nah, I’m a night-owl.”


  “Me, too!” she replied. “It’s always been my best writing time.”


  “Excellent!” Rick exclaimed, as he got up to pour them some fresh brewed coffee. “I think we might even need a second pot.”


  The End.


  “Remember that wherever your heart is, there you will find your treasure.”


  —Paulo Coelho
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