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      Tuesday | 8:19 am

      Parrish Studios, Los Angeles, California

      “…The one call you can’t ignore. The one call you can’t refuse.”

      The man behind the microphone paused for effect, then inhaled a silent breath. “Diarrhea.”

      Brody stepped back from the mic, held the headphones tighter over his ears, and cleared his throat. He waited a few seconds, then returned to the microphone to repeat the same phrase. “It’s the one call you can’t —“

      “Cut.”

      The voice spilled into the earphones and pierced directly into his brain as if emanating from inside himself. He had asked the engineer behind the glass to bring down the level of the monitoring output three times already. Still, it seemed either he had ignored him, or the director — a real class act himself Brody had butted heads with in the past— had just turned it back up, once again attempting to prove that he knew best.

      It was the director’s voice that was speaking now. “Let’s try that again, from the top.”

      Brody set his jaw. “I hope we can eventually move on to the second line of dialogue in this ad spot, Martin.”

      He saw Martin waving a dismissive hand in his direction through the glass separating the vocal booth from the main tracking room in the studio. He stood over the engineer’s shoulder in order to speak into the talkback monitor’s microphone from only inches away — which, Brody knew, could easily pick up sound from anywhere in the room. Even from here, Brody could see that the engineer’s personal bubble had been breached.

      “Yeah, whatever. Let’s take it from the top, just like I said. And stow your attitude. Ready?”

      Brody gave a slight shake of his head and silently cursed the director. Regardless of his internal desire to crack a fist through the glass and strangle Martin with a microphone cable, Brody stepped back up and gave the next take his best. “It’s the only call you can’t refuse…” he said, emphasizing the word only and refuse, giving a half-breath’s worth of space between the two separate beats of the sentence.

      It was hard to believe, but he had actually trained for this sort of thing. If only my third-grade drama teacher could see me now, he thought.

      “Diarrhea.”

      Had he given the second half of that word enough emphasis? Now that he was thinking of it, was it di-arrhea with the emphasis on the die? Or was it dia-rrhea, emphasis on the second syllable?

      Brody stifled a chuckle when a memory bubbled up into his brain, listening to the man mispronounce the word diabetes on midday television. Should he go for something like that? Should he say diarrhea in a way that would eventually make him a name — or at least a meme — for later generations? Di-a-rrhea? Diary — pronouncing the first part like it was a schoolgirl’s journal and then putting an exaggerated grunt at the end? Maybe he could —

      “Brody, are you in a trance? You still with us? I pay for studio time by the hour, you know.”

      Brody flicked his eyebrows up and nodded at the glass. The ad company is paying for this, actually, he thought. However, he didn’t say anything.

      “I want to run it again, top to bottom; this time, I want you to really pretend to be there.”

      Brody almost laughed out loud. “You mean, you want me to pretend like I have diarrhea? Or that I am awkwardly narrating a voiceover while two women are enjoying a cup of tea in the park?”

      Whatever brilliant marketing company had decided to hire this difficult director had also been brilliant enough to create the absolutely genius commercial for which Brody was now voicing. Two middle-aged women, both wearing clothes — the kind that were not quite casual, not quite formal — both smiling ridiculously exaggerated smiles that made them both seem like new members of a cult, sipping tea out of actual ceramic mugs while sitting together… sharing a blanket in a park. The mostly blurred background even had children giggling and chasing each other in it. One even had a streamer on a wand and was making S-shapes in the air like a colorguard in a marching band.

      “Yeah, sure,” he said. He stepped back to the microphone for the fifteenth time that hour and was about to give the engineer a thumbs-up when he felt his phone vibrate. He tried to ignore it, but then he realized he had not put it on silent mode. The sound of Wagner’s Ride of the Valkyries echoed through the signal chain and back into his monitoring headphones, complete with the slight reverb the engineer had put on the mic. He looked through the glass and saw Martin glaring back at him. Martin’s mouth dropped open, no doubt preparing to launch into some empty threat of never working again in this town or something, but Brody slipped the headphones off his head and around his neck before Martin spoke, pulling the phone up to his face to read the text message. The director could yell all he wanted.

      Brody knew who it was from — there was only one person in his contact list with a custom ringtone — and he was almost positive the text would be a waste of time, but there was always a flicker of hope. Always the optimistic belief that this one, after so many years, could be the big one.

      He read the text from his agent. Need you to come right away. Opportunity on table. Won’t want to miss it.

      Brody smiled. His agent was probably one of the worst in Hollywood. To the man’s credit, though, Brody had worked consistently in LA, though it was hardly a living and certainly nothing to brag about.

      He had once wasted a night Googling himself, and ended up on a wannabe actors forum, reading about himself. He imagined what people thought when they saw him. Oh, you’re that guy from those poop commercials! Or, didn’t you get dumped on live television on that one reality show?

      Every now and then someone was a bit more discerning and knew his actual name. You’re Brody Flanagan, from Bracket of Love, that March Madness dating show, right? Or, Whoa, dude — did you really eat that live tadpole? PETA must have come down hard on the network for that, right? Are those reality shows real or fake?

      The tadpole had been fine, of course, but Brody had had to shove his finger halfway down his esophagus to generate enough retching to vomit it back up. He had been surprised to discover that the network had arranged a so-called ‘professional tadpole liaison,’ who had quickly come to his side, scooped up the tiny pseudo-frog, and plopped it into a Dixie cup full of water to wash the icky human juice off of it.

      …at which point he had taken his break and vomited for real in the bathroom. As he did, he had briefly had the thought that Tiny Pseudo Frog would make a great band name. Probably for a novelty band, though. Or one that only plays kids’ parties. And If this next gig from his agent didn’t pan out, he might be forced to seriously consider it.
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      Tuesday | 8:37 am

      Johnson Building, Los Angeles, California

      Brody had not had enough time to shower or shave after the studio, but thankfully his agent’s office was only a few blocks away. He had opted to walk instead of wait for a rideshare, and the sweltering LA heat in the dead of summer was doing its best to make him regret that decision.

      He thought he could smell himself by the time he walked through the front lobby, an auspiciously luxurious space that masked the true wealth of most of the tenants renting the offices here. The building’s owner, someone named Johnson, had splurged on the front entrance and lobby but then kept rent low enough for scores of Hollywood agents to set up shop inside its three-story space.

      Brody’s agent, Gene Rodgers, was one such example, a career shyster who was constantly skirting the line between likely schmuck and actual gangster. Still, Brody had chosen the agent — not the other way around — so he supposed it was his fault for keeping the man’s business for almost a decade. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t just walk into one of the other thirty-seven ‘Artist and Talent Management Services’ offices in this very building, or one of the other thousand-plus he knew was only a stone’s throw from here.

      In some ways, Hollywood was vastly different from the way it had been during the golden years of film. There was no longer a true ‘Hollywood’ — at least not as it pertained to showbiz. Most of the wheeling and dealing happened in downtown Los Angeles, because some brilliant executives had decided that it was easier to keep all of their talent and assets inside of a five-block radius at all times, just in case a last-minute casting call for Superman needed to happen. In a spectacular ironic twist, many of the affordable apartments in the area were owned by the same investors who owned the studios and networks, which meant the actors and actresses begging and pleading for roles simply turned around and shoveled their earnings back into the networks’ hands, in the form of rent.

      But one thing that had not changed was the need for an agent. He wasn’t sure how the agent unions had pulled it off, but they had created an infrastructure where their jobs were, against all odds, still necessary. Directors’ assistants and casting professionals posted the mundane, low-level roles to the boards, while the good stuff — all the stuff that actually made an actor or actress real money — was still filtered out through the agencies.

      It wasn’t common, but every now and then, one of those roles fell into Brody’s agent’s hands.

      Brody strolled into Gene’s office, surprised to see his agent on the phone. The man hardly ever seemed to do any actual work, so the fact that he had sent Brody an email and had a telephone call all in the same day was nothing short of miraculous.

      “Busy?” Brody asked.

      The man looked up, then slammed the phone down onto the receiver. “It’s hell out there, Brody,” Gene answered. “Just straight hell.”

      “And to think — you’re only getting a taste of that hell from inside your high tower. Imagine us peons down there having to duke it out for the scraps of morsels that fall down.”

      “You do that commercial this morning?”

      “Number three in the series,” Brody said. “Only one more after this, and it’s a wrap.”

      Gene nodded, not responding at first. He picked up a dirty napkin laying on the edge of his desk and dabbed something invisible off his cheeks. “Right, that IBS thing. How was it?”

      “It was a shitshow.”

      They stared at each other for a few seconds, and Brody wondered if his joke had landed. Finally, Gene gave him a half-smirk. “You’ve got the wit, boy. Just like your old man. You might even have the chops, too, if we can just land you a decent role.”

      “Isn’t that why you sent me the text? You typed it like a general about going to battle.”

      “Yes, and we are about to go into battle. The role’s yours to lose, so you need to be ready.”

      Brody cocked an eyebrow but strode forward and took a seat in one of the ratty old chairs that had been in the space since Nosferatu was at the box office. “Okay, spill it. What is it?”

      “It’s a reality piece, one that I think —“

      “No,” Brody said quickly, shaking his head. “No, I told you no more reality —“

      “Well, we’re running out of commercials about bowel movements, Brody,” his agent said in a low tone. “And I don’t exactly have a stack of opportunities on my desk for you at the moment. I understand that you want to refresh your image or renew your brand or whatever-some-shit, but there comes the point when an actor has to act. Like I said, this one’s yours to lose, so it could be easy money.”

      Brody sat there, staring at the ceiling. He saw the beaten-down fan pumping effectively zero air, one of its arms limping along and causing the other three to perform the miserable, sickly dance on the ceiling. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he looked back at his agent, who was wearing that stupid I-know-better-than-you grin that had long ago persuaded Brody into signing a contract with him. “Fine,” Brody said. “What is it this time?”

      His agent waved his hand in the same dismissive gesture Martin had given him at the studio, and he pulled out a single sheet of paper from a file folder to his right. “I printed it out because it has the address for the audition. They want you to come by whenever you’re free today or tomorrow. After that, they’ll start looking elsewhere.”

      This plan felt different to Brody, for two reasons. First, there was an actual, physical location for the audition. That implied that this was a real production — one that had already received the proper checkmarks from the suits, and had already gotten off the ground with some seed capital. It meant they weren’t messing around, or that they were messing around and didn’t know how things in Hollywood typically worked. Either way, Brody was intrigued. The second reason this was interesting to him was that he seemed to have been tapped, specifically.

      They wanted Brody, and that could only mean…

      “I know how it sounds,” his agent said, “and it’s true. They think that having a tie to your father will be a benefit in this case.”

      Brody squeezed his eyes shut. Here we go again, he thought. At first, having a semi-famous dad made Brody think getting an “in” and making it in Hollywood would be a shoo-in. Even without his dad actively pulling strings, he figured the casting directors and producers would jump at the chance to have his family name on the bill.

      And for the most part, Brody had been sorely mistaken. When his father had passed away earlier that year, Brody assumed — again, wrongly — that his career might find a small jolt of life as people remembered the Flanagan name. Perhaps a few more opportunities might fall in his lap, in memory of the old man, or something like that.

      Instead, he had been bombarded with “thoughts and prayers,” but no more work — and certainly no better work — than he’d had before cancer had gotten the best of his father.

      “What is it about my dad they’re trying to invoke by having me on the set?” Brody asked. “I look nothing like him, I apparently can’t act as well as him, and I’m not a professional archaeologist like he was.”

      “This is Hollywood, Brody, not Princeton,” Gene said. “No one gives a shit about credentials out here. It’s who you know. And, to these guys, there’s no one who knows your dad better than you. As such, there’s no one better suited for this show than you.”

      Brody frowned. “Did they at least say they wanted me for my devilishly good looks?”

      “They did not.”

      “Fine. What’s it called?”

      The shit-eating grin returned to his agent’s face as he handed the paper to Brody. Brody took it, scanned the page, saw the address for the downtown office where his audition was to take place. Sure enough, it seemed this was going to be a legit operation. The building was home to some of the big suits on the street, including executives at the biggest network around.

      His eyes scanned upward and landed on the working title of the show.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, sucking in a breath.

      “Not this time Brody,” Gene said. Just wait ’til you see the payout. If everything goes through and all the T’s are dotted and the I’s are crossed, you and I will be going out for a steak dinner.”

      Brody could think of hardly anyone he would be less inclined to go to a steak dinner with. Martin, perhaps. Maybe that engineer who kept turning my monitor up.

      “They’re remaking it? Just starting over?”

      “Not exactly remaking it, but certainly trying to rebuild the brand with a younger, fresher face. And I have to admit; you seem like a good fit for the role.”

      Brody chuckled. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Hopefully, I have a fresh enough face for them.”

      He stood up, hoping to get down to the studio before the afternoon sun would take more of that freshness away. He thanked Gene and walked out the door.

      Maybe getting a little stinky would actually help me with this audition, he thought. Maybe I should mess up my hair a bit, throw some dirt on my cheeks. If they’re going for “staged reality,” that would be the most staged realistic thing I could do.

      He wondered why in the hell that now, after his father died, the studio wanted to remake the old show, the one that had made the Flanagan name famous in the first place. He also wondered if they were already sold on the terrible name. Earth Uncovered: Revisited. It seemed… More than a bit redundant. In fact, the whole thing seemed weird.

      A little suspicious, even.

      He took a deep breath as he plunged himself out into the sweltering summer LA heat.
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      Tuesday | 9:05 am

      Los Angeles, California

      When Brody was twelve years old, his father, Liam Flanagan, a career archaeologist and world-renowned lecturer, had been given a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity: a new format for primetime television had taken the world by storm, and studios were seemingly relentless in their search for new content.

      One of the major networks had a travel channel that had a slot for a weekly adventure and expedition-style show. This show was semi-scripted, meaning some of the content would be preplanned and some of the jokes would be edited in after the fact.

      But the reality — the premise — of the show was kept mostly intact: a professional archeologist and his team of ragtag specialists would travel the world, investigating ancient and mysterious myths and legends. Everything from the legend of Atlantis to the Amber room and related Nazi conspiracy theories were covered. Finding the lost wonders of the world became something the average Joe could participate in, from the comfort of their own home.

      The pilot of Earth Uncovered was a massive success, and the show became a bastion of success for American primetime television. Earth Uncovered was a perfect blend of adventure, history, comedy, and thrills, with a healthy dose of sobering real-talk from the show’s host: Brody’s father. Mr. Flanagan.

      Earth Uncovered was, in essence, Brody’s entire childhood. His mother, content to maintain the home Brody had grown up in and afraid to travel, had stayed in Maine while Brody and his father, in love with his work and his success as a modern-day Indiana Jones, traveled the world to film episodes.

      While the show was a blend of real-world truth and fiction cooked up in a writer’s room, Brody’s life as a young adventurer was all real. He had learned to speak three languages by the time he was fifteen, and knew enough of about a dozen others to get by on just about any continent. While the crew filmed, Brody spent many of his days hiking, teaching himself how to rock climb, and learning how to blend in with local cultures.

      As Brody grew up on the road with his father, he found himself feeling increasingly at home in the world of Earth Uncovered. He loved the thrill of exploring new cultures, learning new languages, and immersing himself in the local customs and traditions of the places he visited. And while his father could be demanding at times, Brody loved nothing more than spending time with him, sharing in the adventure and excitement of their travels.

      The show's popularity started to soar, Brody and his father found themselves bonding in new and unexpected ways. They spent long hours discussing the mysteries and legends they encountered on their travels, sharing stories and insights that only they could understand. And while the work was demanding and the risks were great, Brody knew that he was exactly where he was meant to be — on the road with his father, exploring the wonders of the world.

      For Brody, Earth Uncovered was more than just a television show. It was a way of life, a passion that had been instilled in him from an early age. Brody and his father traveled the world, discovering the hidden treasures that lay just beyond the horizon. Always active, Brody had worked for his dad’s show as a grip, as an extra, and — on one accidental occasion — as a stuntman. He was physically in great shape. As the youngest member of what often felt like a traveling circus, Brody had developed an early sense of confidence and swagger to go along with his physicality and good looks.

      Brody had always been aware of the ephemeral nature of beauty, but as he approached his mid-thirties, the reality of aging began to set in. He noticed subtle changes in his once-youthful appearance — fine lines around his eyes,  silver strands that peppered his beard — and while he knew that he still had much to offer, he couldn't help but feel a twinge of nostalgia for the days when his looks were his greatest asset.

      Despite these changes, Brody was still an undeniably handsome man. His light brown hair fell in soft waves around his chiseled jawline, accentuating the striking features of his face. His eyes, a piercing green that seemed to change with the light, sparkled with a youthful energy that belied his years. And when he smiled, which was often, his face lit up with a perfect dimple that deepened the crease in his cheek and made his eyes crinkle with mirth.

      But as the years passed, Brody knew that he needed to adapt to the changing landscape of the entertainment industry. He had spent years honing his craft, building a reputation as a talented and versatile actor, and he was determined not to let the passage of time stand in his way. He focused on his health, eating well and exercising regularly, and he made a conscious effort to stay up-to-date with the latest trends and technologies in the field of acting.

      And as he continued to work, Brody found that his age had actually become an asset — at least, he hoped. He was no longer the fresh-faced ingenue, but a seasoned performer with a depth and maturity that only came with experience. He was able to bring a new level of nuance and complexity to his roles, drawing on the lessons he had learned on the road with his father and the countless adventures he had experienced along the way.

      Despite the challenges that lay ahead, Brody was determined to stay the course. He had forced himself to embrace his age, to see it not as a hindrance but as an opportunity for growth and evolution. And as he looked back on the road he had traveled, he knew that he had much to be proud of — not just his looks, but his talent, his passion, and his unwavering commitment to his craft.

      He reached the doors to the building fifteen minutes after leaving his agent’s office. They wanted him to audition to essentially take over his father’s role. Perhaps even to become his father.

      Brody wasn’t sure how he felt about that — he had always believed that he wanted to make his own way. But what was making one’s own way? No matter what someone did, weren’t they still a product of their parents? Weren’t they still a product of the lifestyle they had been born into?

      He pushed away the philosophical argument, knowing he could tackle it later if he did, in fact, get the job. He wasn’t sure what this audition would entail — Gene had not passed on a script or any instructions whatsoever, like what Brody expected a real agent should do. He hoped Gene had been straight with him — that the gig was his to lose. The checks from the IBS commercials would stop soon, and if he didn’t have anything lined up, he would be out of work.

      Again.
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      Tuesday | 9:07 am

      Los Angeles, California

      As Brody stepped out of the elevator, he took a moment to orient himself. The space was expansive, with high ceilings and a sleek, modern design that exuded a sense of sophistication and glamour. A row of plush leather chairs caught his eye, their rich burgundy hue inviting him to take a seat and relax. To his right, he could see a series of glass-walled offices, each one buzzing with activity as writers, producers, and executives huddled together to discuss the latest projects.

      But it was the reception desk that drew his attention. Situated at the heart of the space, it was a hub of activity, with a steady stream of people coming and going, each one hoping to make their mark in the entertainment industry. And behind the desk, he could see the silhouette of a young woman, her blonde hair pulled back into a neat ponytail, her eyes glued to the computer screen in front of her.

      As Brody approached, he could see the woman more clearly. She was young, probably in her early twenties, with bright blue eyes and a wide, friendly smile. She wore a headset over one ear, no doubt fielding calls from agents, producers, and hopeful actors eager to make a name for themselves in the cutthroat world of Hollywood.

      Brody strode down the hallway, his clothes rumpled and worn, the same outfit he had worn earlier that day at the recording studio. His jeans were faded and frayed at the cuffs, and his loose-fitting shirt did little to show off the chiseled figure that lay beneath. He wore a pair of well-worn leather flip-flops, their soles scuffed and scarred from years of use.

      As he walked, he ran a hand through his shaggy hair, trying to tame the unruly strands that tickled his ears. He knew that he looked like a bit of a mess, but he also knew that appearances could be deceiving. He had the talent, the drive, and the experience to make it in this industry, regardless of how he looked. And yet, as he approached the casting director's office, he couldn't help but feel a twinge of nervousness. He knew that the competition would be fierce, that dozens of other actors would be vying for the same role, each one hungry for their chance at the big time.

      But Brody was determined to make an impression, to show the casting directors and producers what he was capable of, despite the less-than-ideal first impression he might be making. If the casting director and producers could see through his homeless guy vibe and still give him the part, he was pretty sure they would take care of getting his hair cut to their standards.

      No sense wasting money on it until then.

      As he approached the reception desk, he heard a door close to his right, where the floor plan revealed even more glass-walled offices and a few larger, closed-off areas he assumed were audition rooms or conference rooms. Another young woman exited the room, and Brody caught himself looking her over twice. She was about his age, but he knew in an instant she wasn’t an actress. The way she moved — the way she carried herself — spoke volumes about her character. She had not been trained by professionals to look and act and assert herself a certain way — this was a learned instinct.

      Learned or not, she was beautiful.

      He couldn’t help himself; he immediately started puffing himself up and trying to look more noticeable. It was an ingrained habit — one he had picked up at some point around the time he’d become an adult. Or at least some point after hitting puberty.

      He pulled his shoulders back, set his jaw, and thrust his chin outward just a touch. Not too much. He strode through the hall with a balanced, practiced gait, his feet pointed directly in front of him and his steps even. He knew how it looked — he had viewed it on camera many times.

      He still had it. Whatever “it” was.

      But it seemed the gorgeous woman who had just walked out of the conference room was far tougher a nut to crack than the average swooning coed he was familiar with. She made a face at him as he passed, showing an actual upturned lip and squinting eye, the outward signs of disgust obvious on her face. As he walked by, still aiming for the reception desk, she even let out a verbal sound of annoyance — a sniffing sound combined with a quick release of breath.

      He had wanted to give her the benefit of the doubt, but that sound was impossible to misinterpret. She was moving the opposite direction as him, but he stopped fully, right in the middle of the hallway, and spun around.

      “Excuse me?” he asked.

      He hadn’t actually thought it possible, but she had actually hurt his feelings.

      He thought he was better than this, but apparently petty schoolyard confrontations were still part of his repertoire.

      “What?” She asked, in the most annoying sounding drawn-out syllable he possibly had ever heard.

      She stopped, turned, then looked him up and down. Twice. Just like he’d done to her. Brody wasn’t the type to feel weak in the knees, but he couldn’t stop thinking about the perfection of the lines of her face. And the way she returned his gaze with disdain.

      He had been checked out before, but this felt… different. She wasn’t just checking him out, or undressing him with her eyes. This was something more akin to sizing him up. Or at least indicating that she had long ago sized him up… and had him found him wanting.

      What is happening? How does she have this power over me?

      “Did you have something you wanted to say?” she asked.

      “I…“ he swallowed. “I just…”

      She scoffed, then started turning around again, but not before letting out one more small utterance. It was under her breath, likely intended for only her. “You are as dumb as you look on TV.”

      Maybe he’d misheard. His mouth fell open, and he felt like every eye on the planet was now staring at him, waiting for him to respond. But there were no other eyes in the room besides hers, his, and the receptionist’s, and those eyes were still staring down at her computer screen. He watched the stunning woman march away toward the elevator, trying not to gawk at her lithe figure as it moved deftly down the hall.

      He failed.

      Brody turned around to the receptionist again. She was also a good-looking white woman with her Los Angeles-tanned skin and expensive outfit. He was far more comfortable with this style, and he found his voice had returned.

      “Hi,” he began. “I’m here to see —“

      “Name?” she blurted out without even looking up from her computer.

      He cleared his throat. “Sorry, I… uh, usually people just —“

      “Oh!” the woman gasped as she finally looked up and saw who she was talking to. “I’m so sorry.” She put on a fake smile. “Yes, Mr. Flanagan. They are expecting you now. That door Dr. Johansson just came out of.”

      “Dr. Johansson?” he asked.

      “Dr. Anna Johansson, yes,” the receptionist said. “You must have seen her in the hall just now — you walked right by her.”

      “Yeah,” he said as an involuntary sigh escaped his lips. “I saw her.”
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      Tuesday | 9:08 am

      Los Angeles, California

      Inside the conference room, Brody immediately felt more at home. Though he didn’t personally know anyone inside, the space felt just like every other audition room he had been in, and he had been in plenty. Even though over the last few years he had started doing more and more of the digital tapings, getting into a room like this one and interacting with actual humans, face-to-face, felt refreshing and set his mind at ease.

      That ease was short-lived, however, as he overheard the end of a conversation happening at the end of the table when he walked in.

      “…Just because his old man had a Lifetime Achievement Award doesn’t mean his manchild son deserves the lead role for a show,” one woman was saying. “And Dr. Johansson agrees. If we lose her because of it, there’s no way we’ll have the credibility we need.”

      Two of the men seated at the table were facing Brody as he entered, while the woman and the man at the end seemed to not notice him yet. He cleared his throat.

      “I actually just met Dr. Johansson,” Brody said.

      The woman seemed to be caught off-guard, but she quickly gathered herself, folding her hands and placing them on the table in front of her. “You — you must have just passed her in the hall; she was just leaving.”

      “Yep,” he said. “But we didn’t get a chance to meet. Not officially, anyway.”

      “Dr. Johansson is our science lead,” the man closest to Brody said. “We hope.”

      Brody didn’t ask any further questions. The man stuck out his hand, and Brody took it. It felt warm as if it had been cooking in a pocket for a few minutes. He gripped Brody’s hand with a firmness that seemed to be forced rather than earned. “I’m Landon Howard,” the man said. A hint of self-pride emerged when he said his name aloud. “Network Liaison and Director for Earth Uncovered — the new iteration, that is. Thanks for coming, and good timing. We were just finishing up with the last round of auditions.”

      Brody cocked an eyebrow.

      The woman next to Landon stood slightly, pushing her chair out from behind her, as she shook Brody’s hand as well. This woman seemed to be a bit more excited to see Brody, and she pumped his hand vigorously. “Neva Richardson,” she said. “Assistant Director and Landon’s right-hand. As he said, we’re glad you came. And don’t worry — the other auditions were mostly for the lawyers. You know, to keep things looking like everyone had a fair shot and all.”

      Brody nodded. “Hollywood.”

      The four seated behind the table nodded exactly like the tiny little network robots they were.

      “So… you guys have a script or something you want me to read?”

      There was a slight pause as the others shifted nervously in their seats and looked at each other, waiting for the next person in the line to answer. Finally, Landon spoke. “No, no need for that,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “This is just a meet and greet, a final check, if you will.”

      “The ‘weirdo test,’” Brody said. “You know, like when you hire someone, you just want to meet them even though you already know they’re qualified. Make sure they’re not a weirdo.”

      Neva smiled, and from his perspective, it seemed genuine. Perhaps she was as good an actor as anyone who had come into the room to audition, he thought.

      “Look, I’ll shoot straight with you,” Neva said. “We want you on board, and all that’s left is dotting the I’s and crossing the T’s. I think your agent filled you in on that, right?”

      Brody nodded.

      “Well, then. That’s that. We’ll email over a treatment for the pilot episode, as well as any scripting direction. Obviously, with this being reality television and all, we’re going light on scripted dialogue and are hoping for more of the off-the-cuff interactions.”

      “And I’ll be doing these off-the-cuff interactions with Dr. Johansson?” Brody asked.

      The four around the table nodded in sync with one another, and Landon answered. “Her and the other cohost, especially.”

      This was news to Brody. His agent, God bless him, had failed to mention that Brody would be sharing screen time with not one but two cohosts.

      Landon spoke up before Brody could pose a question. “Don’t worry; you’re still top billing. We just needed to round out the, uh, expertise with some professional credentials. Dr. Johansson is a professor and a rising star in the anthropological community.”

      “I didn’t realize anthropology had a community,” Brody said. He paused for effect. “I’ll bet there’s a lot of skeletons in their closets.”

      He waited, trying to see which of them would laugh at his terrible joke. One man coughed into his hand, but Brody thought he heard a slight giggle behind it. Mission accomplished.

      “Anyway,” Landon continued, “we’re also bringing on someone we think will really help sell the show. Do you know Max Sharp?”

      Brody couldn’t help it. He rolled his eyes. “Maxwell Jefferson Beauchamp? That guy from the show Survive and Thrive?”

      More heads nodded.

      “I don’t know him personally, but everyone knows his name. At least, his stage name.”

      “That’s what we’re hoping,” Landon said.

      Maxwell Beauchamp, self-rebranded as Max Sharp, was the host and star of the latest iteration of pseudo-realistic survival shows, Survive and Thrive. Like all the shows that had come before it, Survive and Thrive had attempted to take survival in hostile environments to the next level.

      But rather than simply having its charismatic host strike out into an inhospitable corner of the planet and stay alive with nothing but a camera crew and only the contents of one’s own pockets — notwithstanding the treasure trove of gadgets and foodstuffs sitting just offscreen in one of the crew’s cars — Survive and Thrive upped the ante by having Max not only living in nature but building things that could only be described as modern-day luxuries.

      In one such episode Brody had mistakenly subjected himself to, Max had spent time in the Amazonian jungle not just eating bugs and vermin but building an in-ground dugout hot tub that he filled with the water from a nearby stream and heated with a clay cooking fire.

      The scene just before the credits began to roll offered a shirtless, chiseled Max sitting in his tub with a gigantic grin and a thumbs-up, just before his Australian accent said to the camera, “And that’s how you make the best of a heated situation.”
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      Tuesday | 10:41 am

      Los Angeles, California

      Brody paced back and forth across his tiny apartment living room. He hadn’t intended to, but he flicked on the TV and started heating water for tea. He rarely watched TV, and he rarely drank more than a single cup of tea, but he had long ago come to realize that this rhythm was his form of processing something. It was involuntary, too, something he hadn’t realized he was doing.

      After returning from the network headquarters, followed by an early lunch, he had mindlessly walked through the front door and filled the pot and started it on the stove, then shouted out the specific sequence of words required to turn his TV on. It didn’t matter what channel it was — it happened to be local news at the moment — he had just wanted something in the background droning on while he thought and processed.

      His father had used to do something similar. Brody had seen him many times in the upstairs office in his childhood home in Maine, pacing back and forth in front of the great mahogany desk. Brody loved that office — when he was two or three years old, he had gotten a small wooden train set for Christmas, and since his mother was a fanatic about keeping the house clean and uncluttered, Brody’s train had found a near-permanent home at the foot of his father’s massive desk. Brody would set the track up in a circle, half of it under his father’s desk and half of it out in the open. Brody would spend hours there, listening to his father talk through a presentation or read out loud the latest chapter of the manuscript he was working on, and on many occasions, he watched as his father did the same thing Brody was doing now: pace back and forth over the carpeted room, wearing a tread into it over decades of performing the same movement in the same place.

      Brody’s faux wood floor would not suffer the same damage, of course, but that was also because he didn’t plan to be here for upwards of three decades. It was a nice apartment — far too big for a single person like him, but he currently had no choice as to where he lived. His father’s money had purchased it a few years back, as a gift on his thirty-fifth birthday. No one should be in debt to a landlord, his father had told him. It’s not much, but I want you to have it.

      Not much, my ass, Brody had thought. It was a luxury apartment on the top floor of one of the many buildings overlooking a busy section of downtown LA. The suite came with a top-of-the-line security system, one that Brody had never even bothered to set up. The building’s own security was solid enough, in his opinion, and he didn’t exactly have fans beating down his door trying to get autographs and selfies with him.

      Maybe that will change if this show gets off the ground, he thought. And, from what he had heard in the network offices, it seemed like it was going to get off the ground. While he had been at lunch, Gene had emailed over a brief, and it seemed as though the cast and crew were scheduled to depart Los Angeles in mere days. He hadn’t read the entire document yet, and what he had read so far had not made it clear where they were going.

      But if this show was anything like his father’s show had been, it was going to be someplace quite exotic.

      He knew there was really nothing to lose — he was only a few months away from his commercial contract expiring and from having to start the same song and dance all over again. He was pretty sure he could have Gene arrange some studio time tomorrow and the next day in order to wrap up any remaining recording sessions his current contract would need from him. Worst case, he could just let the contract expire without fulfilling his duties and then be out a few thousand bucks.

      But that would be easily replaced by the salary he would get from this new job…

      His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he had it out and pressed talk before he had even seen who it was. “Hello?” he asked, his voice quick and breathless.

      “Brody? Is that you? Is everything okay? You sound out of breath.”

      He nodded, then spoke. “Yeah, I’m good. Just — just finished a run.” He wasn’t sure why he lied, but it seemed easier than just telling the truth.

      “Oh, well, if this is a bad time —“

      “No, mom. Not at all.” He stopped and took a breath. His mother was perhaps the kindest person on the planet. He couldn’t even remember a time when she’d raised her voice at him, though he knew she must have when he was young. Even as a teenager, getting into trouble with friends from school, she would just shake her head and tell him how disappointed she was. Any scolding would be in the realm of his father, who neither enjoyed it nor was good at it but knew that Brody needed to learn consequences. Together, his parents had made a great pairing, and he loved both of them.

      “What’s going on, mom? Everything okay?” Since his father’s death, Brody had hoped to call his mother once a week, though he didn’t always achieve that goal. She seemed to be doing well, given the circumstances. She had never been a socialite, and most of her friends and acquaintances were the spouses of Brody’s father’s coworkers and friends in the academic community. She had a sister who spent a lot of time with her in Maine now, so Brody felt slightly less bad that he didn’t spend more time with his mother after his father’s passing.

      “I’m doing fine, Brody,” came his mother’s reply. “Sandy is over here today, and we were just looking around at the old house. You know, it’s so big…”

      The way she’d trailed off at the end indicated she had more to say, but she needed someone to draw it out of her. “Mom? What are you saying?”

      He heard a sigh on the other end, and after a long pause, his mother came back on. “It’s just that… The university sent me a letter. They’re very sorry for your father’s death, of course, but the truth is that this house was part of his employment contract.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “Yes, Brody. It’s sort of a weird thing, I think they stopped doing it many years ago. But you know your father’s salary there was never very high. The reason for that is they took care of the payments for us. But that’s over now. The house reverts back.”

      “That’s ridiculous, mom. Send the documentation over to me. I’ll have my lawyer look at it.” He didn’t have a lawyer, of course, and in truth, he had never actually talked to one. At least not on purpose. But his agent, for better or worse, would know how to find one, and Brody might even be able to afford an hour of their time. “If there’s anything we can do, I’m going to —“

      “No, Brody. The university has been good to us. We made a home here, but you know how it goes. It’s just a house, at the end of the day. I’ll be just as happy in a smaller place. And I should be able to afford it for a good while.”

      Brody filled in the rest of the silent message. Until I die too. Until your father’s money runs out.

      And what then? he thought. What would she do after his father’s money ran out? What if she got sick, had to pay for treatment for a chronic, ongoing issue?

      He didn’t want to think this way, but he was a realist. He certainly wasn’t going to be able to support her himself. Not with the income irregularity of a semi-out-of-work actor for television commercials.

      As if right on cue, the news cut to a commercial — one of his. Two rock climbers, one acted by Brody himself, working in tandem as they made their way up the side of a steep cliff, using crampons to mark their vertical progress. He heard the music of the well-known jingle, then the narrator’s voice — his own, of course — cut in.

      “It seems to happen when we least expect it,” Brody’s voice said. “When we’re high on life, when nothing can bring us down.”

      A third actor suddenly entered the shot. This actor flew on-screen, wearing a dark brown suit with stretchy material on either side of his body, giving him the look of a flying squirrel. The whole thing had been keyed: shot to a green screen in a studio, and Brody had not even had to leave the ground in order to make it seem as though he were scaling the cliff.

      That had been a huge shame, really, because he happened to be an accomplished rock climber and could have done a climb like this in his sleep. It was a sport he had taken up as a kid while his father was busy filming somewhere, and he had fallen in love with the thrill and adrenaline rush of it. But television wasn’t about reality; it was about the appearance of reality.

      Brody watched himself on TV as the flying diarrhea monster landed on his back and wrapped his arms tightly around him, hanging on. Computer effects had made it look as though Brody was holding on for dear life, and there was even wind blowing his hair around, for good effect. The sound had been added in post, and it really did seem like he was hanging from a deadly height with a brown-suited actor gripping his lower body. The commercial looked exciting, but Brody recalled that day of filming as being arduous and boring. One of those perfectionist directors who needed thirty takes from each angle.

      His voiceover returned. “That’s when it hits you. That’s when it pulls you down to earth. Don’t let diarrhea get you down. Cut it loose, before it’s too late.”

      Brody watched as he kicked the diarrhea monster off him and wriggled free. The brown suit-wearing man screamed and disappeared from view. The jingle returned in full force, and a second voiceover actor with a lower voice read the ridiculously long list of side effects and legal jargon that flashed on screen just before the end of the thirty-second ad spot.

      In real life, Brody shook his head. “Mom,” he said. “There’s an opportunity I got today. I think it could be pretty big.”

      “That’s wonderful, Brody. Is it another commercial run?”

      If it were possible for anyone to be a fan of a man most famous for his bowel movement voiceover work, it was his mother. He smiled. “No, Mom, it’s not that. I think it could be something huge. I’d be able to help you out, of course, and —”

      “Oh, stop it,” she cut in. “Brody, I would never ask for money from you. That’s just ridiculous.”

      His smile widened. “I know you wouldn’t, mom. And nothing’s set in stone yet, anyway. I might be leaving soon, though. I’ll let you know about it when things start rolling. I don’t want to let the cat out of the bag in case it doesn’t make.”

      “Well, I’m certainly excited for you, son,” she said. “Please do let me know, and good luck. I love you.”

      Brody returned the sentiment and hung up. The tea kettle started whistling from the kitchen, but he was no longer feeling the need. He shouted for the TV to turn off. It took two tries, and he wondered why he hadn’t used a remote control.

      He strode over to the couch, where he had tossed his laptop bag upon arriving earlier. He dug the computer out of the messenger bag and opened it. He wanted to read through the PDF in its entirety now, but he already knew what his next step was. Brody opened the computer and fired off an email to his agent.

      >> Hey, how’s it going. Wanted to let you know I’m in. Send over the contract.

      He closed the laptop and sat in silence for a minute, staring up at the vaulted ceiling.

      This could be the biggest thing of my career, he told himself. It’s following in Dad’s footsteps, but that doesn’t mean it’s a bad thing.

      Doesn’t mean it’s a good thing, though, either.
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      Tuesday | 10:44 am

      Los Angeles, California

      As a director and producer, Landon had spent many late mornings and early afternoons in power lunches, wheeling and dealing. As he folded a menu closed in front of him, he caught a glimpse of the man’s glittering watch. Landon knew the brand, one of the most expensive and hard-to-find in the world. He didn’t know the model, though. It was a prototype, not available to the public for six more months.

      He tried not to think about the fact that he was sitting across from someone rich enough to own a watch that cost more than most cars. Not only that, but a watch not even released to the public yet. Who has that sort of sway?

      Landon glanced across the power lunch table at Brett Donahue. Something in the wealthy man’s eyes said he had an agenda, and Landon made his face blank as he waited to receive the opening salvo.

      “I’m glad you set this up,” Mr. Donahue said. “I wanted to talk to you about the show. We’re getting a full, thirteen-episode season order up front.”

      Landon’s head cocked. That was very unusual. Most networks ordered a pilot only, and if it tested well, then they would spend the money for a full season. But not a risky travel show like the one they were planning.

      “I don’t understand. Why?”

      Donahue shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. Just take the gift horse and run with it.”

      Landon’s eyebrow rose. He didn’t realize he had the muscle in his face to do that, as he now tried to pull it back down where it belonged and was having trouble. Was Donahue paying for it all himself?

      “This is good news. Really good news, actually. This could be huge to have this kind of freedom from the jump.”

      Mr. Donahue nodded. “That’s one of the problems I have with Hollywood. Everyone here seems to want their thing to be the biggest thing ever, but they won’t put in the time or the work necessary to build it. They simply want it now. I’ve been an investor almost as long as I’ve been wealthy, and building something for the long term is truly the only way to make something great. Do you believe that, Landon?”

      It was an odd question, and Landon suddenly felt like a kid talking to a teacher in a classroom. Or, rather, a kid being condescended to by an adult. He shook his head. “I’m not saying you’re wrong, but thinking short-term is really the only way to stay alive out here.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Mr. Donahue said. “I merely meant to say that I prefer both, if possible. This show — that’s an example of short-term benefit. I put the money up; the show gets made, we all make more back from it. That’s the short term, and that’s the exact reason why I’ve been pushing this through so hard. But long-term — Landon, that’s what I want to talk to you about — the long-term game is that you are no longer just some middle manager for a network.”

      So Donahue was footing the rather extensive bill for the show. Why?

      “Fair point.”

      “I know you have ambition, Landon. That’s part of the reason I chose your network. I wanted to work with you. I believe that you could be the face of this organization someday.”

      Landon smiled. If this guy was blowing smoke up his ass, it sure felt good. He shifted in the chair as a server appeared from the back and approached the table. She was carrying two glasses of water.

      “I’ll cut to the chase because the food here is extraordinary, and I would hate to make it bland by talking shop.”

      “Sure. What’s up?” Landon asked.

      “Brody will stay on as the lead. You, of course, will direct and produce, as previously discussed. But I’m no longer okay with you operating remote. I don’t want half your team back here hiding in comfortable offices.”

      Landon felt his skin tingle. What the hell is this guy getting at?

      “Your television expedition departs in a few days. I want you with them.”

      Landon balked. That had not been the plan, and that was by design. He was supposed to stay here in LA, safe and sound and far from anything mother nature had cooked up that wanted to kill him. Bugs, animals, weird locals — he despised all of them. It wasn’t that he was afraid of a little flora and fauna; it was more that he was just accustomed to a certain lifestyle.

      He liked to say that he was a fan of the Great Indoors.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mr. Donahue. I just don’t think that will work. My assistants have already been —“

      “You can bring your assistants with you. Pick the best one, take all of them. Hell, I don’t care — there’s enough budget for extra crew, anyway. But I want you down there with them, in person. No good director can direct from afar.”

      Well, that wasn’t true, Landon thought. It happens all the time. But then again, Mr. Donahue was not a filmmaker. These days, directors could provide remote direction in near real-time, with only digital latency or connectivity causing any issues. In some cases, depending on who he was working with, he even preferred it that way. He could direct the petulant children who thought they had been born into royalty simply because of the way they looked, or he could invoke his network card and hand off the actual directing duties to an assistant or an overambitious key grip.

      “I don’t understand,” Landon said. “Why me? Why do I have to be there in person with them?”

      “Put simply, Landon: because I trust you, because I know you. I don’t trust the other people on your crew, simply because I don’t know them. I’m sure they’re good people, and I’m sure they can get the job done. But my money and my reputation is on the line here, and I need this show to be made. My best chance of getting that done is by having you oversee it, directly and on the ground, in person.”

      Why does he need this show to be made? Landon thought. He knew Donahue was driven, ambitious, and stubborn. That was part of why the man was so successful. He understood Donahue was a fan of Brody’s father, and thus wanted the show to be made. But to need a television show to be completed? Was there really that much on the line for him?

      Landon nodded, hoping that it didn’t come across that he had fully agreed. But what choice did he have? What possible line of reasoning could he argue that would convince Donahue?

      The server set two glasses on the table, then a glass pitcher of iceless, warm water. Landon absolutely hated this new tradition among the fancier restaurants. Was ice expensive? And why wouldn’t the water be pre-chilled, at least? When she had finished, she stood to the side, obviously waiting for the tense silence between the two powerbrokers to come to a pause.

      Landon finally decided that he would not decide anything right now. There was no reason he had to give Mr. Donahue a confirmation this instant. He would take until the end of the lunch to think about it, mull it over and ask any further questions.

      Right now, it was time to eat.

      “Welcome to Les Pompeux, gentlemen,” the server said. “May I interest you in our daily special?”

      Landon glanced across the table at Mr. Donahue, who was smiling once again and nodding. “Yes, thank you. I would love the fish.”

      Landon hated fish, but the gauntlet had been tossed. He sighed, knowing exactly how the rest of the lunch would go, then looked back up at the server. “Yes,” he said. “I would… love the fish as well.”
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      Thursday | 3:19 pm

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      “Oh my God,” Anna said, surprising him. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

      “No, never,” Brody lied. He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to lie, but he sensed that if he told the truth he would come across like a pretentious asshole, only confirming her previous assessment of him.

      Dr. Anna Johansson had snuck up on him on the bow of the boat, the noise of the waves splashing against the hull below him easily drowning out her footsteps.

      The truth was, he had, in fact, seen places just like it.

      Standing at the front of the vessel as it trawled over the cerulean waters toward the luscious, emerald-colored volcanic island, reminded Brody of at least three other places he’d been that looked almost exactly like this one.

      Sure, all exotic tropical islands were different, technically speaking. But to him, from this distance, they all sort of looked the same. The volcanic cones shot upward, most of their bases covered with dense green foliage. Brilliant white beaches lined shorelines around the island, and in some particular areas near the water, spots of civilization — buildings, small scrappy-looking structures — poked up from the bases of the mountains.

      He had visited Tahiti and Bora Bora before, as well as a few of Hawaii’s islands on a few occasions. This tiny speck of land — an unnamed island off the coast of Kirakira, which itself was off the coast of a much larger island in the middle of the South Pacific — looked, for all intents and purposes, similar enough to Tahiti or Kauai, or even Maui, from the right angle.

      A magnificent dormant volcano jutted upward from the sea, the rich greens and deep, earthy reds twisted around the pyramid-shaped mountain, stretching from the ocean’s surface to the clouds surrounding it. A spire had long ago split off and fallen sideways, now reaching vertically, almost as tall as the volcano itself. Its top was concealed behind cloud cover, but Brody saw the dense jungle had consumed geologic features as well, as it seemed to be wrapped up in a greenish carpet nearly to its flattened summit.

      For some reason, the beautiful woman with whom he’d crossed paths in the network’s office had now sidled up next to him at the bow of the boat and started talking. If she was rethinking her previous disdain for him, he wasn’t about to offer her an opportunity to double down on it. He didn’t want to turn her off by bragging about how well-traveled he was.

      He figured the best move would be to play it smooth, to pretend like this was the most amazing thing he had ever seen, ever. Wow’s and awes and oohs and all that.

      Currently, there was a breathtaking smile on her face urging his attention away from the island in the distance, but he tried to focus on her from only out of the corner of his eye, keeping his head riveted straight ahead.

      She took a small tin from her bag. Breath mints. Brody had never seen this kind before, in a luxurious gold box with French text, individually wrapped mints, and a peppermint smell that filled the vicinity as soon as the box was opened.

      She likes fancy breath mints, he thought. Who can afford those?

      “I must say, I didn’t really think this was going to happen. These things don’t usually take off, do they?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, trying not to gawk at her.

      “I mean… like TV shows actually happening,” she answered. “This kind of stuff is always too good to be true, right?”

      He turned to her slightly. “Well, all those shows you’ve seen on TV before — they started somewhere. They got off the ground.”

      She nodded blankly and looked away, leaving him to wonder if he’d come across as snooty. As the small island filled his vision and became a slightly larger island, the dots of civilization became buildings, homes, and cars, and he could now see people moving around.

      “Yeah, I just never thought I would get to do something like this,” she said. “I mean, I’ve been places before for school and work, but it’s always been for academic stuff.”

      “You’re an archaeologist, right? So for you, work is traveling to exotic places and digging up ancient artifacts?”

      She laughed, a bit of a snort coming out as well that seemed to embarrass her. She put her hand over her mouth and nose. “Ha! The Indiana Jones movies set some unrealistic expectations for the life of an archaeologist, but I wish it were like that all the time. I’ve been on some digs, sure, but those are usually just poking around in sweltering heat, looking for shards of broken pottery. Even when you find something, it could just as easily be from a long-lost civilization or from a shitty broken ceramic mug a fifth-grader made for his mom ten years ago.”

      Brody laughed. “Surely the work is a little more exciting than that?”

      “Less. You’d be surprised how dull it is, actually. It’s mostly emails, paperwork, applying for grants, dealing with bureaucratic red tape.”

      “I know what you mean. It’s only a small handful of scientists who get to do the fun stuff, and even fewer of them get to be famous for it.”

      She gazed up at him, her eyes burning through. “Like your father?”

      He knew she hadn’t meant it in a hostile way, but it still felt like she had jabbed a dagger through his stomach. He nodded. “It wasn’t always that way. Long before the show and stuff, he was just like you.”

      At this, she turned her chin upward and cocked a perfectly shaped eyebrow. “Just like me?”

      He backpedaled. “I mean, he worked hard, most of the time, for little to no credit. He didn’t get to go on exciting and fun digs like a real treasure hunter or something. Most of the time he was in a classroom, or in an office, writing papers he was trying to get published. Sound about right?”

      She paused for a moment, then grinned. “Yeah, pretty much. Most of us have to teach to get the bills paid.” There was a moment of silence, and Brody sensed she wanted to say more but didn’t.

      He saw a dock slide into view off of the port side of the boat and sensed them moving toward it. For a minute, he watched as the island’s personality shifted from a singular, large mass, to a nuanced, vibrant community. Individuals came into view, and small fishing boats bumped against their moorings in port.

      He suddenly noticed the smell — the fresh, floral sea breeze that had lifted fragrance from the island and carried it out to sea.

      Brody couldn’t help but feel refreshed by it. No matter what this shoot would bring — success or not — it was going to be a good time here.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Brody watched his new partner watching the island. Her joy at the tropical sights felt genuine, and he enjoyed seeing an unabashed smile on Anna’s face.

      “You know, I had second thoughts about taking the job,” she said.

      Brody saw her flick her eyes upward as if searching for the right words. That told him she was about to break some bad news to him. He flinched, wondering if she were about to double down on her actions back at the network offices.

      “It’s just…”

      “It’s just me?” he asked. “You hoped for someone a little more… studied, is that it?”

      Brody was under no illusions about his place in Hollywood. He knew that he wasn't an A-list actor, or even a B-list one for that matter. He had made a career out of performing in B-roll footage, commercials, and voiceover work, never quite breaking through to the upper echelons of the industry. And if anyone recognized him at all, it was usually because of some forgettable reality TV role he had taken on early in his career.

      It was frustrating, at times, to be pigeonholed as the nameless, charming-but-dreadfully-ignorant actor who populated those sorts of shows. Brody knew that he had more to offer than just a pretty face, that he had intelligence and talent that had yet to be fully recognized. But he also knew that the entertainment industry was a fickle and unforgiving beast, one that didn't always reward those who deserved it most.

      Despite these challenges, Brody remained determined to make a name for himself in the industry. He had worked hard to hone his craft, taking acting classes and performing in small-scale productions whenever he could. And while he knew that smarts weren't always required to make it in Hollywood, he had never stopped striving to use whatever intelligence he did have to his advantage.

      But it was an uphill battle, one that often left him feeling frustrated and defeated. He had auditioned for countless roles, only to be passed over in favor of more conventionally attractive actors with less experience and talent. He had submitted countless scripts, only to receive rejection after rejection from studios and production companies.

      Brody refused to give up. He knew that he had something special to offer, something that set him apart from the countless other actors and writers vying for their place in the industry. And as he continued to work, to hone his craft and refine his skills, he knew that his moment in the spotlight was just around the corner — if only he could hold on long enough to seize it.

      Always the handsome dumb guy with diarrhea or recurring migraines, never the superhero.

      She winced. “That’s not what I meant. I just feel like I need to get it off my chest. If we’re going to be working together, I should probably mention that I used to be a huge fan of your dad’s show.”

      This was a surprise to Brody. Here was an accomplished and extremely intelligent scientist, an academic through and through. While his father had been as well, most of the world saw Liam Flanagan only as the star and host of a prime-time television show, and he knew that most viewers — himself included — knew that ‘reality TV’ was anything but reality.

      “He was the real deal,” she continued. “He seemed to really know his stuff, and it came through on the show. It’s like he had a bullshit detector that he kept perfectly tuned, but he was somehow able to keep the expeditions exciting and relevant, based on true facts and history. It was exactly what I wanted in a show like that — real history, real science, real archaeology — without just making a mockery of it like another Indiana Jones knockoff.”

      Brody appreciated how her profanity-laced speech contrasted with her prim and proper appearance. There was more to this woman than what he could see on the surface, for sure.

      He agreed with her, of course, but he was having a hard time taking it all in as a compliment, considering she was using it to explain why she didn’t like Brody himself. For everything his father was, Brody was not. He took a breath. “My dad was a real archaeologist, after all,” he said.

      She nodded. “I know. I followed his career after the show began to air. I think we all wanted him to be real, you know? No one wanted to be sucked into a show like that only to find out its host was just some well-paid actor who didn’t know a dinosaur bone from a chicken bone.”

      Brody smiled. “No, he was every bit as real as the show depicted. Even more so, in my opinion.” He faced forward, watching as the island grew still larger, now able to see individuals running around on the docks, preparing for their arrival or busy with their daily tasks. Seagulls cawed in the distance and flew overhead.

      She put her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry,” Anna said suddenly. “I — I realize this might be a hard conversation for you.”

      “Talking about my dad is always hard, but it’s necessary,” he said, trying to reassure her.

      “Sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you. He was my hero. I miss the hell out of him, but he did a lot of good in this world. If I can do half as much as he did, I’ll die a happy man.”

      He sensed there was more to what she was getting at, and he waited a moment for her to continue. After half a minute of standing in silence by the railing, she turned back to him. “You seem like a good guy, Brody.”

      He laughed. “Am I smashing your expectations?”

      She turned her face to hide a coy smile. “Maybe a little bit. I had you pegged as just another Hollywood douchebag.”

      “And how many Hollywood douchebags have you met?” he asked quickly.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean any offense by it. But yeah, what you’re saying is pretty much what I suspected, so I had you pegged as simply some pampered, pretty Hollywood golden boy who knows next-to-nothing about any of the stuff we’re supposed to be talking about out here, whatever it is. At first, it just seemed like a money grab. Like the network was trying to take advantage of your name and your relationship to your father. And if they did that, I feel like it would actually tarnish the reputation your father’s show had. It wouldn’t be as authentic as it was then.”

      “I get that,” Brody said. “That’s why I initially balked as well. But then I saw the cohosts, the names they have involved — you and Max — I think that’s why they’re able to pull it off. They’re rounding out my presence with yours, and I think that could actually make for a decent show. Even if it gets edited to hell on the cutting room floor.”

      She smiled. “I hope so. Either way, you don’t seem to be as simple as I initially thought. I apologize for that.”

      He shook his head. “You don’t owe me an apology. Who knows, I might still prove you wrong — I could be even dumber than we all thought. But I do agree with one thing you said.”

      She eyed him suspiciously. “What’s that?”

      “I am pampered and pretty.”
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      Brody was happy to be once again on the ground after the three-hour boat ride. He didn’t tend to get seasick, but there was something isolating and vulnerable about being in the middle of a large body of water, relying on a floating vessel for safety. He much preferred dry land under his feet than the dark unknown of sea.

      He smiled as he stepped off onto the small dock in the bay. His feet were unsteady, and he realized after a moment that the entire wooden dock was swaying with the waves. The place was busy, with local fishermen and dockworkers bustling about as they carried their hauls to a nearby marketplace. He saw fishmongers shouting orders in a language he didn’t recognize, probably one of the sixty or seventy variants of Austronesian or one of the thousand-plus dialects. Though most locals spoke varying forms of Pidgin English, Brody didn’t expect to be able to converse much with the native population.

      He took a step forward, and suddenly a strange, moist object flew in front of his face and smacked onto the ground at his feet. It convulsed for a half-second before lying still. Not an animal, though it was a glob of something. Brody frowned down at it, horrified, trying to make sense of the reddish-brown liquid.

      A man chuckled from behind a pile of crates to Brody’s left on the docks, and he turned to see a miniature-sized man that had to be over a hundred years old. His bottom lip was pulled nearly up to his nose, and while his face and body looked like they had been strapped to the side of a ship and left out in the sun for thirty years, his eyes sparkled with youthfulness.

      He spit again, this time the glob of thick saliva reaching across half the distance.

      That’s disgusting, Brody thought. Although he tried not to think about it, he couldn’t help it once the smell hit his nostrils. He forced a smile at the weird old guy, nodded once, and continued his walk up the slight hill toward the town.

      He noticed a line of SUVs parked about a hundred feet away, where a dirt road jutted up against the edge of the docks. Brody’s smile grew wider. On-location shoots were always a huge challenge — reservations had to be made for vehicles, transportation, and accommodations, as well as food and meals, crew and cast per diem, overly expensive foreign insurance, not to mention the laundry list of riders and specific requests the talent agents had slipped into their clients’ contracts.

      Brody, however, preferred to keep things simple — he was no stranger to travel, and he quite enjoyed the adventure of stepping foot onto a new piece of land without much knowledge of the place. He liked to experience the people, the culture, the particular way of life that differed from his own. Years ago, when shooting a brief reality show appearance in Germany, the local segment producer had told Brody to find his “chocolate side,” which he realized meant what Americans would call his “good side” for photographs. Language fascinated Brody. No better place to see it in action than live and in person.

      He walked toward the SUVs, knowing already they were intended for them. The real heroes of shoots like these were the admin assistants — the people putting together all of the arrangements, the ones who had organized these vehicles to be here the moment they stepped off the boat. However, he knew it wasn’t done out of respect for him or the crew: the network was most interested in money, both making it and saving as much of it as possible. Every second of efficiency gained by having these vehicles ready to go and fully fueled upon arrival was money back into their pockets. There was no sense waiting around — they were here to do a job, and the network would run them ragged until the job was done.

      Still, he loved this feeling. The vibrance of life in a new place, the optimism of the unknown. He found himself even more excited that he was going to be able to do something related to his father’s own work. As he had told Anna, he only hoped he could do justice to the Flanagan name.

      Or at least not besmirch it if he could help it.

      Dr. Johansson was still on the boat, likely gathering her things and preparing to disembark. Since Brody hadn’t had anything to schlep besides his backpack, and he had been excited to get off the ferry, Brody was first to reach the line of vehicles. He walked toward the one in front, then got in one of the middle seats. He shook hands with the driver, a young man with a star-shaped scar on his forehead. His English was decent but slow and labored. Before he could speak again, Landon — the director he had met at the network office — jumped into the front seat and immediately filled the SUV with the sound of his own voice.

      “I told everyone to hurry the hell up,” Landon said, not bothering to temper the volume of his voice to better fit the closed interior of the car. “But you know how people are. Like we’ve got all the time in the world. Hey, you got A/C on this island? Crank it up, man.”

      “Oh, hey, Landon,” Brody said, frowning. “I didn’t realize you were on the boat. I didn’t realize you were coming with us, actually.”

      “I was up on the bridge, talking with the captain. I’ve never been a fan of boats, so the higher I can get off the surface of the water, the less my stomach disagrees with me. But until we normalize traveling by giant catapult, this is what we got.”

      Brody frowned but didn’t question the man further. He knew for a fact that what he had said was exactly wrong: in fact, the closer one got to the boat’s center of gravity — usually the engine room or in front of it — the less likely one would feel the rocking and rolling of the waves outside. Landon was probably not a boat guy.

      “The network decided to send me along last minute,” the director explained. “Not really my thing, but I guess they think my leadership is warranted out here.”

      Brody wondered what brand of leadership that would be, but he had interpreted Landon’s statement to mean that the network wanted its talent to have a babysitter. Whatever, he thought. Shouldn’t change the job too much. He hoped Landon would not end up being overly picky or dramatic. There were already a lot of personalities and egos involved, and he was busy enough trying to figure out how to navigate those of the people he had already met.

      One of those people, a crew member named José, entered the SUV and got into the backseat. He was followed by another man Brody didn’t know, who got in next to him and closed the door. Brody saw from one of the side mirrors that the other SUVs were filling with people as well, all of the thirteen cast and crew members that had been on the boat.

      He saw Anna Johansson get into the SUV directly behind his. When he looked back toward Landon, he saw the director leaning forward in the front seat, glancing into his own side mirror as Anna stepped up and into the SUV, revealing a perfectly toned, stretched-out leg poking out from her shorts. Landon’s eyebrows raised slightly, then lowered quickly as he must have sensed Brody’s attention. He swiveled in the chair and faced Brody as the driver pulled away from the curb. “Have you been here before? I know you said you traveled a lot with your dad. Wasn’t sure if you had been to the Philippines before.”

      “I’ve been to this area, yeah,” Brody answered. “But I was a kid, and I’ve never been to this particular island. Mostly, I saw airplanes, hotels, and craft service tables lined with finger sandwiches and veggie dip.”

      Landon waved a hand. “Judging by the scenery, not many people have been here, either. And it doesn’t matter anyway. Seen one, seen them all, I guess.”

      “Sure, I guess. Hey, Landon — I read the brief and the initial script for our intro episode, but it seemed pretty thin. Doesn’t really say what this show’s about, you know?”

      Landon nodded from the front seat. “Yeah, they wanted to keep it vague, so there wouldn’t be too many questions before we departed. I guess they thought it would be more realistic to let the talent be surprised.”

      “So you’re not going to even give me a hint?”

      Landon shrugged. “It’s a remake of your dad’s show,” he said. “That should be enough of a clue for you, right?”

      “So, what ancient mystery awaits us here?” Brody asked.

      Landon winked at him.
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      Brody figured his questioning would get him nowhere, and he knew there was a full cast and crew briefing meeting scheduled to take place as soon as they arrived at their destination anyway. That destination was one of the few things that had been included in the brief that had been emailed over beforehand. They would be setting up camp within a day’s walk of a small village, perhaps a 45-minute drive into the mountains from the town where they had disembarked from the ferry. Their camp would be up in the jungle, but they had been assured that crews of local residents had been hired on as porters to help haul gear and get their camp set up. Generators would be delivered, and their home base would become the most comfortable camping remote on-location filming could offer.

      He had almost laughed at that — he would have been perfectly comfortable on a cot in a normal tent, with no electricity, generators, or food service. He had spent plenty of time camping as a kid, and there was something innate and familiar about it. But he had to admit, it would be nice to have access to his phone and the promised cell connectivity if necessary, if for no other reason than to stay in tune with what was happening back home or to catch up on Netflix shows after a long day of filming. He wasn’t sure how often they’d have enough time to head back into the main town, but the fact that they had been assigned a per diem — a hundred US dollars per day — was promising.

      He watched the town as it passed by. Men carted around passengers and boxes of gear on carts, and children played in the narrow alleyways that ran like spiderwebs, intersecting the road they were on. It seemed all of them were spitting regularly, each blob of saliva condensed into a red ball of disgusting sludge. Brody had never seen tobacco like that and assumed it was a local variety they grew here that had grown popular.

      Their SUV passed what could only be the main downtown area — a few multi-story buildings shot upward around a square with a Spanish-style government building of some sort in the center. A statue of some regional hero stood sentinel on a square concrete platform.

      Brody looked up above the building and saw the edge of the volcanic mountain that had produced this island and the smaller vertical spire sitting on the right side of it. The clouds had cleared a bit, and Brody saw that the bottom half of the spire was easier to see now. It was covered in trees and foliage, and the top of it shot upward as a single rock formation, its flattened top completely bare besides a bit of smaller bushes and grasses he could see dotting the sides.

      On any other occasion, he would have immediately looked around for a place that sold or rented climbing gear and someone he could hire as a guide. It had been a year or so since he had been on a proper climb, but this spire seemed to call to him. He imagined what it would be like to stand on the top of it.

      Landon pointed out the windshield, his finger dancing toward the spire as they turned left and drove up the other side of the square, directly toward the mountain and its smaller minaret tower. “That’s some kind of ancient religious site or some shit,” he muttered to no one in particular. “I guess the locals worship it.”

      Brody noticed the driver glanced toward Landon, then he spoke. “It is called Sayap Patah.”

      Landon rolled his eyes. “What language is that?”

      “Bahasa Melayu. Malay. Most of the townspeople and modern ones do not speak it anymore, but at one time it was the only language around. There is still an old village up north that uses the language. It means —”

      “Right, whatever,” Landon interrupted. “Like I said, some ancient religious thing or whatnot. Anyway, base camp is just below that, I believe. This road should turn into a cute little dirt road that winds up the mountain.” He turned to the others in the car. “And if our driver here is any good, we should be able to make it without sliding off a cliff.”

      The driver stared straight out the windshield as he answered. “No cliffs on this road.”

      “Good to hear that, then,” Landon said, offering the kid a wide smile. Landon was acting like he was some sort of savior who had just come to this island to toss coins onto the ground for local kids to fight over.

      This time it was Brody who rolled his eyes.

      He looked back out the window and saw a nicer-looking building that stood apart from the square. It was much larger than most of the buildings he had seen — four stories tall. He saw a few men wearing Hawaiian shirts tossing suitcases onto rolling carts and a pair of tourists holding hands as they walked up the stairs. The building must have been what this island considered a fancy hotel, and Brody had to admit it looked pretty comfortable. He wondered why the network had decided to worry about arranging a whole ‘glamping’ setup rather than simply putting them up at a hotel like this.

      Price would not have been an issue — he had seen some of the equivalent prices in the brief, and figured a hotel even this nice wouldn’t cost more than about 25 bucks a day in US dollars. But he knew that with anything network-related, there was a reason for everything. At least five committees would have signed off on every decision all the way up the chain. If they wanted their crew and cast sleeping in tents in the middle of the mountain jungle, that’s where their cast and crew would sleep.

      As they passed slowly in front of the building, another local spat a blob of goo onto the street. Brody leaned forward. “Hey, uh, what is that — that stuff they’re chewing?”

      The kid in the driver’s seat grinned. “Buai. A drug. Very popular here.”

      “Buai,” Brody repeated. Interesting. He wondered what effects the drug might have that it was so addicting.

      He noticed something else peculiar — he saw four armed security guards standing around the entrance to the hotel. Two were near the doors themselves, while two more were standing a bit farther back, off to the side and slightly hidden in the shadows.

      Each of them was holding a brutal-looking assault rifle.

      Brody then noticed another guard standing on top of the roof of a building just up the road, his line of sight obscured by dark sunglasses and a short-billed black hat.

      “What’s with the tight security there?” Brody asked. Landon didn’t answer, but Brody heard the driver begin to speak from in front of him. “Hotel magnate,” the young man said. “Bought old hotel and renovated, now expanding to a large resort. No tourism here yet, so many are happy to see it happen. My father and mother own a shop nearby — it should help sales.”

      He sighed. He had seen this gentrification happening all over the world. Some rich guy owned a hotel and wanted to turn this place into a tourist trap, and the locals would initially be ecstatic that their incomes would go up, if only slightly.

      But what about all that required such tight security? Why the need for deadly weapons?

      Was there something going on beneath the surface of this place?
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      Roger Dietrich stepped off the boat and sniffed the air. He could smell the contradictions. Fresh tropical humidity contradicted the scent of old, decaying fish wafting from a nearby market. The smell of warm, fresh pastries contradicted the smell of rotting vegetables from an abandoned vendor’s stall. Poverty danced in front of him, happiness on children’s faces, unaware of their position in the world.

      This place was like all the others he had been in: its people united under the singular mission to stay alive and make a small living, content with the search for happiness — even if happiness itself was but a dream.

      He shook his head and stepped onto the wavering dock. With any luck, he would be off this rock in less than a week. His mission was simple, and while there were many variables that could go wrong — there always were —he hadn't earned his reputation by sticking to a single plan. Dietrich had been trained to adapt, to shift the variables around as they presented themselves, to stay one step ahead at all times.

      His first task would be to meet up with the mercenary crew he had been assigned to. He would be calling the shots, but the team had been operating together for some time already. He would need to assert his authority immediately to ensure there would not be any hard feelings about his taking over.

      Or, if there were hard feelings, those feelings would have to be met with a harder response. His employer was signing all of their checks, so none of them were in a position to argue with the power structure.

      He always preferred to bring his own crew for missions like this, but there was no time for that. He had been tapped months ago but had not been given specific mission parameters until it was time to depart, leaving him no time to build a team.

      Besides, he would have had to start building a team from the ground up again anyway — everyone who he had served with in the past was either long retired or dead.

      He remembered the last two men he had led, three months ago in another backwater location tucked away in some corner of the globe. They were men he had trusted with his life.

      And they had given theirs for him.

      He was not a stranger to losing men in the field, though it didn't mean he enjoyed it. He added another checkbox to his mental list: with any luck, I'll be out of here in less than a week, with no casualties.

      Even without having met the new team, he knew he would not accept losing any of them, not under his watch. It didn't matter who they were — he didn’t care more or less for them personally than he did for anyone else — if someone died under his command, it was simply a failure of leadership on his part.

      Dietrich walked into what passed as this town’s main street. He looked left and right, trying to decide which way would take him to the hotel and meetup location. This new crew had been here for a month already, having been shipped in from all corners of the globe. Whoever owned the hotel was of the paranoid variety, as Dietrich had laughed at the amount of personnel and equipment that had been flown in to protect the hotel and the new resort property its owner was building.

      With security like that, he figured it would be easy to find. He preferred to operate with as little connection to the outside world as possible, so there was no one he could ask now for directions. He turned to the right, sensing the slight slope to his left meant the road in that direction would lead down to the water and eventually end. He knew the hotel he was looking for was closer to the town square, and he thought he could see the steeple of a courthouse perched above the roofs of the town.

      Above this and to the right, he saw a massive spire, a fragment of volcanic rock that had broken off from its parent millennia ago and now stood vertically, like a tower against the bleak sky.

      He walked uphill for about half an hour until he came to the courthouse. As he rounded the corner, he noticed an odd silhouette striking a pose on top of a building nearby. It was a man, wearing all black, holding an assault rifle with extended scope. Not extremely long distance, but certainly accurate enough to take out anyone on this block.

      Assuming the man using it was good enough.

      He smiled and walked toward this building. The hotel came into view across the street from it, and he saw two more similarly dressed men standing guard outside the front entrance. Beyond that, set at intervals up and down the street, he saw two more mercenaries.

      And they were mercenaries, he had been told. It was a shame they had to be used like this, and he wondered how long it had been since the last time they had pulled a trigger. As he knew all too well, money was a great motivator. These guys — trained killers or not — were most likely taking advantage of the situation as much as possible. Spending their off-shifts in town at a bar or on the beach, and he could imagine how far their paychecks would stretch in a place like this.

      But if these men were anything like him, he knew they were feeling the stirrings of restlessness within them.

      They would want action. They would want a mission.

      He had been sent here to deliver that to them. He couldn't promise their safety, but he didn't need to: these men were prepared for anything he threw at them.

      The mission itself was simple, but he knew better than to think that meant it was going to be easy. Nothing ever went without a hitch, though he never let a hitch get in the way of completing a job.

      Once he made contact with the mercenaries here, he would take most of them up into the jungle, tracking the group from California as they filmed their television show. He didn't know the details of that, nor did he care. His goal was to ensure their protection — up to a point. They were looking for something, and it was his job to protect them until they found it.

      His men would be on full alert at all times, expecting and anticipating a third group that might be landing on the island soon. This group, like Dietrich's own, was searching for the same thing the California crew was trying to find. He and his men would make sure it got found, and then make sure it stayed out of anyone else's hands but his own.

      Only then would his boss pay out the promised bonus for successful completion of the mission.

      Dietrich prepared to enter the hotel, glancing and nodding at the guard to his right. First things first:  he needed to find out which of these men was in charge. They had been informed he would be arriving today, and he wanted to assert his dominance quickly, to prevent any uneasiness in the shifting of power.

      That part, Dietrich knew, would be the easy part.
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      The campsite was, predictably, set up in a way that told Brody no one at the network had ever actually been camping. To one side of the clearing stood a giant, expensive-looking camp stove and grill, complete with an elaborate set of wind flaps that he knew from experience would buckle with the slightest breath of wind and an extendable side table that was sturdy enough for a single pancake. He also saw that the propane intake assembly did not have the right adapter to connect to the two propane tanks sitting next to it. He wasn’t sure if the adapter was packed away somewhere, but he figured it was unlikely. Just like with the SUVs that had been waiting at the port, this campsite had been planned long ago, and would have been set up yesterday in order to prepare for their arrival. Anything that was supposed to be here would already be here.

      Someone’s going to have to make an Amazon order tonight, he thought, chuckling to himself.

      He also saw that the tents were staked out improperly — six stakes, one in each corner and one along the sides of the massive A-frame canvas tents, but the rain flies that had been erected on top of them had simply been draped over the tops, the lighter waterproof material pressing against the canvas of the tent walls. If it rained — and they were in a rainforest — the rain would simply seep straight through to the interior of the tent.

      There were a few more minor issues with the way the camp had been laid out, but Brody didn’t have the heart to mention them to anyone. There were network folks here whose full-time jobs would be to make sure everything worked well, and they would inevitably find and fix any of these small issues. The hired porters were busy pulling suitcases and luggage out of the backs of the SUVs as more crew and cast fell out of the cars. Brody saw Dr. Anna Johansson walking down the dirt road they’d come up, back toward the town.

      He jogged and caught up with her. “Where you headed?” he asked, trying his best to sound nonchalant. “It’s got to be at least a two-hour walk back to the city, and it looks like it’s going to rain.”

      She nodded but continued on. “It is going to rain. Did you see the weather report? There’s a tropical storm winding up just to the northeast, and we’re in a rainforest. But I’m not going all the way to town — I want to check out that surveying site we passed. Did you see it?”

      “Yeah,” Brody answered. “All those little pink flags and stakes and that one beefy dude bossing around all those workers.”

      “The driver in my car said there was some hotel guy trying to build a resort up here. He owns a hotel down in town as well, but wanted to expand and try to get a tourism trade going.”

      “I saw the hotel,” Brody said, falling into place next to her. If she didn’t want him to come along, she didn’t say anything. “I noticed they had some crazy security as well. Bunch of guys with pretty sick-looking guns.”

      “I assume it’s just because they have to worry about theft or property damage. It looked like a pretty nice place — easily the nicest in town. Weird they wouldn’t just put us up there, you know?”

      The dirt road bent around and descended, and they suddenly appeared on the rim of a recessed bowl-shaped area, the excavation and surveying sight he had seen on the way up now on display below him. Brody saw a half-dozen people working the dirt with hand tools. He wondered how much time and manpower it would take to build a resort property by hand, but he figured that if he wanted to stay here and watch, he would eventually find out.

      He saw the beefy woman he had noticed before — a gym rat, by the looks of her. The tree trunk biceps gave her away, as well as the toothpick-thin legs of someone who spent plenty of time admiring their bicep curl form in the mirror and not enough time balancing them out with a few sets of leg press.

      He saw Johansson continuing down the path right toward the beefcake.

      “So, why are we here?” Brody asked as they stood on the dirt road, looking out over the massive excavation project happening below them. He noticed the beefcake drifting closer to them, noticed Johansson drifting closer to her.

      If she suspected his trying to force her hand, she didn’t show it. Instead, she shrugged. “I guess I’m just drawn to dig sites.”

      “You’re kidding, right? This isn’t archaeology; this is construction.”

      “I’m partly kidding. But this kind of stuff has always fascinated me. I mean, they’re digging around on land that we know has been inhabited for thousands of years.”

      “We know that?” Brody asked.

      “Well, we assume that. I don’t know about this particular island, but it’s pretty much a known fact that any habitable place within the tropics that’s able to sustain life has, at one point or other sustained human life. That means any island that’s large enough to have room for at least a few tribes of people, and enough natural resources that can replenish themselves, there’s been some civilization.”

      He had not, in fact, known this. “That’s pretty cool.”

      “And, these guys are digging around in a place that we know has had people here because there are people here now. You don’t just show up on an island and immediately build a city — that city down there has probably been there, in some form or another, for hundreds of years. It’s a good bet there are some remnants right here where they’re digging.”

      “Like caveman clubs?” Brody asked.

      She turned to him and frowned. “Yes, if you live in a cartoon. In the real world, however, you might expect to find some fishhooks, arrowheads, spears — if they used that sort of thing to hunt and fish. Maybe some small hand tools.”

      “What will they do with that kind of stuff if they find it?”

      “They won’t know they found it, most likely,” she answered. “That kind of stuff will just look like rocks and sticks to the untrained eye, so they’ll just pile it all up and haul it off to another corner of the island, or, more likely, just dump it offshore somewhere. The new resort will go in, all the tourists will come to visit, and the hotel will probably put in some manicured garden that has a few placards with some historic information on it to commemorate the people that used to live here. If they’re really dense, they’ll even add a display case of fake props representing the actual stuff they inadvertently threw away.”

      “Sounds pretty cynical.”

      “Well, that’s just the way it is,” she said, shrugging. “Most places don’t care a flying fart about the past, and even if they do, there’s just not enough money in preserving it.”
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      As they talked, the weightlifter walked up the wide driveway that served as the entrance to the excavation site. She gave them a quick, friendly nod and very noticeably checked out Anna. She got closer, then extended a meaty hand. “Gertrude,” she said quickly with a hint of a European accent. “Gertie. I’m surveying for the resort that’s going in here. Breaking ground next month if I can keep these guys motivated enough.”

      Brody looked from Johansson to the woman and back again. It seemed they were already smitten with each other after having shared only about ten words of dialogue. He couldn’t exactly blame the woman. Johansson was gorgeous — stunning even, by anyone’s standards. After talking to her more, Brody doubled down on his take from the network offices. Not only did she not look like all of the other overcooked actresses in Hollywood, she seemed to not even know it. It was pure, innocent. As if she had no idea the effect she had on the opposite sex.

      Brody was not the jealous type, but he couldn’t help feeling a bit miffed that she actually seemed to be interested in this new person while Brody — a perfectly capable, decent-looking man himself — was standing right there. Did he not offer enough in the good looks department? Was she just into egregious amounts of feminine muscle? Clearly, that was the only thing this chick had going for her.

      “Why? Is motivating these guys difficult to do?” she asked.

      She kicked a rock with one of her feeble little chicken legs as she replied. “Motivating them through sheer force of will alone — sure, that’s difficult. The owner of this project pays them the going rate around here, which means they can pretty much choose to do this job or any other of the jobs around depending on the day or the weather, and most of them do. Early on, I had to drive around town with a pickup truck and beg them to help me out; I’ve found other, more efficient ways since then.”

      Brody smiled. “Bribing them?” he asked.

      Gertie looked at Brody, seeming to notice him for the first time. “If by bribing you mean offering them more money, then sure. Turns out a hundred bucks goes a long way out here, so I can drop a fiver in these guys’ hands every week, and all of a sudden we’re best friends.”

      “That’s nice of you to do,” Brody said. “‘Specially considering I’m almost positive you’re not getting reimbursed.”

      At this, Gertie laughed out loud. “Hell no. Beck — the guy paying for this place — is a real asshole. Same song and dance as always — he’s in it for the money, hoping to siphon off as much as he can from the tourist population that this place will bring in, then jump to the next uninhabited island in the chain.”

      “But this island is —“

      “Uninhabited just means no white people live here.”

      Brody nodded, dropping his eyes. He understood now. “I’m curious,” he said. “You sort of seem like you’re on their side, and you work for this company building the resort?” He didn’t add, and you’re white.

      Gertie shook her head. “Actually, I’m a pilot. I own a floatplane and a Cessna, and I make runs all the way up and down the chain as needed. It’s not steady work, but it’s fun work. When I can or need to, I jump onto other projects like this one for some extra cash. I was contracted to fly in the security team the owner needs for the build — you probably saw them in town — but once I got involved, I asked if there was anything else they needed help with. I live here, and as I said, it doesn’t take a lot of US cash to make a decent living. You take the opportunity that’s in front of you, you know?” She laughed, turning back to look at the dig site where her team was still working. “I guess that makes me a professional site surveyor now.”

      Brody had to admit it sounded like a pretty decent life. This woman could work when she wanted to, and if she ever changed her mind, she could simply take off and fly over the horizon.

      “That’s incredible,” Johansson said. Gertie and Brody looked at her. “What’s it like? Living out here, kind of in the middle of nowhere? And what about weather? There’s a tropical storm coming soon, right?”

      She smiled. “Oh, trust me, it is absolutely the middle of nowhere. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. Every day is an adventure, and I don’t have to deal with politics or bullshit or with modern distractions. Life is what you make it. And the weather’s great. Tropical storms be damned. I’ve been through enough of them already to know they can be beat.”

      Brody wasn’t sure if she was simply explaining her own lifestyle or waxing philosophical about everyone else’s. He had to admit, though, he didn’t dislike her much as he thought he might upon first meeting the woman. Gertie was making herself a hard person to hate.

      “Well, we should probably let you get back to it,” Johansson said. “Thanks for taking the time.”

      She flicked a thumbs up at a crew member down below, then turned back to Brody and Anna. “No bother at all; it’s a pretty quiet day. They’re all happy, and so far, there aren’t any fires to put out. I actually came up to ask you two what you were doing here. I heard there was going to be a crew in town, filming or something?”

      Brody nodded. “Yeah, filming a show. Hopefully.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Hopefully?”

      “You just never know how these things go,” Brody explained. “Lot of money exchanges hands before anything is even filmed, much less aired. Could be we’re just out here on a very expensive camping trip.”

      Gertie laughed, and Brody sensed it was genuine. He actually felt like he was starting to warm up to the woman. He would have to keep an eye on Johansson, though, especially in her presence.

      “Well, like I said, the name’s Gertie if you need anything. Happy to help.” She turned to Johansson directly and added, “and if you need someone to show you around town, too.”

      “Likewise,” Brody said quickly, before he realized he had nothing to offer a bodybuilder named Gertie who lived on a backwater island in the South Pacific.

      Still, Gertie nodded slightly in thanks, then turned to head back down the hill.

      Johansson stood there for another moment, and Brody glanced over at her. “Well, that lady was a real piece of work, wasn’t she?”

      “Actually, I think she was quite nice.”
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      Landon stood in the center of the semicircle, his team and crew gathered around him in a huddle of bodies and equipment. He looked out at the sea of faces, his gaze sweeping over the familiar features of his regular crew members before coming to rest on a man he didn't recognize.

      For a moment, he frowned, wondering who the stranger was and why he was here. But then he quickly shrugged off his confusion, assuming that the man was likely one of the local crew members that the network had arranged to help out on the shoot.

      Landon was always impressed by the work ethic of the local population in these far-flung corners of the world. Despite the often difficult conditions and long hours, these people always seemed to approach their work with a sense of dedication and pride that was truly inspiring. And as he looked out at the group of men and women gathered around him, he couldn't help but feel a sense of admiration for their hard work and determination.

      With a nod of acknowledgment to the stranger, Landon climbed up onto the overturned crate, using it as a makeshift soapbox to address his team. He began to outline the plan for the shoot, his voice ringing out over the sound of the waves crashing against the shore and the hum of the camera equipment. He cleared his throat, then pulled the megaphone up to his lips. Just like every other time a megaphone had been used in known human history, it let out a ridiculous-sounding squawk before settling into simply amplifying his voice. “Sorry about that — okay, everyone. Gather ‘round, got some updates for you.”

      He noticed the two newcomers and their entourage meandering over to the outskirts of the gathering. Max, along with his personal assistant, a younger guy named Colin, and two others who apparently Max couldn’t live without. This was Maxwell Sharp, the survival expert and internationally recognized celebrity who would round out Landon’s cast. Landon had not had a chance to introduce himself yet, as the group had arrived late to the island.

      Still, Max had required a personal escort from the dock all the way up here, and wouldn’t settle for Landon to simply drive down himself with one of the SUVs they had already rented. Instead, he had to scramble one of his assistants to head back into town, rent the closest thing to a luxury sedan the island offered — a 1995 Crown Victoria — and drive it to the docks to wait for them. It was all a ridiculous charade, but it was far too common in this line of work. He sighed as he saw Max rolling his eyes at him across the space.

      Landon pressed on. “I sent an email with more details on the pilot episode, but I’ll give you a brief overview now just so that you’re aware. Before all of that, however, I want to introduce you all to our newest arrival, someone who, of course, needs no introduction. Maxwell Sharp.”

      He swirled his free hand up toward Max’s position in a gentle flourish and saw a few of the crew turn their heads to see. One team member whistled, and another unseen person gave a single slow clap. As far as fanfare, that was it — either these people didn’t know who he was, or they simply didn’t care.

      Or they were just exhausted from the multi-day journey of air and sea travel and simply wanted to get back on their uncomfortable cots with the already dwindling selection of beers in the cooler.

      Max returned the lack of enthusiasm and apathy with a shrug, then looked at Landon as he fell in toward the back of the semi-circle.

      Okay, Landon, gonna have to make this quick. “Anyway,” he said, “I hope you will welcome Max and his team. Snacks are to your right on the tables, but go easy — we won’t get resupplied until tomorrow afternoon. Beers in the cooler — same story. Dinner will be here in fifteen minutes, but if you want to organize a ride back into town for something different, I’ll have Shelley get a vehicle pointed downhill.

      “What’s the pilot going to be about?” one of the crewmembers blurted out. There were a few murmurs in agreement. It seemed keeping these people in the dark was beginning to wear them down.

      Landon looked out at them and then raised the megaphone back to his mouth. He turned the volume down before speaking, realizing that everyone was easily within earshot already. “Some of you may have done some research on this island, and those who did likely found that this place is known for… almost nothing.” He paused, waiting for laughter, but none came. “There is a cool mountain behind me —“ he took a second to point up at the spire that the local kid had said was called something-something-different-language — “and at one point, it was an active volcano. That spire split off from it at some point in the past, and —“

      He stopped, realizing he was already losing them.

      He cleared his throat into the megaphone. “However, the real story starts with one of the locals, a villager from a nearby mountain town, who was on a fishing trip about a month ago and found something strange. It had washed up on shore on the northern part of the island. It looked like debris from a plane crash or something. They fished it out of the water and shipped it to New Zealand for further investigation. Sure enough, it turned out to be a piece off of the fuselage of an old plane.”

      He waited, wondering if he had successfully built anticipation. While no one was rolling their eyes at him, people were still fidgeting, antsy, tired, and ready to eat.

      “The results aren’t definitive yet, but we believe it to be a piece of Amelia Earhart’s aircraft from her ill-fated 1937 trip.”

      At this, there was at least one audible gasp from the crowd, though he couldn’t tell if they were being facetious or actually surprised.

      Another voice called back to him. “I thought she crashed somewhere around Howland Island,” she said. Dr. Anna Johansson looked at him expectantly,

      He had anticipated this question. “Yes, that’s been the working hypothesis for a while. Still, no one has ever found an actual piece of her plane, even near Howland. There’s more in the brief I’m sending you all, but our first episode — the reason we’re all here — is going to be an investigation to see if there is anything to this new theory. If that hypothesis holds water, we might just have the makings of a full season.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Well, we have world-class editors and producers working on this,” Landon said, smiling. “I think we can still make a compelling and engaging show out of our time here, regardless of what we find up in those mountains.”

      He pulled the megaphone down and nodded. He hoped it was true. He needed it to be true.
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      After the brief production meeting in the middle of camp, Anna Johansson walked over to where Max Sharp was standing with his group of newcomers. She wasn’t sure if they were his groupies or actually helpful assistants, but she did notice that they all seemed to stand guard around him as she approached. One of them, Max’s apparent right-hand man and protege, the younger guy named Colin, reached out a hand as she neared.

      She shook it, confused but appreciative of the gesture. She was trying to go about this delicately — to ease into the conversation she knew she needed to have. “Hi,” he said. “I’m Colin, and I just wanted to introduce myself. I used to be a big fan of —“

      “Well, well, well,” Max said, interrupting his protégé. His accent was exactly as she remembered it, the same one he used on television — thick, Australian twang, with a long, lazy drawl to it. And she knew it was fake.

      She examined him up close now. For being a world-renowned survival expert, the clothes he had chosen would never have given him away. Khaki slacks, leather belt, and a button-down casual shirt tucked into the pants. All crisp and pressed, and it made her wonder how he had managed to keep it that way all the way from Australia, through the boat ride and drive up into the mountains.

      As she looked up at him, she couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. His towering height and broad, muscular frame seemed almost too imposing, too powerful for her to feel comfortable around. And when she met his gaze, she was struck by the cold, steely intensity of his eyes.

      They were like chips of ice, piercing and unyielding, with none of the warmth or comfort that she had hoped to find there. Instead, they seemed to bore into her, scanning her every move and assessing her every thought with a chilling precision.

      For a moment, she felt a shiver run down her spine, as if she had somehow stumbled into the presence of a predator in the wild. But even as her instincts urged her to run, to escape the intense scrutiny of his gaze, she found herself rooted to the spot, unable to tear her eyes away from his.

      It was a strange sensation, feeling both terrified and captivated at the same time. But as she stood there, staring up into his cold, unyielding eyes, she knew that there was something about him that was impossible to ignore. Something that hinted at a power and a darkness that she had never encountered before, and that made her heart race with a mix of fear and excitement.Anna released the grip on Colin, and he stepped aside as if approving of her presence in front of his master, allowing her to introduce herself directly to Max. He flashed her a wide grin, revealing a set of perfect teeth from inside a perfect, chiseled face. His large, wide chin was dusted with a light field of reddish whiskers all of uniform length, as if one of his assistants had acted as barber only minutes before stepping out of the vehicle. His hazel eyes sparkled back at her as she approached. “My assistant here told me you’re now a rising star in the academic community,” he said. “Great to see you again.”

      She tried to keep up. He was insulting her, she knew. He knew damned well who she was and what had happened to her career. But Max had a reputation to maintain — other crew members were watching on, listening. He was a nice guy, and he wasn’t about to let her change that perception.

      Fine, she thought. We’re skipping the pleasantries, going straight to the jugular.

      “It’s been so long — you haven’t changed a bit.”

      She caught Colin sharing a glance with one of the other assistants.

      Max laughed, a hearty, full chuckle that sounded warm and reassuring. “What would I change?”

      Before she could respond, Brody walked over, followed ten paces behind by Landon, the director the network had sent down to keep an eye on all of them. Next to Landon was a smaller, female version of him — an assistant to Landon, she assumed. She hadn’t spoken since they’d arrived.

      Brody spoke first. “Hey, man,” he said, extending his hand. “Brody Flanagan. Welcome to the show.”

      Max eyed him with a curious gaze, a half-smile on his face. “Welcome to the show? Was that scripted? Something the network made you say?” He turned to his assistants, and two of them smiled. Colin did not. “Seriously, where are the cameras?” Max said, looking around. “Are you already putting on an act?”

      She noticed Brody clench and unclench his jaw, but he just smiled back at Max. “Just saying hello, is all. Glad you’ll be with us.”

      Max rolled his eyes. “I’d say it’s good that we’re here, wouldn’t you?” Max asked, aiming the words directly at Johansson.

      She frowned, and Brody butted in. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

      At that moment, Landon arrived and butted in. “We are glad all of you are here, and we expect great chemistry between the three of you. I know that that’s not something you can really force, but you’ve all been chosen for your specific role based on your experience and expertise in your field.”

      Landon looked from one star to the other as he spoke, and Johansson saw on his face something akin to fear mixed with frustration. She knew he was trying to prevent any tensions from rising that might lead to an argument between the talent. The network would not take it lightly if Landon lost control of his cast and crew less than an hour after arriving on location.

      She focused back on Brody and Max and noticed them seeming to square off across from one another. She couldn’t imagine things coming to blows, but stranger things had happened. If there was some sort of weird history here between the two, similar to her own with Max, neither man voiced it aloud.

      The sound of a car trudging up the hill toward camp reached her ears, and then a crewmember’s voice called out. “Dinner’s here!”

      Cheers erupted from behind her, and people began emerging from the massive tents to hover around the table. Brody stepped away from the circle and started walking over without another word, and as she turned to follow, she felt a hand on her elbow. Max pulled her back and twirled her around in a firm but elegant motion.

      “Hey,” he began. “I just wanted to ask if maybe we could get some time… alone in a bit,” he said.

      She noticed that he had continued pulling her away from Landon and his assistants, and they were now speaking in relative privacy.

      “And why do we need some time alone?” Anna asked, raising an eyebrow.

      He applied another grin, this one crawling up one side of his face, then laughed. “I just want to get on the same page as my co-star,” he said. “And maybe I can, you know, help prevent what happened last time.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “And just what the hell do you think happened last time?”

      There was a flash of anger in his eyes, but he swallowed and smiled once more. He changed tack. “As I told you, my boy here tells me you’re quite the up-and-coming anthropologist. I would love to pick your brain.”

      “There’s nothing up-and-coming about me, Max,” she said. “I published my first academic paper when I was twenty,” she answered. “And if your boy knows who I am already, it sounds like I’d be better off getting some of this alone time with him.”

      He looked visibly offended for a moment but didn’t respond. He released her elbow, and she involuntarily rubbed at where his fingers had made it red; then, realizing what she was doing, she straightened her back and put her hands at her side, trying to pretend as though it wasn’t a little bit painful.

      He leaned in closer to her, and she involuntarily took a step back. “I just want to make sure we’re on the same page,” he whispered.

      “About what?”

      “You know what. I don’t want you ruining this like you did the last time we tried working together.”

      By now, she was steaming. That’s your take on what happened, asshole? she thought. She wanted to punch his perfect jaw and break it in half.

      But no. She wasn’t going to let him win this one. She wasn’t going to ruin her best chance at making a name for herself in this world — proving to her other world that she hadn’t messed up. That she was worth it.

      She wasn’t going to waste a second chance.

      She saw him shifting his weight on the ground, and the smile returned. “Well, I’m gonna grab some grub,” he said, pointing at the table. “Would love for you to join me.”

      I’m sure you would, she thought. “Not sure I’m hungry,” she said, turning on a heel and heading directly for the table.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Brody got back to the two-table dinner setup just as the delivery truck pulled into camp. It was an old Toyota, from before the company started making the Tacoma. He saw three people in the cab of the truck, and another sitting in the back, holding onto one of the stacks of boxes in the bed. As soon as the truck stopped, a dark-skinned man in a black shirt jumped out and began loading boxes onto the first table. The crew, already standing around it, didn’t even wait for all the boxes to be unloaded — they lunged forward and tore at the boxes, finding inside one a mound of plastic-wrapped sandwiches and bags of chips. Another type of sandwich was in the second box, between bags of chocolate chip cookies.

      Brody laughed inwardly as he wondered if anyone here was vegetarian or vegan. There seemed to always be at least one in groups these days, especially among Hollywood types. Perhaps the network had specifically chosen for its remote crew people who could eat anything. He had no allergies or dietary requirements, nor did he have many preferences when it came to food.

      If possible, he ate protein and fat and very few carbs, but when not possible, he just ate whatever was in front of him. He had been blessed genetically, but he had also spent much of his adult life in the gym, keeping his physique where he wanted it. And as particular as he was about his workout regimen, he knew one extra carb-laden sandwich wouldn’t kill him.

      And if what Landon had said earlier was true — that they were going to be running through the jungle looking for Amelia Earhart’s lost plane — he figured he could stand to get a little more fuel in him.

      The makings of a line had begun to form behind the first blob of crew members to dive toward the food, and he stood in this line waiting for his turn. The last box had been unloaded by the delivery crew, and inside this, he saw plates and napkins and plastic silverware. None of it had been touched.

      As he stood there, he noticed Landon, Landon’s smaller assistant, and Dr. Anna Johansson walking up to stand in line with him. Anna arrived first, and as he stood waiting, she leaned in closer to him. “So, seems like we’ll have to do a little bit of team-building if we’re going to be the dream team Landon wants us to be.”

      “Or we could all just do our jobs and go home,” Brody said. He wasn’t feeling particularly amicable, especially after Max’s obvious attempt at making him the odd man out. He had seen her colluding with him afterward as well, and while he didn’t care what they might have been talking about, he didn’t want to participate in the pettiness of taking sides.

      “Sure,” she said, confused. “We could always do that.”

      Brody sensed that he’d offended her, and he moved to retract the attitude from his statement. However, with the worst timing he had ever experienced, Landon slipped into the conversation as he arrived at the line. “Well, glad to see you two are hitting it off! What did you think of Max?”

      Brody shook his head and forced a smile. “It’s going to be a hell of a week,” he said.

      “He knows his stuff,” Landon added. “And he’ll definitely lend some credibility to the show. Good catch on the network’s part.”

      Perhaps sensing the awkward moment for Brody, Anna jumped in. “Landon, I had some questions about this plane — or the piece of it anyway — that those locals found a month ago.”

      Landon didn’t seem like he wanted to answer any questions about Amelia Earhart at the moment, but he was trapped in line, so he stood still and waited.

      “I know a little bit about Amelia’s flight plan,” she said, “so it seems strange for them to find a piece of her plane all the way out here. Assuming she stayed on course until the plane went down, wouldn’t she —“

      Landon cut in. “Yes, the common understanding is that she stayed on course until she ran out of fuel, but then again, if you were in her position, wouldn’t you head for the nearest landmass?”

      “Of course, sure. But that landmass would probably not be this place, right?” And I’ll admit, I know nothing about ocean currents and weather patterns, especially down here, but still… It seems like a long shot.”

      Landon’s face told Brody he was growing more and more uncomfortable with the line of questioning. He either didn’t know how to answer or wasn’t sure he was supposed to.

      Is he hiding something? Brody wondered.

      “I’m just saying,” Anna continued, “has another lab looked at the remnant? Has anyone else verified that it’s actually from her plane? Or even from the same decade?”

      Landon had a weird smile on his face, a quizzical expression. Brody strongly sensed there was something about all of this that the director had not shared with his crew, and he had a feeling it was not going to be waiting for them in the emailed brief, either.

      Landon leaned forward and spoke softly, barely audibly. “First of all, it wasn’t a lab that looked at the plane piece. I just said they sent it to New Zealand. It’s just sitting in a museum there, and the curator was one who thought it looked like it might match an aircraft from that time period.”

      Anna looked shocked. “Thought it might look like? What kind of scientific intelligence gathering is that?” she asked.

      Landon just shook his head. “It’s not scientific at all, and that’s my second point. We are not scientists, remember?”

      She frowned at him.

      “I mean, you are, but not out here. We’re just here to entertain people, to record a TV show that’s going to make my network a lot of money. If you do your job, and I do mine, it will make all of us a lot of money. But don’t confuse that with what you do in the real world — we’re not here for science. We’re here to film entertainment.”

      None of this was news to Brody, of course, but for Landon to say it so openly and confidently seemed somehow bold to him.

      “Don’t these shows work better if there are actual historic facts backing them up?” Anna asked. Behind Landon, his assistant chuckled.

      “Of course they do!” Landon said. “And that’s why we’re not going to call the damn episode, How We Found Amelia Earhart’s Plane and Verified that it was Actually Hers, got it? Marketing will put together a  pilot, leaving everything open-ended and mysterious, just like all these shows do. It’s no different from any other show, and there’s absolutely no reason why we need to find anything of value out here. I didn’t think I would have to explain this to you two, of all people, but you’re half the reason people will tune in, regardless of what we find. A celebrity survivalist, an up-and-coming anthropologist, and a kid who’s the son of one of Hollywood’s beloved hosts.”

      Brody hoped that Johansson wouldn’t have to continue pressing Landon on this. While he knew it was the truth, he didn’t want Landon to have to admit out loud that all of this was bullshit, that the whole reason they were here was to get good ratings for the network and bring in more episode orders. With any luck, they could continue the ruse for five or six seasons, potentially even reaching syndication. With any luck, he could even give his dad’s show a run for its money.

      But he had no delusions on the matter, either. He hadn’t thought for a second that they would be investigating actual historic mysteries, at least to reach any definitive conclusions. He would have been content with Johansson’s finding a few potsherds or arrowheads or whatever might be out here, and for Max to show them how to start a fire using only the oil from the crack of his nose while scuba diving off the coast in a thunderstorm.

      And, for his part, Brody would just smile and be lovable and goofy and whatever else the pilot script had in store.

      Just the mere fact that there might be something to investigate out here — even if it wasn’t going to lead to Amelia Earhart’s plane — gave him hope that this show could actually be something.

      He would do his job, as Landon said. Worst case, he would make some decent money.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      He hadn’t realized that Max had entered the food queue until he heard the thick, over-the-top Australian accent. Max spoke as though he were continuing a conversation, though Brody knew that was all part of his game. “That’s what I was telling you before,” Max said to Johansson, “We should get some time away from these TV types. You and I need to stick together.”

      Johannson stared daggers through him. “And why is it we need to ‘stick together?’”

      “It’s just that you and I aren’t like the rest of these guys. We’re the real deal; we’re the ones actually giving shows like this credence.”

      She smiled, and Brody wondered for a moment if she actually bought this load of crap.

      “You mean,” Brody interjected, “shows like the one where you’re stranded out in the middle of the Alaskan wilderness” He held up finger quotes around the words shows and stranded as he spoke. “But then, as soon as the cameras turn off, you go hang out in the heated tent and play video games on the generator with your crew?”

      Brody had no firsthand knowledge that this was what Max did, but the sentiment was there, and Max picked up on it. His eyes narrowed as he looked down at Brody and stepped forward, out of the line. “You got a problem with me, son?”

      “Son?” Johannson asked, now joining in. “You two are exactly the same age.”

      “That’s one of the reasons we thought you would all be a good match for each other!” Landon said, trying to rescue the moment.

      But no one paid him any mind. Brody noticed Colin and one of Max’s other assistants behind him, waiting in line for their own meal. Johannson glared back at Max, but he suddenly softened and smiled at her. “If we can’t get some time alone, we should at least get to know each other,” he said. “Like, for instance, tell everyone here a bit about our backgrounds, you know? How we got started in Hollywood, for instance.”

      Brody noticed Johansson’s eyes widen, and her frame stiffened. “Don’t you dare,” she said. He imagined her pulse quickening, though he couldn’t understand why. He didn’t know what this was all about. Did they know each other already? he wondered.

      “Oh, so you do still remember that,” Max pressed. “I thought I was going to have to remind you about that time we worked together. Or, I guess I should say, almost worked together.”

      The smile he gave Johansson said everything to Brody. He was a snake looking for an opportunity to strike. A predator, but the weaselly, sly kind.

      Brody hated people like that. “What the hell?” he asked suddenly, noticing that Landon seemed thrown equally off-balance by Max’s pointed statements. He also noticed that others — not just Max’s own team of personal brand consultants — were beginning to sense the argument brewing between the main celebrity hosts.

      “Yep,” Max continued, raising his voice so anyone in the general vicinity — which meant anyone in camp — could hear clearly. “Ms. Johannson and I were tapped long ago for another show, similar to this one, actually. I figured Landon knew about it already; that’s probably why the network thought of her first. Although there’s probably new people running the show back in corporate land because the ones I remember working with would never hire someone like you again.”

      He matched eyes with Johansson, and the two looked like they were about to go at each other’s throats.

      “What’s he talking about?” Landon asked Johansson. His voice was quiet, but by now there was no other sound in camp. All eyes were on Johansson and Max.

      She shook her head and stuck out her bottom lip, then bit it. Brody thought she was going to storm off, but instead, she clenched her fists and raised her chin just a bit. “I put that behind me, Max. I’ve got a career now that’s going just fine, with or without this bullshit.” She paused for effect. “Oh — and it’s Dr. Johansson now, asshole.”

      Max seemed to not even register her words. “Wow, so no one actually knows about it?” He shook his head. “It was pretty disgraceful, so I’m not surprised you paid someone to try to cover it up. Academically, that would be a hard one to recover from.”

      “You’re an asshole,” she said.

      “You already said that — and I’ve been called worse,” Max said, winking at her. “And trust me, little lady, you can pretend all you want that the strong, obnoxious type doesn’t suit you… but if I recall correctly, you were singing a much different tune back then.”

      At this, finally having had enough, she turned and stormed away, eventually walking into her tent.

      Because she was female, and because she had a lead role, she had an entire glamping tent to herself, complete with a generator out back and portable sink inside.

      Brody had his own tent, but as his agent had not thought to specifically request anything different in his rider, he assumed the network had simply given it to him to remind everyone else who was supposed to be the main star. Max and Colin would be sharing a tent, as would the rest of his assistants.

      Brody hesitated for a moment, torn between the urge to follow Johansson and the knowledge that she needed space to process whatever had just happened. He knew that she was a capable woman, but he couldn't help but worry about her in the aftermath of Max's cryptic warning.

      What the hell was he talking about?

      For a moment, he considered calling out to her, or maybe even following her out into the night. But as he looked around the small, cramped tent, he realized that there was nothing here for him to knock on, no way for him to enter without invading her privacy.

      Instead, he decided simply to grit his teeth and grab a sweaty sandwich from the dwindling stack.

      This is going to be a longer week than I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            NINETEEN

          

          

      

    

    







            BRODY

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday | 8:10 am

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Morning felt much like the night. Brody awoke on his cot, already dripping with sweat. In the excitement of arrival yesterday, he hadn’t noticed how hot and humid it was, but after having slept a solid eight hours in a literal rainforest, he had been reminded.

      He rolled over and placed his boots back on, careful to shake them out like his father had taught him long ago. He stepped out of the tent after dressing and took in the sight of camp starting to arise. Their crew of camera and network personnel had been joined by a small group of locals — four men from the nearby town — to help carry gear and act as guides through the region. While the island was small, most of it was considered unexplored and was thus nearly impenetrable. No maps or guidebooks existed for it, and only through persuading local inhabitants were they going to gain access to the interior.

      The shooting plan for the day was for eight crew members to join the actors and head into the jungle, getting some B-roll footage for the cutting room to play with back home. The hodgepodge group of eight would be rounded out by the acting crew of Brody, Johansson, Max, and his protege Colin, who had been on shoots with Max before and was seen as his ‘onsite assistant’ for shelter building and tasks that Max thought he was too good for.

      Landon would stay behind at camp, citing ‘network reasons’ that Brody assumed really just meant he wanted to kick back and relax in his tent while everyone else working for him traipsed through the muggy jungle to do his bidding. Landon would at least send his own protege, the ribald, red-faced woman by the name of Neva, along with them.

      As Brody grabbed a protein bar and sports drink for breakfast off the food table, he noticed one of the cameramen and a grip already filming. He smiled at the grip and waved. “Morning,” he said.

      The cameraman didn’t respond, apparently consumed by the beauty of the three-square-foot plot of ground directly beneath him his camera was pointing at. Brody shrugged and walked over to where Johansson was standing by herself near the edge of camp.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “If you’re here to ask me why I stormed off last night, don’t bother. It’s none of your business, anyway.”

      Brody nodded once. “I was actually just going to ask if you slept okay. Timezone hops like this one can be a bit off-putting.”

      She looked at him strangely, as if waiting for more.

      He smiled. “And I was going to ask why you stormed off in a rage last night.”

      She tried not to laugh, but failed. “Okay, okay,” she said. “Sorry.”

      He shrugged again, noticing the camera swinging around to face him, getting a head start on collecting some good B-roll. He focused on his expression and stance, hoping he could offer the editing team all sorts of different faces and body language they could use interchangeably with the real action. A slight frown if they needed to splice in a look of confusion. A gentle smile for a poignant vignette. A hearty laugh for the humble victory shot at the end of the episode.

      This was how it worked in reality television. He had plenty of experience faking facial expressions and taking cues from the photography team and director in order to give the post department enough raw material to craft whatever emotional manipulation the writers had dreamed up.

      He knew they could be discussing fantasy football scores right now, but the editors could make it look like Brody was commiserating over his father’s death.

      If Johansson was aware of any of this, she didn’t let on. But she ignored the cameras like a seasoned professional, looking out away from camp at the strange vertical rock spire in the distance. “I think that’s where we’re headed,” she said, pointing up at it.

      It loomed over the jungle and their camp, split off from the main mountain that had formed the island long ago.

      “Really?” Brody asked, frowning. “That whole side of the island is super steep and almost impossible to get to. I thought we would try to take a boat around later if they wanted to explore over there.”

      She smiled. “I’m sure we will, eventually. But Landon probably wants to get a ton of footage of us traipsing through the jungle to make it look like our journey is long and arduous. I’m planning some cool falls as well, just so they can have some intense commercial break setups.”

      Brody laughed. “You sure you’ve never been on TV before?” he asked, hoping it didn’t sound like he was pressing too far. “You seem to know exactly how this is all done.”

      She paused, glancing at him quickly and swallowing. When she looked away, Brody realized he had, in fact, touched a nerve. He wasn’t sure what to say, so he didn’t say anything at all.

      Brody then sensed someone behind him and whirled around to find Max Sharp with his dumbass grin, walking toward them. His sidekick, Colin, was in tow, his face buried in his phone.

      Max smacked Brody on the back, a little too hard to be entirely friendly. “What’s up, Brody? Thought we got off to a bad start last night, so I figured I’d come out here just to let you know I’m here for you, whatever you need. You know, olive branch and all that.”

      Brody smiled. “Thanks. I’m sure you will be super helpful to us when we are deciding which of the local bugs will provide us the most protein.”

      For a split second, Brody thought he detected a hint of a smile cracking the corner of Colin’s mouth. But it faded before anyone else could see it.

      Max stuck his chin out and narrowed his eyes. “So it’s going to be like that, huh? You think just because your daddy was some famous actor or something, now you can —“

      “It was a joke, idiot,” Johansson said. “But he’s got a good point, though. You and I are here not because of our expertise, Max, but because of how it will look on camera to have us here. There’s no chance we’re going to actually need real survival skills or my anthropology or archaeological knowledge. This is a TV show for entertainment, not survival.”

      “I know exactly what it is, Anna,” Max said. “Just…” He looked up at Brody, then Johansson, then shook his head. “Whatever. Doesn’t matter. We’ll go get their little shots and give the team back home something to cut together, and we’ll look damn good doing it, won’t we? Thanks to Brody here, I guess, since that’s his specialty.”

      He turned to leave, dragging Colin with him. Under his breath, he muttered, “His only specialty.”
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      The expedition left camp, and Anna realized that their progress through the jungle was not going to go as terribly as she had anticipated.

      It would be worse.

      Each of them had been given a machete, and while she had assumed they were just for show, to get great looking shots that made them look like real adventurers and explorers, she realized almost immediately that they would actually have to use them to cut their way through the brush. Rather than the typical, straight machete blade, they had been given hooked scythes, and she found that they were far more effective at cutting and pulling back the fronds and ferns that blocked their progress.

      One of the local guides walked with them in front of the line, though he didn’t speak to any of them. He was a short man, with a wide stance that made him look like a tiny, stocky football player. And like a running back, he pummeled through the jungle as if there were nothing impeding his progress, and she wondered how long he was going to be able to keep up the devastation before he got winded. At that point, she assumed one of the other locals would take his place, and they would all continue onward toward the spire.

      She was already sweaty, and she noticed that Brody and Max were starting to breathe heavily as well. All of them were in great shape, but she was surprised to hear Max to her right panting even more heavily than the others. She turned and asked him if he was okay.

      “I’m right jet-lagged,” he said quickly. “But I’ll be okay.”

      His protégé, Colin, marched on silently behind him, doing his part to smack and maul and break anything in their path.

      After a couple of hours of travel, the woman named Neva called for them to stop. They had been informed that morning that Neva was Landon’s right-hand person and would be in charge of their expedition today. She had been given a punch list of shots to attempt to capture, and they had been told to make it as far toward the spire as they could before midday, at which point they would turn back and return to camp. Any natural geologic features on their way should be used as scene locations, and the writers back home had even sent a few potential topics of discussion as jumping-off points while they were out here.

      Johannson knew that Brody at least would be expected to do some voiceover work in the studio once they returned, the shots were lined up, and the episode cut, where then Landon, Neva, and anyone else deemed worthy would splice in the voiceover and create the final product.

      She didn’t know if she and Max would be asked to do the same or if it would all be from Brody’s perspective.

      She had seen that type of show before, so it was her assumption that Brody would be the ‘main’ host. That didn’t bother her in the slightest — she was just happy for an easy paycheck, and just getting this opportunity was something she never expected would happen again. She wished she would have the opportunity to express a little more of her academic side, of her expertise in the field, but she wasn’t sure exactly how to do that. She had not been briefed on anything about this pilot episode thus far other than what Landon had sent over.

      And it seemed the man was either playing his cards close to his chest or he was only relaying information as he felt the team needed it. While she knew that receiving all the information at once might be overwhelming for them, she figured a little bit more data on where they were going, what kind of people lived here, and what sort of history this island had would have made their jobs a bit easier. As it was now, she had had almost no time to do research or study up on the South Pacific, the island of Kirakira, or the history of the region. It made it challenging to be the resident expert on anthropology when she didn’t have the resources she was used to having to put together some coherent thoughts.

      Neva and one of the cameramen made it up to her position, and she could see the light on the film camera’s flash shining into her eyes. Before she could even sit down to take a sip of water, Neva’s round face was bombarding her with questions. “Can you give us a bit of monologue here? Maybe tell us what the trip has been like so far?”

      She opened her mouth to speak but instead heard another man’s voice. Max, just to her left, had sidled up to her position and started yammering away. “The jungle here is, quite frankly, one of the most challenging jungles in the world,” he said. “I even have had trouble making progress.” A smile, meant for the understanding and empathetic viewers at home. “It’s not just hiking uphill — it’s hacking your way through dense foliage, one swipe of the machete at a time. It does a toll on even the strongest man — take it from me.”

      Johannson rolled her eyes before thinking to check if the camera was on her or Max. Neva looked at her, then looked at Max, but didn’t ask her if she had anything to add.

      “Anyway,” Max said loudly, jostling for position in front of the cameraman, “a journey is what you make it, ain’t that right? Me? I love being out here. My soul is out here. Feeling the land beneath my boots, the wet rainforest air in my hair. Truly makes you feel alive.”

      She glanced over at Brody, who was taking some time to enjoy the jug of water one of the crew members had tossed toward him. He was seated as well, watching on as Max took over the scene. She saw a slight smile on his face. Subtle, but definitely there.

      Neva looked once again at Johansson, finally directing her attention toward her once again. “And what about you?” she asked. “Anything to add?”

      Back at network headquarters, she had been told a bit about what they expected of her. She would be answering questions, but she was not supposed to be directing her answers to Landon or Neva or whoever else posed them. Instead, she was talking to the viewers at home. She had to try to answer the real question they were asking, to go deep into herself and really bring the viewers along for the ride.

      She smiled and stared directly into the camera. “I’ve always enjoyed discovering rare corners of the world like this. I like to imagine I’m the first person who’s ever set foot here. Like I’m the only person who’s ever seen this stick, this tree.”

      She shook her head and looked down, careful not to let her eyes disappear from the shot completely, and careful not to let her hair tumble down. It needed to look delicate, intimate. She shook her head slowly. “It really is incredible, to know that we’re doing this. That we’re out here, really living.”

      God, this is ridiculous, she thought. But damn if it’s not good shit. This is exactly what they’ll want.

      She turned and addressed Max now, and couldn’t help but realize that he had placed his hand on her leg. The camera’s bright-white light enveloped her vision. “It’s really miraculous,” she said. “And I could not imagine a more incredible team to experience it with.”
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Dietrich lazily opened his eyes and glanced up at the man who had interrupted his momentary relaxation. The canopy of the jungle above his head swayed gently in the breeze, providing a soothing backdrop to their conversation.

      "What is it?" he asked, his voice betraying his annoyance at being disturbed.

      The man cleared his throat nervously, shifting his weight from foot to foot. "Sir, the California group just left for their first expedition. I have some news."

      Dietrich raised an eyebrow, his curiosity piqued despite his irritation. His hands were behind his head, and he had almost fallen asleep. Once again so close, and yet he knew better than to expect to be able to sleep well on a mission. You can sleep when you’re dead, he told himself. Luxuries like napping were not part of his typical MO, and even allowing himself the lightweight backpacking hammock seemed like a garish overreach.

      “And?” Dietrich said, trying to hurry his subordinate.

      The man cleared his throat. “And, well, sir, we’re guessing they’re just heading inland to get some footage for their dumb TV show thing, and most likely —”

      “Rogers, is there a caboose at the end of this long train of thought?”

      Rogers shifted. “Sorry, sir. Uh, Nielsen and I watched the crew assemble in their camp before they left. We counted off everyone who was going along, then again when the party left. When they had just started hacking their way through the forest heading northwest toward the Sayap Patah, we saw an extra man join their team.”

      This was interesting news indeed. “You recognize him?”

      “No sir,” Rogers said. “But he looked like a local. Most likely disguised as one of their guides.”

      “You followed them, I presume?” Dietrich asked. He sat up slightly in the hammock, careful not to let it drift side to side. While the group of men and women who were filming their television show had set up an elaborate camp with massive tents, folding tables and chairs, and had had food delivered to them in the morning by some catering group from the city, Dietrich had kept his own camp far more inauspicious. They had set up in a small clearing about a hundred yards to the southwest side of the other larger camp, about two-hundred feet east of the rear end of the excavation and construction that was underway. One of the security team members found the location while surveying the area last week.

      They were planning on staying here as long as the Cali team camped nearby, so Dietrich had not been concerned over hanging up a few hammocks and allowing his men to relax a little during off-hours.

      “We stayed out of sight, crawling along with them, but able to keep pace. When they stopped, we noticed that the headcount we had before was back to normal.”

      “Interesting. Did you miscount the first time?”

      “Negative, sir. We retraced their route heading back to camp on the opposite side of the path they cut through the jungle, and Nielsen found the body. It was one of the local crew members who was sent there as a porter to carry supplies and whatnot. When we recounted the group, he was missing, so that’s why the count was back to normal.”

      “Dead?”

      “Very much so, sir. Throat slit, body dumped off the path. We would never have seen it if we hadn’t tracked the group on the opposite side on the way back. The one who did it had to be the one who slipped in at the end before they left.”

      “Yes, seems so.”

      “You think he’s trying to stay with the California group to spy on their progress?” the man asked.

      Dietrich didn’t answer at first. “I can’t imagine what other reason he would be there for. Although it concerns me that there’s another group tracking the California team.” He made a mental note to ask his employer about this the next time they spoke. He had been told to expect a possible third group interested in achieving the same goal. But who were they, and why were they here at the same time as Dietrich’s group? Could they also be searching for the same thing Dietrich was here to find?

      Dietrich chewed the inside of his lip for a moment. He had planned for something like this — he had to, as he was hired because of his ability to plan for all scenarios. But he hadn’t actually expected it to happen. While his job was to protect the California crew while they filmed their television pilot, that was a secondary mission parameter. He was really here to ensure they found the item his employer wished to acquire.

      And as long as the California group was still willing to search for the lost plane, he could complete his mission. But if they got spooked before that — if they got scared and turned tail and ran back to the boats — his mission would be far more difficult. For now, he needed them alive and happy. He needed to press on, to find the plane. Then, once they found it and filmed their scenes, he could begin his own search of the area.

      Dietrich leaned over the side of the hammock and spit. “He’s not working alone. There’s another team hidden out here somewhere. We need to keep our eyes open for them. Same rules apply: full engagement, no prisoners, keep it quiet if possible.”

      Rogers snapped his head in agreement. “What about their spy?” he asked. “Do we let him continue unmolested?”

      Dietrich looked up at the mercenary. “No. Take him out. Do it quietly, and do not get caught. We need to stay out of the picture as much as possible, but we need to keep this other group out of the way as well. We can pick them off one by one if we have to, as long as they’re still moving forward towards our goal.”

      Rogers swayed on his feet for a moment, then nodded again. “Yes, of course, sir. I’ll put something together and have one of us take him out later tonight.”
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      Friday | 10:34 am

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Anna finished speaking, then stared back at the camera. She expected Neva to ask another question, but apparently the woman had gotten what she needed for this particular shot. She tapped the cameraman’s shoulder, and they started toward Brody.

      She watched as Brody suddenly came to life, his smile growing and revealing his ridiculously perfect teeth as he chatted up the front of the camera as if it were his best friend.

      He’s a natural, she thought. Whatever preconceived notions she might have had about him, he was certainly a professional. She knew he was no stranger to reality TV, and she was starting to get a glimpse of what it was actually like on set. She had a feeling that most of what she — as well as all other Americans — thought of reality on television was completely wrong. That any like or dislike of a particular actor or actress originated from the editing room’s ability to weave a tale rather than a person’s actual personality. She had assumed Brody would just be a petty, infantile man-child, the narcissistic type she’d come to know in people like Max.

      As it turned out, Brody seemed to be none of those things. Sure, he had a bit of the pretty boy persona — he knew he looked good, and he flaunted it — but wasn’t that his job? And he could have been a jerk about it, like Max, but instead, he actually seemed to be nice. Normal, even.

      As she sat there listening to Brody, she couldn't help but feel a twinge of nostalgia wash over her. She remembered a time, not so long ago, when she had been naive enough to believe that the world was a simple, straightforward place. Back then, she had thought that people like Max were the real deal, genuine seekers of truth and justice.

      But as she grew older, she began to see things differently. She saw how the world could be manipulated and shaped, how truth and reality were often little more than commodities to be bought and sold by those with the power and the money. And she realized that people like Max, for all their bluster and bravado, were often just as much a part of the problem as anyone else. Before she had realized that reality could be bought and sold, chopped up and reformatted as a particular flavor of the week, all packaged with a nice little bow on top.

      Max Sharp was the epitome of that. His charismatic, likable persona on screen was far from his true identity — it was a branding package, something the network had created.

      She shook her head, banishing the memories of her younger self. She couldn't afford to be naive anymore, not when so much was at stake. She had a job to do, a mission to fulfill, and she couldn't let her doubts or fears get in the way.

      She tried to push the memory out of her mind, but she knew it was just going to continue to return. Max had almost spilled the beans last night at dinner, and although she had been relieved that he hadn’t, she knew it was only a matter of time before he used it to gain an edge over her.

      But to what end? Why did he need to bring her down to lift himself up? Was that just his method of feeling important, or was there something more to it? What game was Max Sharp truly playing?

      Anna had considered not accepting this role because of their shared past, but she had eventually decided not to let someone like him dictate her career trajectory. It was a long time ago, she had told herself. I’m not going to let an asshole like Max get in the way of a good thing.

      Acting on a reality TV show, she now knew, was a far cry from the posturing of an academic professional, but it was, in some sense, a similar battle. She needed to be better, smarter, and more prepared than her opponents. In the academic world, she did that by publishing, and through convincing her peers to review her work. In this world, perhaps Max’s approach was the TV version of that — kill or be killed. It was no different here, and while she didn’t consider Brody a threat, if she wanted to make a name for herself, she might have to learn to maneuver in much the same way Max was doing now.

      Anna watched as Max strode over to Brody, a broad smile on his face. She had always found Max's boundless energy and charisma to be a little overwhelming, but she couldn't deny that he had a way of commanding attention. And as he clapped a hand on Brody's shoulder and pulled him in for a side hug, she couldn't help but feel a sense of admiration for the way he worked the camera.

      As Neva posed her question to Brody, Max stepped in smoothly, intercepting the question and launching into a spiel about their upcoming expedition. Anna couldn't help but be impressed by the way he effortlessly shifted the focus of the conversation, drawing attention to the excitement and adventure that lay ahead.

      Meanwhile, Brody simply smiled and stared into the camera, his eyes sparkling with a sense of excitement and anticipation. Anna had always known that Brody was good on camera — it was part of what had made him such a successful reality TV star — but there was something different about him now, aside from the fact that she knew how annoyed he probably was at Max’s jostling for screen time.

      There was something else there. Something that spoke to a deeper sense of purpose and conviction.

      As she watched, taking sips from her water bottle to rehydrate, Anna couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement bubbling up inside her. She knew that the road ahead was going to be long and treacherous, that there would be obstacles and challenges at every turn. But with Max's boundless energy and Brody's quiet determination, she felt more confident than ever that they could overcome whatever the world might throw at them.

      Johannson laughed as Brody finally gave up and left Max alone with Neva’s interview. It was a dumb question, anyway. She doubted any of this would make it through to the actual pilot episode once it was completed.

      She stood up, ready to get back to trekking through the dense jungle. She turned and saw the rest of the crew milling about, trying to look busy — or at least trying to get as much rest as possible before they started again.

      As she looked out over the line of people, she noticed someone in the back. One of the locals, she guessed, as she didn’t recognize him from the crew’s gathering back at camp.

      What caught her attention, however, was that the man was staring directly at her. His face was unmoving, unwavering. Empty-handed, his hands and arms were at his sides. He didn’t even have a backpack on.

      Was he really here to help? Was he supposed to be a guide, waiting for his turn to lead the group into the jungle?

      She held his gaze for another few seconds, not wanting to be the first to break it. Someone else stepped in front of her view, blocking her line of sight. When they stepped away, the man was gone.

      She felt an odd sensation and shivered slightly. It wasn’t cold in the forest, and the humidity only amplified the hot temperature. Yet she had goosebumps.

      What the hell was that all about? she wondered. Why was he looking at me like that?

      She walked up and joined Brody and Max’s assistant, Colin, and once again began slashing her way forward. However, something had shifted. Something had changed, it seemed. Where before she was excited, optimistic, now she felt a sense of foreboding.

      Pieces were clicking into place, though she had no idea what the final picture would be. Landon’s withholding of important details, the rapid nature of the entire shoot in general, Max’s aggressive and hostile attempt to take over the lead role, and now this very intense, strange confrontation with a man she didn’t recognize.

      While she couldn’t imagine what it might be, she had no doubt.

      Something was coming. Something was going to happen.
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      Brody was glad Neva had ended the shot after only a couple of questions. He had practiced some monologue a bit, knowing that the team would want to record pieces of Brody’s experience firsthand.

      But when Max strode over and put his arm around his shoulder as if they were buddies, he wanted to turn around and sock the guy in the jaw. Brody knew that sort of retaliation wouldn't end well — for all his sharp dressing, practiced fake accent, and general façade, he knew there was real muscle under the man's pressed shirt. He may not be the survivalist he pretended he was on television, but he was certainly capable of throwing his weight around.

      And Brody was not about to start a fight with one of his cohosts. If they were going to have any hope of making it through a pilot episode — much less an entire season — they were going to have to figure out how to work together. They didn't need to be a close-knit family, but they at least needed to have some professional decency and outward respect for each other.

      He figured he wouldn’t earn any additional respect from his two cohosts, so it pumped him up a bit to know that he was taking the high road and extending that respect in their direction instead. With any luck, they would learn to appreciate him for who he was: a good actor, an all-around decent guy, and the son of a famous archaeologist. No more, no less.

      In spite of Max’s general shittiness, He couldn't help but feel philosophical and optimistic as they marched through the jungle. While he sensed a bit of begrudging hesitation in the rest of the crew — especially those who had never really been out of their comfy studio offices — he felt at home out here. He remembered trekking through a similar tropical jungle with his father and his crew twenty years ago, of hacking away flora to reach an ancient temple in Cambodia. On that particular expedition, his father's crew had found evidence that the temple was far older than what archeologists had originally guessed. He remembered the feeling of exuberance, of sheer surprise and delight.

      And he remembered the joy on his father’s face. He wanted to recapture that now, on this trip. Even if they didn’t find something as powerful — or anything at all — he wanted to discover that same feeling of accomplishment.

      For him, it was difficult not to feel contentment just being in a place like this, even if it were a bit rainier and hotter than he would've liked. There was something innate in him about wanderlust, the longing for adventure. He recalled how he had felt when he had heard Landon explain what they were searching for. Could Amelia Earhart's crashed plane really be out here? Was that why a lot of this show and the script had so far been kept so hush-hush? Perhaps Gene had not known about any of this, so there was no way he could have passed it along to Brody.

      But even if that were the case, why? It was no secret that Amelia Earhart’s plane had gone down somewhere in the South Pacific. There were plenty of treasure-hunting types out there searching for it every year, and plenty of people who had claimed to actually find a piece of it. Why should this trip be any different? Why did the network want to keep things under wraps so tightly that they couldn't even tell their future star host about it?

      He pulled his blade across an extra thick frond, feeling its power as it hacked the thing completely in half. He knew was going to be sore later, but he wanted to make sure Neva got some great footage of him actually doing the work. He had seen his father do it as a kid. He knew that while most of what they did out here could be completely misconstrued and misrepresented by Landon and his editors, it was very difficult to fake the actual backbreaking work of someone cutting their way through a dense jungle. This was the type of thing a stuntman couldn’t be used for, and where CGI would be prohibitively expensive. If anyone at the network cared, he wanted to be sure he was sending the right message.

      I’m here, and I'm the real deal, and you got the right guy for the job.

      They marched for another two hours before Neva called it quits. It was early afternoon, and while they would be able to get back to camp twice as fast as it had taken to get out here, she explained that she wanted to make sure they were all back before sunset. Something about the photography crew getting those wide, sweeping shots of camp at twilight.

      Brody didn’t mind heading back — although they had essentially wasted time cutting a line toward the volcanic spire, he knew that had been the plan all along. He didn’t mind a bit of a hike, even if he had to cut his own trail. Being out here was fun, and he was being paid wonderfully for the opportunity.

      Neva jogged up beside him. She smiled at Brody as he tucked his machete back into the loop around his belt. “Hey,” Neva said, her voice low. “Thought I could get a little bit more from you. Before, you know, he…”

      Brody laughed. “I understand exactly what you mean. He’s a bit much, isn’t he?”

      Neva grinned and then pulled out a smaller film camera Brody didn’t even realize she had. She held it with both hands, looking down at the top of the thing while tilting a screen upward a little bit to get a shot of Brody from slightly below eye level. Without looking up, Neva began. “Tell us about the journey so far — make it seem like we are really close to finding something if you can.”

      Brody wasn’t sure exactly what that meant — how would they know if they were really close to finding something? They would have had to find something in the first place, right? Still, he didn’t hesitate. “I can sense it,” he started, forcing excitement to color his face. “It’s like — I mean, I can feel it in the air, you know?” In a moment of inspiration, hoping that the humor would translate through the television screen, Brody broke into the chorus of Phil Collins’ In the Air Tonight.

      When he finished, Neva was smiling. “Perfect,” Neva whispered. “Absolutely perfect. Keep going. But do it again without the song, because the network probably won’t pay for the rights to it.”

      Brody nodded quickly, then recounted what he had seen that day. He wasn’t a botanist or geologist, nor did he have much experience identifying the exotic plants and flowers surrounding them, but he did his best to describe the general feeling of walking through such a lush rainforest.

      After a few minutes, Brody saw over Neva’s shoulder that Max had smartened up to Neva’s ruse. The man was frowning, barreling up the path toward them to get involved once again with the scene. Neva apparently sensed him coming and flicked off the camera just as Max appeared.

      She winked at Brody, then turned to intercept Max.
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      As soon as they had returned to camp, Landon called for a debriefing meeting. He looked happy, rested and ready to hear the sound of his own voice. But over his head, Brody saw that the tables had been piled high with dinner. Rather than circle up this time, as per Landon’s request, people simply made a beeline straight for the tables.

      Everyone was ravenous apparently, tearing through the pile of what passed as local barbecue sandwiches with a vengeance, leaving nothing but a smooth, clear platter behind. Landon said a few words of encouragement while the crew ate and thanked everyone for their hard work that day.

      After their early dinner, a carload of team members, including Neva and a few of the cameramen who had hiked with them that day, all drove down to town, looking for better entertainment than card games and browsing the Internet using a spotty cell connection.

      Brody and Dr. Johansson stayed behind. Two members of Max’s posse were shouting at each other over a drinking game at the far edge of camp, and some of the remaining crew were meandering over to their table to watch or participate. Brody had already been yawning by the time they had come back to camp, so now that the officially sanctioned activities of the evening were over, Brody was hoping to get a good night of sleep.

      Even the cot in the tent sounded like an attractive option to him.

      When it started to get dark, he walked toward his tent and noticed that a few others who had remained in camp seemed to have the same idea. It had only been an hour since the SUV had left with its thrill-seeking passengers, yet lights were turning on inside a few of the tents around the camp. It would only be a matter of time before those lights would flicker back out, their occupants exhausted. Brody saw Landon enter his own glamping tent, a dim light appearing from inside of it.

      As Brody tossed the tent flap up and over its pole and stepped inside, he heard a strange sound.

      It sounded like a scream, one from a grown person, male. It was deep, but yet similarly high-pitched, as though at the top of their register.

      His heart immediately began pounding, and he ran back outside and turned a full, slow circle.

      He saw Johansson emerge, as well as Colin from across camp. They were each in separate tents that faced one another, and through the dim light, Brody saw each of them, their eyes wide. Scared, just like he was. He watched Landon’s tent, but the light stayed on, and nothing inside shifted. Perhaps the director had not heard the sound?

      Brody took a few steps forward, intensely aware of the crunching sound of leaves and gravel under his boot. He noticed that Colin had already removed his shoes and was barefoot. Apparently the guy wasn’t afraid of any creepy crawlies that might be out for a midnight snack of human toes.

      “What the hell was that?” Johannson whispered, coming close to the two men.

      Brody shook his head. “I have no idea. Sounded like a scream, though, didn’t it?”

      “It was definitely a scream,” Colin said, his voice low. He walked forward, toward Brody. His feet made no sound on the jungle floor, and within a moment, he was directly in front of him. “I’m going to take a look around out there. Could use another set of eyes, if you’re up for it.”

      Brody looked at Colin, then down at his bare feet, then back over at Johansson. She walked forward as well. “I’m not staying here,” she said quickly. “If you two are going somewhere, I am as well.”

      “It was probably just a pig or something. They sound like that sometimes, don’t they?”

      Colin shook his head. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe, like, I don’t know, a peacock or something?” Brody had heard the squawk of the peacock and thought that it could be a potential emulation of a human scream.

      “I’m gonna take a look around anyway.”

      Brody wasn’t sure why Colin was so dead-set on running through the jungle at night, but he didn’t argue. He pulled his phone out, turning on the video record mode. Landon had made a joke that they should all be aware of potential shots, since they were all carrying around thousand-dollar HD cameras in their pocket at all times.

      Maybe he wasn’t kidding, he suddenly thought. Maybe this is exactly the type of footage he hopes we get.

      He had the sudden realization that it was two of the show’s cohosts — and a stand-in for Max himself — who seemed to have heard the scream, and no one else. Could Landon have set this up? Was this some kind of ruse, hoping to elicit some real emotional stakes for the season pilot?

      Before he could answer his own question, Colin was off and heading for the woods. He whispered to Brody and Johansson over his shoulder as he stepped into the jungle. “Max left about half an hour ago. Snuck away from camp, timing it so that no one else saw him leave.”

      “What the hell?” Brody asked. “Are you serious? Why?”

      Colin shrugged. “To be honest, I don’t really care anymore. He does this stuff all the time. Runs off and does his own thing, then comes back with some awesome footage of something that looks incredibly dangerous and thrilling. One time I followed him and saw him balancing on this fallen log that was precariously perched over a massive cliff. We were in Columbia at the time, and you could see this amazing scene behind him.”

      Anna pulled her hand up to her mouth. “Oh my God, I think I’ve seen that exact scene! It was on his YouTube channel, too. I’m pretty sure —“

      She swallowed, then pulled her hand back down. It was difficult to see in the dying light, but Brody thought she looked embarrassed for a moment. Once again, he was reminded of the strange tension between his two cohosts.

      “The point is,” Colin said, “it wasn’t really a cliff at all, but it looked like it was from that angle. It was a gently sloping hill that looked out over this expansive bay. If he fell, he would have fallen about ten feet, and only if he bounced just right. I waited for him to head back to camp, then went to check it out. I saw a bunch of marks on the ground where it looked like the log had been dragged around. I always figured he just dragged the log into place himself.”

      Brody smiled. It seemed the façade of his survivalist cohost was cracking apart as quickly as his ability to put up with his personality. For some reason, that made Brody happy.
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      “Tell me,” Brody said as they as he pressed back a leaf the size of his upper body. “You’re barefoot and totally at ease in an exotic rainforest, looking for the source of what seemed to be a human scream.”

      Colin turned and grinned, the first time Brody had seen him smile all trip. “Is there a question there?”

      Brody shrugged. “Just seems like you’ve got a better knack for this survivalism thing than your role model. I mean, changing clothes multiple times a day? That first outfit he had on made him look like he had just gotten done with church, then during the hike today, he wore brand-new cargo pants and a pressed shirt. I mean, how did he even travel with that? And if anyone should be the pretty boy around here, isn’t that my role to play?”

      Anna turned. “Don’t forget — he changed before dinner too, remember? He had that fancy Hawaiian shirt thing on. I remember, because he brushed up against me while we were in line, and I could smell his shitty cologne.”

      At this, Colin actually let out a chuckle. “First of all, he’s not my role model. He pays me well, and told me that my job is to keep him happy and stay out of his way. If you read between the lines, that means my job is to try as hard as possible to get more attention onto him, from directors, camera people, anyone who’s anyone in the industry, while making sure it never falls to me. That sort of thing.”

      They walked on, and the group fell silent. Brody sensed there was more, and when they came to a small clearing and crouched down at the edge of it, Colin continued by whispering. “The thing is, I wasn’t actually hired for any of that. I was hired because I’m actually good at all the stuff he says he’s good at.”

      Anna quickly jerked her head in his direction. “Are you saying he’s not good at any of that stuff? That he doesn’t actually know how to survive in the middle of nowhere?”

      Colin stared off into the clearing while they waited, then shrugged. “If he is, I’ve never seen it. I’ve been with him now for about five years, and I’ve been on two different shows with him. There’s always — and I repeat, always — a pretty lavish setup just off-camera. The longest I think we hiked at one time was maybe a couple of miles? The longest I’ve seen him sleep in a tent was, well — last night.”

      Brody let out a low whistle of amazement as he looked around him, the jungle alive with the sounds of nocturnal creatures. He realized, however, that he needed to keep the noise down. They were still searching for the source of the scream, and the last thing they wanted was to scare off whoever - or whatever - might be out there.

      He fished out his phone and activated the camera, holding it out in front of him as he continued to move through the jungle. The purplish moonlight filtering down through the canopy cast strange, shifting shadows on the forest floor, and Brody couldn't help but feel a sense of awe at the sheer beauty of it all.

      As he moved deeper into the jungle, his eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of movement or sound, Brody couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement and anticipation building inside him. He knew that they were taking a risk, that the dangers of the jungle were very real. But he also knew that the reward, the chance to capture something truly extraordinary on film, was worth the risk. And so he pressed on, his phone held out in front of him like a talisman against the darkness, his heart pounding with a mixture of fear and exhilaration.

      He kept the camera trained on the path ahead of him, hoping that the low-light capabilities of his phone would be enough to capture something noteworthy. He knew that the footage he was capturing might not be of the highest quality, but he trusted the skills of the editors back home to work their magic and turn his rough, amateurish recordings into something truly special.

      That is, of course, if they actually found anything.

      Another sound reached his ears, this time closer but much quieter. It sounded like a moan. “Did you hear that?” he asked.

      The other two nodded, and Colin stood up and walked out into the middle of the clearing. “It came from directly across this space,” he said, continuing to keep his voice low enough so it was barely audible.

      Johansson stood up as well and followed behind, and Brody took the chance to get a decent shot of the pair working their way across the clearing toward the other side. He was watching his phone’s screen when he noticed Colin picking up his pace. He looked up at the real thing and saw Colin now break into a run.

      “Over here!” he called out. “There’s someone on the ground!”

      Brody started walking faster, still trying to hold the phone steady as he moved. Whatever this was — even if it were fake, and Landon had cooked it up to pass off as reality — it was going to make some thrilling TV. They might have to use just the audio on top of B-roll footage, but the editors could figure that out later.

      As he reached the opposite side of the clearing, he saw what Colin and now Anna were looking at. Sure enough, on the ground in front of their feet was a man, stretched out and prone.

      Dead.

      He looked like one of the local crew members who had been with them that day, though he hadn’t caught the man’s name. If he were like the man who had been walking up front with him most of the journey, he would not have gotten his name in the first place — that man had barely spoken a word.

      Brody swallowed, unable to speak as he looked down at the lifeless man.

      “He’s with us,” Anna said. “I saw him today on the trail. He was in the back, I think. Next to this other guy who was staring at me.”

      “Staring at you?” Colin asked.

      “Yeah, I don’t know.” She rubbed her shoulders. “It was the weirdest thing; he gave me a creepy vibe.” She shook her head. “Anyway, this guy must have been friends with him or something. I don’t know, but I recognize him.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a dead body,” Brody finally said, his voice a whisper.

      “Me, neither,” Anna added.

      Colin was silent. Brody watched his face as he looked at the downed guide. It was curious, as if he weren’t looking at a dead human but a puzzle.

      What’s he thinking? Brody wondered. What’s he trying to figure out?

      And then the truth hit him like a punch to the gut. He knew the question Colin was looking for an answer to, and suddenly Brody felt naked and vulnerable out here in the jungle.

      Who killed him? And where are they?
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      Brody and the others hustled back to camp, their hearts pounding with fear and adrenaline. The scream had left them all thoroughly spooked, and they were eager to return to the relative safety of their campsite.

      As they stumbled back into camp, panting and sweating from their mad dash through the jungle, Brody couldn't help but notice Colin disappearing into his tent. A few moments later, he emerged, wearing a pair of shoes. Brody thought it was a little strange that Colin had suddenly decided to wear shoes — after all, he had been running through the jungle barefoot just a few moments ago — but he didn't question it. He knew that Colin was a mysterious figure, and he didn't want to ask any unnecessary questions that might cause trouble.

      Brody walked to Landon’s tent. No one else was out and about in the camp; the SUV that had taken the others to the village was still gone.

      Max appeared and walked over to Colin while Brody called Landon’s name and waited at the edge of camp.

      Landon emerged a few moments later, bleary-eyed and yawning, a deep frown on his shadowy face. Apparently, the guy had been in a deep sleep. He looked frustrated but walked over to Brody’s spot anyway. “The hell you want, Brody? It’s the middle of the night?”

      “It’s not even eight pm,” Brody said. “And there’s something you need to know about.”

      “What? Just tell me about it, and I’ll have someone check it out tomorrow morning.”

      Johansson was suddenly there, by Brody’s side. She stepped forward. “It’s a dead body, Landon,” she said.

      This got Landon’s attention, immediately waking him from his stupor. He blinked a few times, his mouth moving as he tried to speak. “Wait — what? Like, a dead human body?”

      Brody nodded. “Looks like a local, but I didn’t recognize him from our crew. Anna said she saw him with us today, on the trail up toward that spire.”

      “Toward the…” Landon was still having trouble getting his mouth to function properly. He looked up at Brody and started to speak, but before he could, Max came barreling toward the group.

      Brody heard Max’s drawl even before he could see the man through the darkness. “Sounds like you’ve all been having a little fun without me,” he said. He noticed Colin right behind Max.

      “This isn’t a game, Max,” Anna said. “Someone’s dead.”

      “I know, I know,” Max answered, waving a dismissive hand. “Colin came and told me about it. All scared and stuff, too, so I’ll have to check it out. Show me where the body is, and I’ll do a little investigating.”

      Brody rolled his eyes, thankful that no one else could see them in the dim moonlight. A few other crew members, including one of Landon’s assistants he thought was named Laura, poked their heads out of their tents and listened in.

      “I — I guess we should go take a look,” Landon said.

      “Either that or just call the cops or something,” Johansson said. “I guess there’s no reason for you to see it if you don’t want to.”

      Landon already looked like he was going to be sick, and Brody wondered if he would once again send Neva. Neva seemed to have the constitution of a three-year-old, so he figured that wouldn’t help them in the slightest. Landon swallowed, eyed each of them in turn, then finally nodded once. “Okay, I’m going to call it in. The network can play backup and get the legal team involved if necessary, but they should at least know about it, as well. But, guys — do me a favor and don’t mention this to anyone else until we’ve at least got some answers. I’ll have the local authorities get up here as fast as they can to at least ID the man.”

      Brody was able to read between the lines and hear what Landon was really saying. We need to keep this on the down-low, so the network doesn’t get in trouble and lose a lot of money.

      It was heartless, but was typical of the brand of corporate protection Brody knew Landon bought into. Forget the dead man’s family — there was money on the line.

      Max was already moving toward the jungle, his long legs propelling him forward with a determined stride, his breath coming in quick, shallow gasps. Colin hurried to keep up, but made almost no sound as he moved easily through dense forest. Brody and Johansson followed close behind, their hearts pounding with a mixture of fear and excitement.

      As they retraced their earlier steps and entered the rainforest once again, Brody felt a sense of awe at the sheer beauty of the place. The canopy overhead was alive with the sounds of exotic birds and animals, and the air was thick with the sweet, musky scent of the jungle.

      Max led them deeper into the forest, his sharp eyes scanning the undergrowth for any sign of movement or sound. Colin followed, his body tense and ready for action. Brody’s eyes darted nervously around as he tried to stay alert to any potential dangers.

      The sense of danger grew more intense, palpable now. Brody could feel the weight of the jungle pressing down on him, the trees closing in around them like a living, breathing entity. And yet, even as he felt his nerves starting to fray, he couldn't help but feel a sense of excitement building inside him. He knew that they were on the brink of something incredible, something that would change their lives forever.

      And so they pressed on, their eyes trained on the path ahead of them, their hearts pounding with a mixture of fear and exhilaration. They had no idea what lay ahead, but they knew that they were ready to face whatever the jungle had in store for them.Brody’s heart was pounding out of his chest. He wondered if the death could have been caused by some sort of exotic venom. Were there snakes on this island? Or had this been something more nefarious? Something caused by another human?

      After all, the man had screamed out before his death.

      And if that were the case, what did it mean for them? Had the guy had some sort of falling out with another crew member? Or was something else going on?

      He didn’t have time to voice any of these questions to the group, as once again Max was yammering away, talking through the possible causes of death. Brody thought it was an interesting tactic, seeing as to how they hadn’t even reached the body yet, but then he realized that Max was not talking to them — he was talking into his cell phone, which was recording a flash-lit view of his face as he marched through the jungle.

      Brody gritted his teeth as the man spoke. His accent was grating and obnoxious, and there was a certain tinge of feigned fear in his voice that made Brody want to roll his eyes.

      "Potentially all sorts of deadly exotic wildlife out here," Max continued, his eyes darting around nervously. "Snakes, bugs — even small mammals that could be carrying some kind of contagion. We shouldn't be out here at all, but the others just can't stay away. I, for one, live for this kind of thing."

      Brody fought the urge to tell the man to shut up. He couldn't believe that anyone could be so obnoxious and annoying, especially in a situation like this.

      "Of course, my thoughts and prayers go out to the man's family," the man added, his voice taking on a more serious tone, dropping to a near-whisper. "It's a tragedy, no doubt about it. But we have to keep moving forward, no matter what."

      Brody nodded, barely able to contain his annoyance. He knew that they had to keep moving forward, but he couldn't shake the feeling that the man's constant chatter was only making things worse.

      And so they pressed on, Brody gritting his teeth and trying his best to ignore the man's constant chatter. He knew that they were both here for the same reason, but he couldn't help but wish that the man would just shut up and let them focus on the task at hand.

      Brody wanted to push him off a cliff, but unfortunately there were none close by. How can he be so insensitive? So careless of someone else’s life? It was sickening. Brody knew the man was a bad apple, but was he actually so bent on his own success that he would take an opportunity like this for his own gain?

      He sensed he knew the answer, but what troubled him more was how unsurprised Max had seemed about this whole thing.

      As if he had known about it all along.

      As if he had known about it before the rest of them.
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      “Dude, knock it off.”

      Colin turned to see Brody approaching Max, an angry look on his face. Landon had told them all to gather as much B-roll footage using their own phones as possible. It will help sell the effect that we’re really out here, Landon had told them. The star of the show was apparently unhappy with Max’s desire to do just that.

      Still, Colin understood where Brody was coming from — this wasn’t just about television anymore. This wasn’t some scripted drama. Someone had actually died — someone who had been part of their group.

      Max whirled around, not stopping the recording. “You want to say that to my face?”

      Colin was puzzled by Max’s abrupt response, but then he remembered the petty pissing contest between his boss and Brody — the cause of that pissing contest standing right next to Colin. He hadn’t known Max to get worked up around women, but he did admit Dr. Johansson was extremely good-looking.

      Still, Colin was staying out of this particular battle. Let the popular kids fight over her, he had told himself. As of now, it didn’t seem like Johansson was the type of woman to put up with that sort of pettiness. Regardless, Max did tend to pour it on thick when a member of the female species — particularly a good-looking one — was in earshot.

      Brody seemed surprised by Max’s response as well. “Look, man, I’m not trying to pick a fight. I’m just saying to lay off the video for a minute. We need to figure out how this guy died, right?”

      “Don’t need to, because I already did,” Max said. “This was obviously the work of a local insect. Something in the hornet family, like the Japanese Giant Hornet, known for its size and its ability to kill a small mammal with its venom.”

      “But this is not a small —“

      “I’m getting to that,” Max said, holding up a finger as if telling a child to wait their turn. “A lot of people tend to be very allergic to them, as well. You said you heard a scream, right? Well, this thing would have stung him, then flown away as he swatted at it. But it would already have been too late — the venom would be inside him, and if he was even mildly allergic, it would cause serious problems. I’d bet that an autopsy report reveals he wasn’t just mildly allergic, but… deathly allergic.”

      Max paused intermittently as he spoke the last line, and Colin couldn’t help but notice he brought his hand up and to the side, slowly rolling it forward in front of him so that the camera could get a sweeping view of the scene, closed out by a shot of the survivalist’s face. As Max finished his monologue, he even put his head down in a silent bow in respect for the deceased.

      It was egregiously vain, but Colin had come to know all of Max’s quirks, including this one — his quirk of having such an inflated ego that he tended to say things that were completely implausible.

      And what he had said was, Colin knew, completely implausible. He kept his mouth shut but silently willed Brody and Johansson not to put too much emphasis on the man’s words. There was still going to be an investigation, and Colin only hoped that the local authorities were capable of performing an autopsy. He also hoped that they would be willing to do so.

      He wasn’t convinced yet, but his hunch was that this was nothing as simple as an allergic reaction to an insect’s sting.

      If Brody or Johansson sensed this as well, they didn’t say anything. Max continued, bringing the phone around and pointing it down at the dead man’s body so he could get a good shot. “Most of this obviously won’t make it to air, but at least it will be in the can if the editors want a crack at it. Either way, I think it really shows the drastic situation we found ourselves in, team. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Colin watched as Max lifted the phone and pointed it at Johansson’s face. The flash clearly blinded her, and she took a step back as she tried to regain her composure. When she did, her hand swatted up and batted at the phone, knocking it completely out of Max’s hands, bouncing off his nose, and then onto the ground.

      “What the f—”

      “You can’t just screw around with stuff like this,” Anna said. “Brody’s right — this isn’t TV anymore; this is real life. Someone just lost theirs, and you’re making light of it? God, you’re an asshole.”

      “I wasn’t making light of —“

      “Save it, Sharp. We need to get something to cover him up. The bugs will be on him in a matter of minutes, so it’s the least we can do to maintain a little decency.”

      Max looked like he was going to pop, the veins in his neck strained, but he bent down, brushed off his pant legs, then grabbed his phone from the jungle floor. When he stood back up, he was staring at Colin. “I need you to write up what I said, finding an insect that might fit the bill. There’s bound to be one out here somewhere. We’re on a desolate island, but these islands are always loaded with interesting genetic anomalies, like that murder hornet thing.”

      Colin took a mental note but didn’t respond.

      “I’ll also need to record a voiceover in case we use this footage. I want to sound like I know what I’m talking about, so make sure it’s tight. Write the script up as well, and I’ll record it tomorrow night. Got it?”

      Colin noticed that Brody and Johansson were staring at him, both their jaws open slightly as Max laid down his demands. But this sort of thing was exactly what Max had been paying him for over the last five years — his expertise, his knowledge, and his willingness to comply with even the most random of orders. To be fair, this was a vast improvement from the early days of just fetching Max’s thick, sugary coffee and providing an unlimited amount of doughnuts — bagels didn’t provide enough sweetness — to make sure Max had them on set at all times.

      Now, Max had been bringing him along for the last two seasons of the show he had been filming, as well as the one before that, and they had gotten into a bit of a rhythm working together. He couldn’t say he enjoyed the man, but the work paid well, and there was always a promise that Colin was going to get his own chance in the limelight.

      But there were times — and this was certainly one of them — when he felt as though he didn’t know the man at all. That rhythm now felt missing, replaced by something else. Dread? Fear? He couldn’t be sure.

      What he could be sure of was that Max had layers, just like everyone else.

      What was Max hiding beneath this particular layer?
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      Friday | 8:04 pm

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      The short hike back to camp seemed to take longer than ever, but as slowly as they seemed to be traveling, Brody’s mind was racing. Who had killed this man and why? Could it have been something as simple and innocent as an injection? Could the man have just been in the wrong place at the wrong time? Certainly a person from this island would know better than to run to the jungle in the evening, especially if they were deathly allergic to whatever Max claimed had bitten him.

      And what was up with Max’s enthusiasm for jumping in and stealing the show again? He had done it on the trail, he had done it back in camp, and now he had done it out here where the stakes were much higher. Worse, he hadn’t even seemed to care that someone had died. He hadn’t even seemed surprised. Somebody had died, and all Max saw was the potential to steal the limelight. He knew the man was narcissistic, but this was taking things to the next level.

      And Colin… what was up with that guy? He seemed like he had a good head on his shoulders, especially compared to his boss.

      As if reading his mind, Colin strode up next to Brody and started to talk quietly. “It wasn’t a bug,” Colin said.

      “Yeah, that seemed a bit fishy to me. But how do you know for sure? Aren’t there bugs like that in the world?”

      “Sure, without a doubt. The so-called ‘murder hornet,’ for example, that America was freaking out about a while back. The ‘vespa magnifica.’ It’s a real hornet, and it’s a nasty little thing.”

      “I saw pictures of those. Didn’t seem little.”

      Colin laughed. “Yeah, that’s true. They’re as big as a grown man’s open hand. And they sting, and they can kill you. But they’re not out here. If they were, they would have taken over and quickly killed everything off, then died off themselves. Not enough renewable food in such a limited space for a creature like them.”

      “Are you like… what’s it called? A bugologist?”

      Colin laughed again. “An entomologist? No, but I know my way around places like this.”

      “Rainforests? Tropical jungles?”

      “Pretty much anywhere that’s got sky overhead. I did a brief stint with the Rangers, but rolled out into a civilian position teaching survivalism. It was good money, but this opportunity came along and offered more money, and I thought it would be fun.”

      “Wait a minute,” Brody said. “So you’re telling me you’re actually some special forces soldier guy with all the survival instincts Max wishes he had?”

      Colin smiled, and Brody noticed for the first time that the man wasn’t uptight or cold, like he’d thought before. He was hesitant. He didn’t want to show up his boss and potentially lose the lucrative position. He was either the most empathetic human being Brody had ever met, or he just legitimately didn’t care for attention and credit. “Max has some instincts. But what I have is not just instinct — I’ve got the experience to back it up. Max isn’t completely useless, either, in my opinion. He’s just a grown-up Boy Scout. Good when there’s a script, and lines to follow. There’s a lot rattling around in his head by now, but he hasn’t spent nearly enough time out here for any of it to be second nature.”

      “Should… you be telling me this?”

      Colin turned to Brody with a mischievous expression on his face. “Without a doubt, no. But the status quo has changed a bit, don’t you think? Someone’s actually dead now, and I’m not just going to sit here and pretend like it was an accident.”

      Brody stopped in his tracks, just on the edge of camp. He saw Landon and a few others huddled together in the distance, Max himself walking toward his own tent. Headlights rolled up from the hill, illuminating a bit of the site but mostly casting long shadows over everyone’s already dreary phase. He heard the sound of heavy machinery in the distance. The resort’s work crew at the nearby excavation site. Gertie, the twig-legged bodybuilder pilot, must have convinced some locals to work a double shift tonight.

      “You don’t think this was an accident?” he asked Colin.

      Colin shook his head and looked side to side. Anna must have gone back to her own tent as well, because right now, it was just Colin and Brody, alone. “Whatever insects might be able to pull something off like that, they’re not anywhere around here. Not enough of a replenishing food source for a hive, as I said. And the way he screamed — it didn’t sound like someone who had just been stung or bitten — it seemed like the scream somebody would make if they saw their attacker face-to-face.”

      “But there were no traces of trauma injury,” Brody said. “At least, none that I saw. I mean, I’m no crime-scene guy, nor have I played one on TV, but you would think there would have been signs of an attack, if that’s what went down.”

      Colin nodded. “Yeah, I’ll admit it’s a little strange. But we didn’t even really investigate anything, remember? Wounds could be all over his back, back of the head, even the side of the head. Or it could be under his hair — he doesn’t have to be bleeding out to imply he was injured by something. He could’ve gotten knocked out and then died a minute later, for all we know. Point is, it seems a lot less plausible to me that he died of natural causes. I think something was going down out there.”

      “Like a drug deal gone bad?”

      “Effectively, yes,” Colin said. “Think about it — a bunch of rich television people come to a tiny island that probably doesn’t see more than a handful of tourists a year. We’re prime pickings for anyone wanting to make a quick buck by stealing from us and then selling it.”

      Brody nodded. This was sort of the line of reasoning he had fallen into after talking to Anna. He had seen with his own eyes the gun-wielding security guards in front of the hotel that was being renovated. Whoever owned the hotel down in town and the resort location under development up here had paid a lot of money for high security. Brody had only been here for about a day, so he had no idea what kind of hostility the locals could get up to, but for someone to require security like that, he figured it was a big deal.

      “So what you’re saying is that we should watch our backs?” Brody asked.

      “That, and we need to check for any valuables that may have been stolen. Cameras, obviously, but any sort of small electronics — adapters, phones, anything, really. I imagine they don’t get 2-day delivery out here, so anything that’s useful could be a target.”

      “Got it.” Brody turned and faced the circle of tents once again. He saw Landon splitting off from the rest of the group he had been huddled with. “Landon’s coming over,” Brody said. “Maybe we should talk to him.”

      Colin shook his head. “Landon seems to me to be the kind of guy who freaks out when he steps in a puddle, and his protege, Neva, is even more skittish. If he really did call the authorities, though, they can figure it out. What Landon doesn’t know can’t hurt him, and in the meantime, I can poke around and see if anyone’s missing anything.”

      Brody couldn’t argue with Colin’s assessment, so he nodded and reached out his hand. “I don’t think we really had a chance to get acquainted, at least not officially. Sorry for any of the shenanigans earlier you might have been privy to.”

      Colin smiled and shook Brody’s hand. “Trust me; it’s an honor. I was a huge fan of your dad’s show, and the man he seemed to be. It’s a shame my boss isn’t more like him, but I’m thinking — hoping — you might be.”

      It was the closest thing to a true compliment Brody had ever received, especially coming from a man like Colin. He made a mental note to try to get closer to him over the course of their stay. He had found an ally out here, against all odds.
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      “Look,” Landon began, “I know I wasn’t supposed to use this number unless it was an emergency…” He pulled the phone away for a moment, hoping he wouldn’t have to also deal with the minor annoyance of a crappy satellite connection while dealing with the major annoyance of his own anxiety.

      “So you’re telling me there’s an emergency?” came the voice on the other end of the line. Donahue had given him this number and told him it was for emergency purposes only — it would bypass the proper chain of command through the network executives, which Donahue feared would bring undue scrutiny onto himself. Landon had not planned to use it all — there would not be much Donahue could do to help remotely, anyway.

      Any problems with the show that might arise Landon would have to deal with on his own — he was a seasoned director and veteran of Hollywood, after all, and he had the full weight of the network behind him, not to mention a lot of Donahue’s money. But they had to maintain the proper channels, as Donahue had explained.

      Landon swallowed and closed his eyes. He peered out a small crack in his tent, bringing his voice down in case someone might be snooping just beyond the canvas. “Look, it’s not related to the show exactly — at least, I don’t think it is. It’s about the trip in general. There’s been… an accident.”

      “An accident?”

      “Yes,” Landon said. “One of the local crew members we hired as a guide and porter is dead.”

      There was a pause, then Donahue’s voice came back on the line. “Why are you telling me this?”

      Landon’s stomach did a flip. This was what he was afraid of — coming across as a coward to the man ultimately signing his paycheck. He didn’t want to seem like a wuss, but surely Donahue would want to know about something this insane.

      Wouldn’t he?

      Landon swallowed, squeezing his eyes shut as he spoke. “It’s just… it’s just I don’t know how the crew is going to handle it. How will they react to finding out that someone on our team died, Mr. Donahue?”

      “I thought you said they weren’t on your team? I thought you said they were one of the local crew members your assistants hired on?”

      “That’s right… never mind, I guess. Anyway, he died right outside of camp. We don’t know how, but local police are hopefully going to be here soon. I just wanted to keep you informed, in case you wanted to advise that we regroup and pick a new week to film. After this has all blown over.”

      “Pick a new week?” Landon felt the tension ratcheting up, Donahue’s normally calm, cool voice rising a few notes. “Landon, I don’t think you understand. This season — this entire show — has been designed from the ground up for a singular purpose, and I have made it as easy as possible for the network — and, in essence, for you — do your job and get it done.”

      Landon nodded, hoping Donahue would calm down once again. He didn’t need to deal with this as well.

      “The only thing gained by compromise in one’s career is a bad reputation. It takes a long time to rebuild that, if you can at all, so I refuse to take that chance. I’ve always refused to compromise. I trust you will be able to handle on-the-ground activities, which is both why I put you in this position and why I told you to take care of anything that might come up. My interest is in getting this show done on time, on budget, and according to the parameters put in place long before you were part of the team. Your mission, as it turns out, is exactly the same now. Our interests are therefore, temporarily at least, aligned. Please do me the courtesy of respecting that relationship and understanding that I am giving you full authority while you are there.”

      Landon nodded quickly. Man up, he thought. You’re just in a different element. This is no different than any other show, and you’ve been through a lot.

      People die all the time, he knew, and it doesn’t always mean foul play was involved. For all he knew the guy could have just had a heart attack. Certainly sad, but certainly no reason not to press on. “Sure, of course,” he said, nearly forgetting Donahue was still on the line. “I’ll talk to the team tomorrow and make sure they know the full story. We’re hoping to get to the spire by midday tomorrow, where we can actually start looking around for the plane.”

      There was a slight pause, and he heard Donahue clear his throat. “Good. That is exactly what the schedule dictates. I trust your crew will be able to find exactly what they are looking for, and I look forward to hearing about your progress.”

      “Thank you… sir.” Landon nearly smacked himself in the forehead for that slip-up. There was absolutely no reason to call this man sir. Something in his subconscious had triggered this reaction. For whatever reason, Landon was intimidated by this man. He remembered the same feeling at the power lunch when they’d met.

      What he had said then and on the phone was true — and their interests were aligned. Both wanted this show to happen. Landon knew Donahue’s reason was simple: it would make him a lot of money. In that regard, it was no different for Landon himself. This would be a major career moment for him.

      But as he ended the call, he had the sneaking suspicion that there might be more to Donahue’s involvement after all. There might be another reason for Donahue’s insistence on sticking to the schedule, sticking to the plot that had originated with him, no matter what.

      Perhaps a deeper reason that was unknown to everyone involved except Donahue himself?

      No. Landon wouldn’t bother with that line of reasoning — he didn’t have the time or energy to try to untangle that sort of conspiracy. He had a job to do, as Donahue had poignantly reminded him. He needed to find the plane, if it existed, and he needed to film a show. There were other people interested in it since the piece had been found, and Donahue was likely feeling the pressure of that. It would not do to be the second team to find the plane, and without governmental oversight in a place like this, Landon could imagine the dollar signs the teams of scavengers and black-market artifact dealers would be seeing.

      That was it, he told himself. He just wants to find it first — that’s the only way the show works. If there’s something out there to find, Landon’s team would get to it.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Dr. Anna Johansson slowly opened her eyes and stretched, trying to shake off the cobwebs of sleep. Since she was the only person in her tent, there had been no sounds of dressing and waking to alert her that morning had arrived. She checked her phone and saw that it was already well into the morning.

      Anna cursed under her breath, feeling annoyed that she had overslept. She had wanted to get an early start on the day and make the most of their time in the jungle, but now she felt like she was already behind schedule.

      She lay back down on her cot, feeling a sense of frustration building within her. She had always prided herself on being punctual and organized, and the thought of falling behind was almost unbearable.

      As she lay there, she could hear the sounds of activity outside her tent. The rest of the team was already up and about, preparing for the day ahead. She knew that she needed to get up and join them, but she couldn't seem to find the motivation.She heard people talking outside, some in hushed whispers nearby and others more loudly across camp, likely around the food tables, which she imagined were already piled high with fruits and breakfast delicacies. At least the network had gotten that part right — she hadn't known what to expect regarding food, but she knew that decades of union oversight and celebrity riders had led to most productions favoring a lavish display of free food for cast and crew.

      And on top of that, Landon had doled out a per diem for each of them, which she had yet to begin to spend.

      She rolled over on the cot and pulled herself up to a seated position, hearing the creaking sounds in the tight fabric and the cracking sounds in her spine. She hadn't slept well the night before — how could anyone? Someone on their team was now dead, and Colin seemed to think it had been a purposeful attack. It left many questions. Why had he been killed? And by whom?

      And why had Max seemed so flippant about it all?

      And, perhaps the biggest reason behind why she hadn't slept well: was the killer still out there? She stood up and threw on a loose-fitting button-down shirt. It felt odd to be donning a long-sleeved shirt in weather as hot and humid as it was out here, but she knew from plenty of world travel that long sleeves were actually an adventurer's best friend. They helped regulate body temperature, even when it was hot outside, and if the wearer used a light, breathable material, shirts like this would keep them cool as well as stave off any interest from tiny things that might want to bite exposed skin.

      Anna frowned as she looked at the floppy safari hat in her bag. She had specifically brought it with her to protect herself from the mosquitoes and other bugs that were no doubt lurking in the jungle. But now, she was being told that she couldn't wear it while the cameras were rolling.

      It seemed ridiculous to her. What was more important, her safety and comfort, or the network's desire for her to look a certain way on camera?

      Anna sighed and shook her head, feeling frustrated by the whole situation. She knew that she should probably follow the network's rules and leave the hat in her bag, but it was hard to shake the feeling that she was being treated more like a prop than a person.

      Still, she knew that she had to do what was asked of her if she wanted to continue working on the show. She zipped up her bag and left the hat inside.

      Once she had finished getting dressed, she stepped out and into the morning daylight and blinked a few times. She saw a group huddled together — it was a couple of cameramen and some of Landon's assistants, and she immediately saw the look of worry on their faces. The other voices emanated from another small group of crew members standing around the food tables. Colin and Brody were standing next to one another, finishing off two danishes. This revelation caused an involuntary pang of resentment in her. These assholes somehow kept their bodies in perfect physical shape, and they could still afford to eat a freaking danish?

      She shook her head. It’s not like she had ever really struggled with her weight, necessarily, but she knew how difficult it was to get rid of those last five pounds that rode around her waist. Both of these men seemed to have been chiseled from rectangular blocks of granite, designed and carved once and for the rest of time left perfect, no matter how many danishes they shoved down their gullets.

      Anna made her way over to the table with an exasperated sigh, trying to tune out Max's self-important storytelling. She knew that he had a tendency to exaggerate his adventures and make himself out to be the hero of every story.

      As she approached, she could see that Max was holding court with a group of crew members she didn't know, as well as one of his assistants. He was gesticulating wildly, adding sound effects and making exaggerated movements to accompany his latest tale.

      Anna rolled her eyes internally as she heard snippets of Max's story about wrestling an alligator in the swamps of Louisiana. She knew that he loved to embellish his stories and make himself out to be more heroic than he really was.

      Despite her annoyance, Anna tried to keep a polite smile on her face as she approached the group. She had to admit that Max had a certain charisma that was hard to ignore, even if his stories were more fiction than fact. But deep down, she couldn't help but feel frustrated with his constant need for attention and admiration.

      She rolled her eyes, noticing that the two crew members near Max seemed to be more interested in the nothing that was happening just past Max’s head in the jungle than they were in hearing the rest of his story. She wanted to rescue them, to redirect Max’s attention for a moment so they could get away, but instead, she frowned.

      He had already seen her, and he had suddenly shifted the story into the retelling of another memory of his.

      And this memory was, unfortunately, one she shared with him.
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      As she got closer to the table, a bit of what Max was yammering on about reached her ears. “… and, it seemed like the world forgot about it. At least, the network did, or she wouldn’t be here now.”

      Anna frowned deeper just as Max looked over, and his eyes grew wide. He smiled, but in a way that told her he wasn’t just excited to see her but that he knew she had been coming all along, and had accordingly timed it as part of the story.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      “Oh, I’m just telling them a little bit about our history,” Max said.

      She tried to keep her face blank to prevent the rage already beginning to bubble beneath the surface from escaping and manifesting as a scream. She noticed Brody and Colin off to the side, drifting toward the conversation now taking place. Farther away, she saw Landon talking to a man who wore a gun on his belt. He had a floppy black hat, similar to the one she had packed, but there was a badge on the side of it. Must be the local police, she thought.

      “I don’t think anyone cares about that,” she said quickly.

      “On the contrary,” Max said, “this is the exact sort of thing that makes shows like this very exciting for the viewer. I was just getting to the part where you walked into Dirk’s office and closed the door behind you.”

      “Stop,” she warned.

      “You were in there for… about an hour, if memory serves correctly? Perhaps even longer than that?” He whistled to underline the point.

      She felt her cheeks flush. Her fists tightened, and she felt weak at the knees. She reached her hand out and steadied herself on the table. Brody walked over, followed by Colin. “That…” she began. “That was a long time ago.” She spoke through gritted teeth, trying her best to remain calm and steady her voice.

      “Hollywood doesn’t forget, my lady,” Max said, laying on an extra thick Australian dialect.

      She wanted to punch him. He wasn’t wrong, and that was the problem. Hollywood never forgot.

      But she also learned the hard way that Hollywood rarely got the story correct. It had almost killed her career, both in acting and in the academic community. Long before Johansson had finished her dissertation, she had been asked to participate in a panel-like show as one of the resident experts. Always looking for an opportunity to put her career forward — and a little bit hopeful that she might be able to parlay it into an acting career — she had jumped at the chance. She had even driven cross-country to the audition, practicing her “serious look” in the car the entire time.

      She had been elated to have gotten the part, and since she was no stranger to hard work and academic-level focus, she had decided to put in extra hours, making sure everyone involved with the production knew who she was and what she was capable of.

      And that had been her first mistake. By hoping to catch a bit of the director’s time, she had inadvertently set herself up for what looked to be a scandalous affair, closing herself within Dirk’s office for a longer time than should have been necessary. She had talked his ear off, passionately pleading her case that she should become one of the permanent experts on the show, how good it would be for her career, and so on.

      But Dirk was about as sleazy as they got, and no sooner than she had left his office, he had typed up an internal memo that he — and the rest of the world — knew was never going to stay internal. It claimed she had actually tried to come on to him, to seduce him in order to get a better role. He was a mid-level executive, but she was a blossoming young starlet looking for adventure and fame in the city of stardom.

      The story was then spun through all mediums, from newspaper articles to magazine reports to online blogs and gossip sites. The media had portrayed her as a scheming opportunist, and it had taken years for her to rebuild her credibility and earn back the respect of her peers. As a result of the distorted story, Johansson had become a pariah in the academic community, with her colleagues looking at her with suspicion and her research grants drying up. Most of the outside world had no idea who she was, but anyone who had worked in Hollywood that year had heard her name and now associated it with the style of starlet that slept their way to the top.

      Except she was far from the top and going nowhere fast.

      She had sought legal counsel then, hoping to at least force Dirk to issue a statement of retraction, but her legal counsel — amazingly — advised her to just drop it. He had spun the story in a way that would make it seem as though anything she could say to try and contradict it would only prove his point: that she was playing fast and loose and would do anything to advance her own career. Her lawyer had even suggested that it was a wise move on his part to get out in front of anything similar she might have claimed after the meeting.

      In reality, absolutely nothing inappropriate had happened behind that closed door, aside from Dirk’s snide remarks and comments that if she wanted to get ahead out here, she needed to play just that kind of hardball. She had been naive, but she now saw the meeting for what it was: Dirk had fully intended to hit on her, to try to get a bit of extra attention from the beautiful young actress that had signed onto his show.

      And when she had missed the signals entirely, he had taken it as a crass rebuttal.

      At a time in her life when she didn’t yet have much to show for her academic career, the whole debacle had been a devastating and heartbreaking blow. It was embarrassing and infuriating. To make matters worse, she had then lost her spot on that show to another up-and-coming star.

      Max Stone.

      She had often wondered if Maxwell Beauchamp had known about her plight and trial in Hollywood, but now it was abundantly clear that he not only knew — he was planning to hold it over her head.

      But why? For what reason? He was already far more successful than she would ever be, at least in the backstabbing world of Hollywood.

      “You’re an asshole, Max,” Brody said.

      Max didn’t even pause as he laid into her. “You’re just like all the other good-looking chicks that come through Hollywood,” he said. “You’ll sleep your way to the top, no matter whose career is on the line.”

      “I didn’t sleep with anybody,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, I know, I know,” he said, holding his hands up in mock defeat. “That’s what they all say. Look, I’ve been in the position myself. Quite a few ladies want to take advantage of my success and expertise in order to get a leg up in the industry. Honestly, I can’t blame them for it. But at least they can own up to it. At least today —“

      Brody closed the distance fast with a single stride forward. Anna’s eyes grew wider, and she shouted in surprise just as Brody’s fist connected with Max’s jaw. She heard a crack as Brody lost his balance and stumbled, nearly falling to the ground with the impact.

      Max jumped backward and was rubbing his chin, his mouth open. “What the hell was that, you dick?” he yelled. He suddenly lurched forward and started toward Brody. He got about halfway before Colin was there, blocking the way.

      “Move out of the way, idiot!” Max yelled.

      “I can’t, sir,” Colin said. “It’s my job to keep you safe out here, and you know that you are contractually obligated to get along with your teammates.”

      “He hit me first!” Max said. “He has to pay for that.”

      “And he will,” Colin said. “Landon will report it to the network and to the union,” Colin said. “They’ll have a protocol for this, and Brody’s pay will be deducted at the very least.”

      She wasn’t sure this was true, but no one questioned Colin’s quick thinking. The assistants and crew members nearby were all watching, wide-eyed, at the spectacle.

      Brody was standing once again, his back straight and glaring at Max. Max, for his part, was busy clenching and unclenching his jaw, likely trying to loosen it up. Anna saw a blush of red bruising under the skin where Brody had hit him.

      “The bigger problem is that makeup is going to have a hell of a time hiding that,” Colin said. “Especially since they didn’t send enough gear along. If we were filming a zombie show, maybe.”

      One of the assistants standing near Max spoke up. “I bet we could come up with some scenario where Max falls or gets hit in the head with a stick or something, then film. He’s already got the injury — might as well give it a reason for being there.”

      There were some chuckles, but Max simply stood there, seething. Brody was still, his solid frame unwavering as he stared at the taller man. She felt the tension, the anger each of them held for the other.

      This is going to get far worse before it gets better.
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      Saturday | 8:50 am

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Landon ran to the commotion at the folding tables near the edge of camp. The police officer, a man who hadn’t even bothered to give him his name, followed lazily behind. It seemed the police were about as unfazed by the sudden death just outside of their camp as Landon was terrified by it. As Landon had recalled the events of the previous night, the officer had simply rolled his eyes and jotted down a note on a tiny little spiral notebook that had never been used.

      Landon reached the table and started shouting. “Knock it off! What the hell is wrong with you guys — what are you even fighting about?”

      His eyes flicked from one of his co-stars to the other. He felt things spiraling out of control, as though everything was unraveling quickly, and there was not a damned thing he could do about it.

      “She was coming over here to —“ Brody began, wiping the side of his mouth with a sleeve. He saw a welt on Max’s face and suddenly felt his heart sink. “And Max —“

      “Save it,” Landon snapped, suddenly feeling the exhaustion of the previous night, the terror, and the frustration all coming to a head. “You guys might be treated like royalty back on the mainland, but out here, you work for me. If you can’t keep it together, you cease to work for me. Do I make myself clear?”

      No one spoke. Even the assistants and crew members who had been standing by were shifting nervously as they stood near the breakfast display.

      Finally, Dr. Johansson looked over at him and began talking. “Landon, what’s all this about? You’ve been on edge ever since we got here. I’ll admit, this is my first foray into this sort of thing, but it seems a bit tense. I mean, even besides these guys fighting — you’ve been tense since we got here.”

      From behind her, Max scoffed and looked away, but he didn’t say anything.

      Landon wondered what the best move was. He couldn’t just come clean — he wasn’t about to admit that while the network was technically backing this project, it wasn’t the network’s investment that was funding it. There was more at play here, and he didn’t even know what that was. He had already tried to back out and had been told to keep his head down and get the job done.

      The crew would eventually get suspicious — he knew that all along. The crew knew that at any sign of trouble, network television executives tended to backpedal quickly, hoping to keep their noses clean from any legal matters.

      And a dead body, especially that of one of their own crew members, was certainly a legal matter.

      The fact that they were still here, still supposedly filming a show, told the crew more than Landon’s words ever could.

      And yet he wasn’t even sure who the dead crew member really was. He didn’t know any of the local crew that had been hired, nor was he entirely sure who had hired them. It was all starting to look like a glued-together mess, but that glue had not yet dried and was now dripping all over the place.

      “Look,” he said, pinching his nose between two fingers. “I’m just as in the dark as you all about the guy who died yesterday. The police are looking into it and will take it from here.”

      “But what if somebody killed him?” someone asked.

      “As I said, they’re looking into it. We’ve got bigger problems right now,” he said, wincing at the words. “I mean, we have other problems, so we can’t afford to have this petty infighting. Whatever you two grown men are bitching about, you need to work it out and get over it.”

      “What bigger problems?” Brody asked.

      Landon tried to keep his composure, and he kept his gaze steady, turning his head slightly to face Brody. Speaking of backpedaling, he thought…

      “I didn’t mean bigger problems,” Landon said. “More just that —“

      “What are you not telling us, Landon?” Max asked. “This isn’t my first rodeo, and I’m no dunce. You know something, and you’re not telling us. Is this about the plane? Is this all just some elaborate game to get us to fight and bicker so it’ll be even more rewarding when we find this airplane together?”

      Landon held his hands up. “No, nothing like that. I didn’t mean —“

      “Someone else is also looking for the plane,” a new voice said. Landon whirled around and saw Neva exiting her tent. She walked over and shoved a danish into her open mouth. She chewed for a moment, no doubt reveling in all the eyes on her, then swallowed and looked up. “I mean, I’m just guessing, but that’s probably what’s happening.”

      Landon opened his mouth to object, but then closed it fast. He wasn’t sure Neva was wrong.

      “What do you mean, someone else?” Brody asked.

      Neva shrugged. “I mean just that,” she said. “Some other team, I guess. They’re also on-island and trying to figure out where this wreckage might be, and I think that’s why the guy died. He got into their business or something.”

      “Do you know where the plane is?” Max asked. “If we can get to it first, film what we need to film…”

      “As far as we can tell, the piece was found up on the north side of the island.” Landon looked around calmly, trying to restore order as he spoke. “I haven’t been holding out on you about that. You know what I know — that a piece of the plane was found a while ago and sent in for laboratory investigation. The final results of that investigation are still coming in, but it appears that the material could be from the plane flown by Amelia Earhart.”

      “Did you know someone else was interested in finding this thing?” Brody asked.

      Landon shook his head. No, he did not. And, he was terrified of what that meant — it meant Mr. Donahue might not know about it, either. He had already gotten a tongue-lashing for calling the emergency line his benefactor had given him, and now it seemed as though Landon would have to call it again if he didn’t hear from him soon.

      What was he supposed to do? He had a show to run — a pilot to film. He couldn’t be messing around with crew members turning up dead, other parties trying to butt their way into the expedition — all that was, at best, stuff that would just get in the way.

      It meant they might not even be able to get through the project at all. At worst, it meant someone else was actively trying to prevent it.

      “I have questions,” Anna said. “For one — are we safe out here?”

      Landon swallowed, then looked over at Neva. He hoped the others hadn’t seen or felt his hesitation, and he hoped Neva could rescue him once again.

      Neva smiled, her round, red face lighting up. “Sure — why not? We don’t know that that man was murdered. He might’ve just had a heart attack.”

      “We heard him scream.”

      “You heard something,” Neva said. “Look, Landon’s right. The point is, this isn’t anything for you guys to worry about. We’re all here to do our jobs. That job is to make sure this shoot goes off without a hitch. Our police friends will be doing their job, as well. So, the best you can do is the same thing: do your jobs, and do them well. We’ll obviously keep you informed if and when we find out anything else.”

      Neva’s monologue ended, and she shoved another danish into her mouth, solidifying the end of her speech. Landon stared at her, incredulous.

      He didn’t know Neva very well, but he did know the woman to be squeamish, fragile, and a bit aloof. What he had just seen — what he had heard from Neva’s mouth — was the opposite.

      Either Neva had miraculously found some long-hidden confidence, or the woman was simply trying to manifest some to protect herself. And if that were the case, what did it mean? Perhaps Neva was wrong? Perhaps she was just trying to ease his own fears, as well as the team’s?

      Perhaps they were in danger out here.
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      Saturday | 9:10 am

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      There was another expedition into the jungle planned for that day, but their scheduled departure time had come and gone. Brody was not necessarily surprised by this — he figured the incident last night would have everyone a little on edge, and he figured the network would want to slow down, to give the police whatever time and space they needed to conduct the investigation.

      The network would be most interested in saving their own ass, of course, and couldn’t have something as legally devastating as the death of one of their hired local crew members get in the way of filming.

      And yet the police officer who had arrived to talk to Landon had left a few minutes ago, and it didn’t seem as though he was going to return. He had barely even looked at the body, which Brody knew was still lying out in the woods, unburied and visible to all.

      He wondered if Landon was going to move their camp or at least try to have the body removed. He wondered if Landon even thought that was his responsibility — as far as Brody knew, it was the director’s job to do anything that wasn’t explicitly stated outright in their contract. Moving dead bodies away from filming locations was not one of the riders in Brody’s own contract.

      He busied himself for a few minutes getting his clothing in order. The casting director, Patricia, had worked closely with the costume department at the network and had preordered all of Brody’s clothing before their departure to Kirakira. They had done a reasonable job, as well. Most of the clothing was of a good quality and fit him well. He picked out a shirt that he would wear later today, if they did in fact embark on another excursion through the jungle.

      He tossed the shirt on his cot just as he heard a voice call out from outside the tent. “Knock knock.” It was Johansson’s voice, and Brody told her to enter.

      She slid into the tent, tossing the flap over the pole to leave the door open. “You have a minute?” she asked.

      He cocked an eyebrow and smiled. “A few. I was planning on just sitting here and going through my wardrobe a few times until Neva or Landon or one of the other guys decided what the hell we’re supposed to be doing.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, I’m sure this is new for everyone. Did anybody ever die on set while you were filming?”

      He shook his head. “No. Some old guy had a heart attack once, but he was just a grip.”

      “Just a grip?”

      Brody coughed. “I mean, it wasn’t like he was murdered or crucial to production. He just went to the hospital, and filming went on without him.”

      “Yeah, I suspect the network is in a tight spot with this one,” she said. “They want to film. They’ve spent a bunch of money getting us here, I’ll admit. But it could be a huge liability if someone’s running around murdering crew members.”

      Brody laughed. “Yeah, I suppose that would be somewhat of a liability.”

      “Speaking of — why wouldn’t the network just press pause on the whole thing? Why wouldn’t they just delay it a week or two? It would be a pretty inexpensive vacation to just put us up here for an extra week, in the whole scheme of things. And it would give them plenty of time to play the ‘plausible deniability’ card while they figured out the legal mumbo-jumbo.”

      Brody shrugged and sat down on his cot. “I don’t know, but Landon seems really uptight about this whole thing. I’ve never worked with him before, but it’s usually the producers who are stressed about everything. Neva seemed fine, strangely enough. But Landon keeps getting more and more wound up. It’s like he’s got more on the line than the rest of us or something.”

      “Maybe the network will fire him if he doesn’t get the show made?”

      “Maybe,” Brody said. “But that doesn’t make sense either. Someone died, and that’s not really Landon’s fault. If the network wants to make sure they are covering their own ass, why would he care if they’re delaying the shoot? On the other hand, why would he care if they’re pushing it through and wanting him to continue? That was the job he signed up for anyway.”

      Anna sat down on the cot next to him, and it creaked under the extra weight. “Yeah, I guess it seems weird. I don’t have much experience with working with directors, of course.”

      Brody swallowed, then looked out the front of the tent across the space. Max and Colin were talking quietly, Max’s two assistants standing next to him. One was taking notes.

      “What he said earlier,” Brody said suddenly. “Is it true?”

      She nodded immediately, as if expecting his question. “Yeah, all of it. I didn’t sleep with that asshole Dirk — not even close. On the contrary, I was worried he was going to come on to me instead. I was so naïve. I had no idea that he was planning on using it all against me.”

      “Why’d he do it, though, really? I’ll admit that sort of shit is far too common in Hollywood, but there’s usually a reason, at least. What did he have over you? What was the motivation?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe it was just his way of breaking me in or something. I was this young, cute schoolgirl, right? I wasn’t an actress, and I had never even really thought about becoming one until then. I was a nerd, completely unlike all the other girls going for that role.”

      Brody chewed the inside of his lip. “Yeah, that makes perfect sense. It’s eat or be eaten, and he might have thought you were going to throw him under the bus or something, so he acted first. Still, it’s a shitty situation. Sorry you had to go through it.”

      She followed his gaze out the front of the tent, then turned back and faced Brody directly. “You know what I’m really pissed about? I thought I was over it. When I marched up to him when he first arrived, I thought I had put it all past me and could move on as if it had never happened. Ultimately, I got my career back on track and ended up getting this job because of it. I figured things were back to square one, you know?”

      “And then Max opened that can of worms all over again.”

      “Exactly. Man, he pisses me off. He’s such an asshole. Like Dirk.”

      “He’s a child, just like the rest of them. Frankly, the only reason I think I’m any different is that I didn’t grow up acting, but I grew up watching everyone else act. I grew up watching my father try to deal with people like Max, people like Dirk and even Landon. I think I was attuned to it at a young age, and something stuck. I didn’t want to be like them. I wanted to be more like my dad.”

      “You got lucky,” Johansson said. “But I don’t think that’s it. At least not entirely. You may disagree, but I think you’re a lot better at reading people than you let on. I think you’re able to see through the bullshit early on, and that’s a skill you’ve only honed as you’ve gotten older.”

      “Maybe,” Brody said as he stared out and watched Max begin winding up into another of his characteristic over-embellished stories. Whether or not Johansson was right, he knew he could see through Max’s loose, go-with-the-flow façade into the man’s cowardly, weak core. What Colin had told him only seemed to be truer than he’d initially assumed.

      “That gives me pause, if I’m honest,” Brody said suddenly.

      “What do you mean? About Max?” Anna had followed Brody’s eyes and was watching Max’s antics as well.

      Brody nodded. “My gut reaction about him is that he’s not just fake, he’s dangerous. The way he’s been slowly trying to pick you apart, to reveal all your failings and insecurities, it doesn’t seem petty. It’s strategic. And how he’s been treating me as well — as if I’m not even worth his time.”

      “You think he’s planning some sort of coup or something? That he’s trying to get me kicked off the show and take over as lead?”

      Brody didn’t respond. Instead, he let his eyes widen just a bit, cocking his head to the side.

      “I guess I never considered that angle,” she said. “But I do agree with you about his being dangerous. He was so weird out there, last night and this morning. The way he seemed to not care about that guy who died. At all. He was filming the whole time, and he seemed so flippant about all of it.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I was thinking as well,” Brody said. “I talked to Colin a little bit, and he seemed a little concerned about it, as well.”

      “Really? Colin? I thought he was in Max’s pocket?”

      “Professionally, sure. But it seems like he’s got second thoughts about his master. At least second thoughts about what he’s capable of.”

      Anna suddenly asked Brody the question he had begun toying with in his own mind. “Do you think he could have done it?”

      He paused again, taking a deep breath. This was new territory — and it was ground that would be hard to backtrack over once they stepped off.

      “From what I’ve seen already?” Brody said. “He’s physically capable. But the real question is, why? Why would he?”

      Anna nodded. “Exactly. What does he have to gain from it? And what does it mean for us?”
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      “You think he’s telling the truth?” Brody asked.

      Johansson stood back up, brushing off her pants. She didn't want to give anyone the wrong idea, especially considering how the industry had previously portrayed her. Landon had emphasized the importance of working well together, but she didn't want to do anything that might fuel unnecessary rumors or draw unwanted attention to herself.

      She looked down at Brody, still seated on the cot, and shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s been acting sketchy, sure. But who’s to say? What about Landon? You think he’s telling the truth?”

      Brody looked back up at her, pondering, as if not understanding the question at first. Finally, he spoke. “Landon seems harmless enough. A little skittish, maybe, especially with that guy dying and all. But I don’t think he’s lying about that.”

      “I mean about Amelia Earhart’s plane.”

      Brody’s eyes widened slightly. “Honestly? I have no idea.”

      “You’ve done this before, though,” she said. “With your father, right?”

      “That was a different time, and a completely different production team. The stuff they talked about on the show was always planned out ahead of time. I didn’t even know we were coming here until two days ago. And I found out about the plane piece those locals found at the same time you did.”

      “Doesn’t that seem suspicious to you?” she asked. “Don’t you think Landon — or Neva, or any of the other producers — would at least have mentioned it to us? Or put it in the script that we got ahead of time? Or at least sent an email memo that said, ‘hey, thanks for your participation. We’re going to make you look for Amelia Earhart’s crashed airplane?’”

      “I guess they want to keep everyone on their toes,” Brody said. “I mean, Landon and Neva have made it a point to get as much footage of us ‘acting natural’ out here as possible. The more we can just act like ourselves, the better.”

      She felt exasperated, and it wasn’t the first time since they’d gotten here she’d felt this way. She rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not talking about whether or not this will all make good TV. My job here is to lend credibility to this whole thing. So don’t you think it would have made more sense to at least clue me in on what we were looking for? So that I would have time to prepare? To at least do a little bit of research beforehand?”

      Brody nodded slowly. “Yeah, I guess that would make sense. I’m really the only one they need acting surprised and shocked about all these revelations, you know? Speaking of — is there anything to it? This whole adventure we’re supposed to be filming… looking for that plane — is there any reason to suspect we might find it?”

      She started pacing inside the tent. This was exactly the question she had been trying to answer since Landon had revealed the news to them. “I mean, it’s not completely outside the realm of possibility, though I’d say the probability is pretty low. Amelia Earhart set off with her navigator, Noonan, on —“

      “Wait a minute,” Brody interrupted. “She wasn’t alone? I always thought it was a solo flight for some reason.”

      She rolled her eyes. “No, certainly not. She did do a transatlantic flight solo, which made headlines, of course, but for this sort of journey, she had to have somebody help her with the navigation. At that time, planes didn’t have autopilot and GPS and all kinds of gizmos and gadgets they have now. She was certainly an accomplished pilot, but Noonan was equally accomplished as a navigator; probably the best in the world at the time. They did the entire trip together, and this was supposed to be the last leg.”

      “I’ve heard that part,” Brody said. “It was tragic — they were so close to being back.”

      “Which is a big part of why there were so many conspiracies surrounding their journey. She had made it almost all the way home, and this last leg — Lae, New Guinea, to Howland Island — was not supposed to be particularly challenging, either.”

      “Did they run out of gas?” Brody asked.

      She nodded. “That’s the conclusion, yeah. That, coupled with an overcast day that might have caused them to drift off-course, lose their heading, and end up too far away from Howland Island or any other island they could land on.”

      “I thought her navigation skills were second-to-none at the time,” Brody said. “So something as simple as ‘just an overcast day’ should not have allowed that to happen.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Hence the conspiracy.”

      “So… they could have made it all the way here.”

      She paced again. “That’s what doesn’t make sense. Lae to Howland is something like 2,000 or 2,500 miles, if I remember correctly, and it’s a very specific direction. So you’d think that if they ran out of fuel, they’d have gone down somewhere at least somewhat close to Howland Island, right? But this place? Not even close to off the beaten path.”

      “Weird,” Brody said.

      “Weird, indeed,” she added. “And yet, someone found something, and claims it’s a piece of the plane. And they found it here, which is certainly intriguing.”

      Brody was nodding, but he didn’t respond at first. Finally, he stood up, joined her, and his face went solemn. “Whatever it was they found, I hope it’s not related to why that guy died.”
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Landon had called another impromptu meeting, and Colin saw the others slowly meandering toward the table. The remains of breakfast had disappeared, and for the time being, both tables were nearly empty, save for a few nearly empty cardboard boxes and cartons. Any moment now, the hired crew members from the village would roll up the hill and start to set up lunch.

      Colin couldn't help but feel a sense of unease as he approached Landon, who was already surrounded by a small group of crew members. He tried to shake off the feeling, telling himself it was just the shock of the morning's events. He anticipated that Landon would address the crew member's death, but he couldn't shake the nagging feeling that something else was going on.

      As he drew closer, he noticed that Landon's expression was grave, and the conversation appeared to be more serious than he had initially thought. Colin wondered if he was being paranoid, but he couldn't shake off the sense that something was off. He listened intently as Landon began to speak, his mind racing with possibilities of what the news could be. They had already lost valuable time due to the police investigation, and Colin knew they couldn't afford any further delays.

      In Colin’s opinion, the police officer could not have been more nonchalant about the whole thing. Either deaths of locals was extremely common around here, or the man simply didn’t care about this one. He hadn’t even so much as bent down to investigate how the man might have passed.

      He knew Landon and his protégé, Neva, would want to get a decent amount of footage today since they had already lost time, so he assumed Landon had prepared an expedition that would go either a different direction than they had the day before to capture some different scenery the island might offer, or they would do something else entirely. With any luck, they might take a boat trip around the coast, or head into town for some b-roll. Colin enjoyed trekking through the woods, but he was more excited to see the island and experience a bit of its culture. If Landon intended to just send them deeper into the jungle again, Colin would have to do his best to get into town tonight instead.

      As he walked, he felt a tug on his shoulder. He spun and saw Max standing next to him with a goofy grin.

      “What’s up?” Colin asked.

      “I need a minute.”

      Colin glanced back to Landon and the others as they were gathering around the director, then back at Max. “Right now?”

      Max nodded. He pulled Colin to the side, dodging behind one of the largest tents used for a common area. Colin knew they would be out of view and out of earshot once Landon started talking. He wondered if anyone would notice they were missing.

      “What’s this about?” Colin asked. “Landon was just about to —“

      Max waved him off. “Landon will fill me in later. He’s not going to care if I’m at all of his stupid little powwows. I need to talk to you about this project. About today, specifically.”

      “What about the project?” Colin asked, no longer trying to hide his annoyance. Landon, too, was going to talk about the project, you idiot.

      “I need some help.” His eyes flicked sideways once. “I don’t trust Brody, and I’ve known for a long time now not to trust Dr. Johansson.”

      “It’s not about trust, Max,” Colin began. “We just need to get along with them well enough to —“

      “You mean I need to get along with them well enough to finish filming,” Max snapped, taken aback. “I, as in ‘the one people are going to tune in to see.’ I, the one they’ve paid to make this show a success.”

      “Well, I think —“

      “No one cares what you think. I’m telling you how it is and how it’s going to be. I need you on my team, not just because it’s your job, but because if you’re not, you’ll go down the same way they do.”

      Colin’s tried his best to remain stoic, to allow none of the surprise to register on his face.

      “‘Go down the same way they do?’ What the hell does that mean?” Colin asked. “They’ll go down? What are you talking about?”

      Max looked into his eyes, paused a moment, then shook his head quickly. “Not right now; too close to everyone. Don’t worry about the details. Just trust me: you’re going to want to be by my side as much as possible today and tomorrow. For your own good.”

      Colin cocked his head to the side. “Sorry, sir. Is that a threat?” He felt the depth returning to his voice, his chest rising as it filled with air.

      Max responded in kind. “It can be, if you make it one,” he said. “All I’m saying is that the status quo is about to change. Landon thinks he’s going to have some star-studded cast of celebrity cohosts. He’s wrong.”

      “What, you’re going to enact some sort of coup or something?”

      “If everything goes as planned, I won’t need to. All I need from you is to make sure no one gets in my way.”

      “Okay,” Colin replied, sighing. “But can you be a little more specific?”

      Max nodded quickly, then smiled. “Great. Perfect. When the camera is on me, it stays on me. When it’s on one of them, your job is to cause a distraction that puts it back on me.”

      What a narcissistic asshole, Colin thought. He took in a deep breath. An asshole who would seemingly do anything to make sure he was the star of the show.

      He wondered how far Max would go. He wondered what his boss meant by telling Colin this.

      “Any questions?” Max asked.

      Colin looked him in the eye and shook his head. “No. No, sir.”

      Max smiled the dumb grin once more. “Right. There will be more to come, much more. Prove to me you are worth part of my fees to bring you out here. Don’t mess this up.”

      Colin smiled back and nodded. “Sure thing, boss.”
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      No sooner had Landon’s public address ended than he felt the phone in his pocket vibrate. He pulled it out and saw the number.

      No way.

      He answered it and held the phone up to his ear. “Hello?”

      “Landon — Mr. Donahue.”

      “Of course… What can I do for you?”

      “Situation changed. You are right.”

      “I — I was right?” Landon asked. “I just finished telling the crew and cast that we are about to trek into the jungle again today. Heading for the village that native guy who found the plane part was from.”

      “You’re going to have to make some adjustments,” came Donahue’s immediate reply. “I had one of my guys look into it, and it turns out that the crew member who died was not part of your hired film crew from the island.”

      Landon had suspected as much, but truth be told he thought all of the islanders looked pretty much the same. Dark skin, brown or black hair, sort of round… Sure, it was a bit racist, but he figured stereotypes existed for a reason. “If he wasn’t a part of our crew, who was he with?”

      There was a pause. “That I don’t know,” Mr. Donahue said. “But he was working in opposition to my own goals. That means he was working in opposition to your own goals.”

      “How do you know this? And how do you not know who he was working with?”

      “The second question is the one I’m trying to answer now. But I know what he was trying to do, because my team on the ground took him out.”

      “Took him out? Wait, are you saying —“

      “I’m not saying anything, Landon. Nothing I want said aloud over an unsecured connection, anyway. We’ll have more time for a debrief once everyone’s back stateside. For now, we need to simplify things.”

      “We’re delaying the shoot?”

      “Hardly,” Donahue said. “But I’ve got too many variables in play right now. We need to get leaner, more efficient. I’ve already talked to the network, and they are arranging transportation for the majority of your crew.”

      “The majority?”

      Landon saw Brody and Anna approaching him, so he backed away and held up a finger. They stopped in their tracks, confused looks on their faces.

      “Most of the crew, yes. Most of the hired guns from the main town on the island, as well as any nonessential personnel. Assistants, subcontractors, basically everyone who’s not you, someone who can hold a camera, and the main cast. As I said, there will be transportation waiting. Be prepared to depart this afternoon. I’ll send more specific details via email.”

      “Wait. Wait a minute. You’re sending everybody back home except for me and the cast? What the hell, Donahue? Someone died, and you’re making it more dangerous for us?”

      “No, the players on the field are revealing themselves. With that man’s death, I now know better what we are up against. I can’t protect everyone there, and I refuse to lose this one chance to retrieve the… to find the plane or any remnants of it. Therefore, the best option right now is to use a smaller team to film, one that’s more maneuverable and can operate without the corporate bullshit, without the network looking over your shoulder every step of the way.”

      In one sense, Landon understood this. It would be easier to make decisions and move around the island as needed without having to worry about food and schedules and where to sleep at night. It would also make better footage as a whole, with more locations to choose from and some potential fun antics watching his cast get tangled up in a pseudo-survivalist adventure.

      On the other hand, he was concerned about just how realistic this survival mission was turning out to be. It wasn’t just the elements like the weather — nature’s defense mechanism — he had to worry about. Somebody out there had killed someone else, and that someone else had been pretending to be part of their crew. Why? And now Donahue was going to reduce the size of that crew drastically.

      “It’s going to leave us exposed, Donahue,” Landon said. “I don’t feel comfortable —“

      “This isn’t a suggestion,” Donahue said quickly. “Look, I have to be in a meeting, and I’m already late. I’ll send over details for transportation, but I want your crew loaded up and ready to go by lunchtime. Anyone who’s not on the docks by the time the boats arrive will be left behind.” There was a pause, and Landon heard the man moving, probably walking to his meeting. “And I will reiterate this so you understand clearly: anyone who’s not you or the cast who’s left behind will not be protected by my crew on the ground. I don’t have enough of them to go around. Is that understood?”

      Landon once again felt intimidated by this man he hardly knew, a man he had only met once in person. He swallowed and nodded, then spoke. “I understand. They’ll be ready by noon.”

      The call disconnected, and Landon shoved the phone into his pocket. Things were changing quickly now, and he wasn’t sure he knew how to stay in control. First, Neva had mentioned the weather — a storm might be brewing nearby, and she wasn’t sure how that might affect shooting. Second, someone was dead. Landon felt like a puppet master who had just had his puppets’ strings given to someone else.

      He sensed that was exactly what Donahue wanted from him — to be his puppet, out of control and flailing. Perhaps he was even being set up by Donahue as the scapegoat, offering both him and the network plausible deniability if the shit really hit the fan out here.

      He wondered if Donahue himself was the one throwing the shit at the fan. This was all ratcheting up into something bigger, and Landon thought he had understood part of that.

      Landon's heart rate increased as he thought about Donahue's promise of protection. He had seen firsthand the consequences of that supposed protection, and it had left him feeling uneasy. What if Donahue's men made a mistake? What if their presence was revealed, causing the crew and cast to panic? What if they were unable to protect them from someone like the man who had died, who may have had ill intentions? Landon couldn't shake off the feeling of vulnerability, despite Donahue's assurances. He wondered if he had made a mistake in trusting Donahue and putting himself and the others in this dangerous situation.

      And, perhaps the biggest question of all: why? What was so crucial about this expedition and finding Amelia Earhart’s plane that there were people willing to kill to try to stop it? Willing to kill to make sure they found it first?

      Even while the questions continued bombarding him from all directions, he saw Brody and Johansson approaching once more. They each wore urgent expressions, and he sensed more questions coming his way. He felt acid reflux building in his chest, and he drifted toward his tent, where he kept a pack of antacids. That would be his lunch today, he knew. Things were slipping more and more out of his control, but there was one thing left he did have control over.

      One more potential way out of this mess.

      He smiled to himself as Brody and Anna followed him toward his tent. Yes, he thought. That’s the only thing I can do, but it could work.
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      Saturday | 10:11 am

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      “You look like you just saw a ghost, Landon,” Brody said, approaching him with a grin as the director stepped back out of his tent. Brody watched as Landon shoved a handful of antacids into his mouth and began to chew. A bit of juice dribbled from his lip, and he wiped it with the back of his hand. Brody saw the man’s face and put the clues together. He’s shaken up about the death.

      “What’s going on?” Anna asked from Brody’s side. “We still leaving in a few minutes?”

      Landon shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. At least, not most of us. I just got off the phone with… the network, and they need most of us back home for some, uh, remote work.

      “Remote work? Why?” Brody asked. “I thought the whole point of remote is that it can take place remotely? And wouldn’t they be able to just hire some other crew?”

      Landon held up his hands, palms out. “Look, I’m just the messenger. But apparently, they’ve stirred something up, and they need some help, stat. They’re organizing transportation as we speak, and I need to tell the crew they’re shipping out early afternoon, right after lunch.”

      “This afternoon?” Anna asked. She frowned. “What about us? How are we going to finish shooting without a crew?”

      “You three are going to stay. You, Brody, and Max, as well as whoever he wants to stay behind from his posse, since that’s contractually non-negotiable. I’ll leave Neva with you, as well. She’s got a mirrorless DSLR that can handle just about everything we need, and you all have phones that can fill in some flavor footage. I’ll leave a list of shots with Neva, but you all know what she does already: there’s a village on the other side of the mountain, accessible by a small trail that one of the locals can show you. Get over there and try to find someone who knows someone who found the piece of that plane. If you can, figure out why they only just now found it and why they went public with it when they did.”

      “‘Find someone who knows someone…?’” Brody asked. “We’re supposed to just wander around this island and hope we bump into somebody who knows something?”

      He noticed Johansson shrug next to him. “Actually, it could be fun,” she said. “And it’s a small island, Brody. I’m sure between the three of us we could figure out at least something useful. As long as we’ve got enough hard drive space and battery backup, we should be able to pull off enough footage to give the editors stuff to play with.”

      Landon snapped his fingers and smiled at both of them. “See, now you’re thinking like a real filmmaker! That’s the right attitude.” He turned to address Brody directly. “And she’s right, Brody. It’s a small island.”

      Brody’s frown deepened. “Yeah, but usually the network sets up drops and checkpoints. On my dad’s show, they used to place people at certain points on the trip that he was supposed to ‘accidentally’ bump into, you know? Stuff like that. They would give him information or reveal something about the investigation. You know how it works.”

      Landon was nodding. “Yes, I do know how it works. But that’s not how this works. This one’s a little different, Brody. I haven’t been withholding information from you — I simply haven’t had information. What I told you is what I know. Somebody found part of what they thought to be Amelia Earhart’s plane. There is no preset drop point, no prearranged meeting point with anyone on the island. This is as real as it gets. You wanted to be a reality TV star — this is your chance. For both of you.”

      Brody let out a deep breath. He felt strange, off-balance somehow. Something about all of this didn’t add up. He was running out of time to argue, however. It seemed as though Landon and most of the other people were going to be leaving this afternoon. Part of him wanted to jump on the boat with them, to head back and return to LA. He could ask Gene to help set up another commercial shoot if there was one available. The network would pay him for his time here, even though he didn’t finish his contract. As per union regulations, he would be able to at least get paid for the week of travel and shooting he did do.

      Then again, part of him did want to figure out what this was all about. If Landon had told them the truth — and he had no reason to doubt the man — somebody on this island knew something about  Earhart’s final flight. They might not find the real thing, but it would at least make a cool story.

      Dr. Johansson seemed interested as well, which wasn’t nothing.

      Landon stepped back into his tent and closed the flap. “I need to get started packing, guys. Sorry.”

      Brody's frown deepened as he considered the situation. He had been feeling so alone out here, with no one he could really trust or rely on. But now Anna's words had given him a glimmer of hope. Maybe he wouldn't have to face everything alone. He still wasn't sure how he felt about Max being in the mix, but he trusted Anna's judgement. If she thought it was a good idea, then maybe it was.

      At the same time, Brody couldn't shake the feeling that things were going to get worse before they got better. He had a sinking feeling in his gut that this was only the beginning, and that the danger they were in was far from over. But at least he wouldn't have to face it alone. With Anna by his side, he felt like he could handle anything.

      He had to admit that things were starting to look up a bit. Anna wanted to stay out here with him. With Max as well, apparently, but he figured she wouldn’t want to get closer to that asshole.

      Still, the bar was low for ‘looking up.’ Someone in their crew had just died, it seemed to have been foul play, and now Landon was ditching them with a skeleton crew and told to just wing it.

      If he wasn’t optimistic about spending more one-on-one time with Anna, he might even have thought the entire thing was a bit suspicious.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      The second expedition into the jungle set off a little over an hour later. Brody had packed a bit more food and a bit less water this time, as there would be no extra hands lugging food with them this time around. Furthermore, the others had all filled their canteens to the brim, and Brody knew that in such a rainy jungle, it was likely they would be able to find fresh water at any number of the many mountain streams.

      They began their trek heading through the same freshly cut foliage they had cleared the day before. Brody and Anna moved quickly at the lead of the smaller pack, Colin and Max directly behind them, and Neva and a local guide bringing up the rear. Though Brody didn’t know the guide’s name, he recognized him from back when they had gotten off the boat and headed up to camp. Earlier, Neva had explained that the man was a local fisherman who often helped visiting hunters and travelers navigate around the island for the right fee. It wasn’t a singing testimony that told Brody the man was loyal and trustworthy, but it was better than nothing. He had decided to trust the man regardless — there really wasn’t much of a choice if they hoped to reach the village — and so far he seemed to be honest enough.

      Within an hour, they had reached the point where they had left off the previous day. The guide walked up then and took over the lead role, hacking away the foliage and fauna with a sick-looking blade. Another fifteen minutes of this passed, and suddenly their route was intersected by a narrow path, this one worn down over years of use. It was too narrow for a car to use but wide enough that a small pushcart could traverse it, and it seemed to have a few worn ruts for just that. The guide pointed to the right with his blade, ensuring they were all looking at him, then nodded.

      Brody had no idea if the man spoke English, but he had found the locals so far to be accommodating if not openly welcoming. Perhaps this man was just doing his job, trying to stay out of the way as much as possible. He made a note to try to engage the man in conversation when they came to a stopping point — aside from his love of experiencing other cultures; he figured their expedition might just be easier if they could actually ask questions and get answers from the folks who lived here.

      “Landon said we would find the village just to the north of our camp,” Neva’s voice called out from the rear of the pack. She had the DSLR out and assembled with a short lens in one hand, silently capturing most of their progress, moving back and forward to adjust for the lack of a zoom. “Should only be a half-hour or so on this path.”

      No one spoke — even Max, which was very surprising — and Brody once again started to lead the way with Anna. He wondered if the others were feeling the same unease he was experiencing. So far, Landon had been telling them the truth: he knew there was a village around here, and claimed it was the same village the native who had found the plane piece was from, and that was it. He didn’t know much more about the area or the plane itself, and he didn’t seem to be holding anything back. There was a distinct lack of information and knowledge in their ranks, but it certainly seemed to reach the top — it wasn’t a power move on Landon’s part.

      Landon and the others had left around the same time Brody’s team entered the jungle once again. Two of the SUVs had driven off with much of their gear and personnel, Landon promising to send one back up for Brody and the rest of his entourage. The whole ordeal had been done in haste, as if Landon and the others were not just excited to get back home, but were equally excited to leave this place.

      It was almost foreboding, and the sense of unrest seemed to permeate through Brody’s shirt and into the skin. It didn’t help that there was talk of a growing storm that might start traveling in their direction.

      He hoped he was just making too much of the situation, spending too much time in his own head. Just because a man had perished near their camp didn’t mean they were all under attack or the future targets of one. It didn’t mean there was anything to worry about out here. They had a job to do, and that job was totally innocent: try to find the failed last flight of Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan, film whatever they could along the way, and generally create something entertaining.

      What else could this be about?

      Brody hadn’t realized they had been walking for another half-hour until he heard the sound of people talking in their native tongue, the version of Malay he had heard bits and pieces of since arriving. The path widened up ahead and he saw a clearing. A valley cut left to right, stretching out on either side of his view, its narrow floor the foundation of the village they were heading toward. Far on the left, a picturesque waterfall tumbled down from above, forming a river that first pooled at the waterfall’s base before heading downstream. It twisted through a collection of homes made of hand-formed bricks and sticks.

      Children darted left and right across the path in front of him, the source of the voices he had heard. A woman was carrying a woven basket above her head, heading downhill toward the quaint civilization. As she passed, she spit out a massive amount of saliva, landing it deftly on the top of a flat stone next to the path.

      Brody was revolted, but Anna laughed. “I looked it up last night,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Buai — it’s actually the world’s fourth-most popular drug or something like that. Made from betel nuts, lime powder, and mustard.”

      Brody had already learned of the drug but somehow felt even more revolted hearing Anna talk about it.

      “This stuff was imported from Papua New Guinea, which is why it’s kept the name Buai. Anyway, if we ever get out of here, we should —“

      “Never.”

      She laughed harder. “What? You don’t like the thought of your lips and teeth stained permanently dark red? Or, you know, death, if you take too much?”

      He sneered. “I’ll stick to the vices I already know about,” he said.

      She waved it off but continued, growing even more giddy as they approached the valley and the village down below. “This is absolutely incredible,” she said. “I still feel like a little kid whenever I come across stuff like this. I could spend a lifetime studying the culture, the people, the language.”

      “I know what you mean,” Brody said. “I’m just glad they’re not considered hostile to outsiders.”

      He remembered from Landon’s quick briefing that these villagers were essentially a peaceful tribe that had simply pushed against the modern technological advancement their cousins from the town on the coast had welcomed, opting instead for a simpler life on the opposite side of the island. They traded with the city, as well as with the other small island nations in the region, mostly offering mountain-grown fruits, vegetables, freshwater fish, and materials for shelters.

      “I guess we should go down and introduce ourselves,” Johansson said.

      Landon heard Max suddenly start to speak, his voice booming out over the edge of the valley.

      “We stumbled across an uncontacted civilization,” his lie began. Brody turned and saw that he was addressing Neva’s camera, narrating this portion of the journey for all his fans at home. “This tribe has likely been here for a thousand years and might even be completely unaware of the outside world.”

      Brody rolled his eyes, and he noticed that the guide with them seemed to, as well. He saw Johansson’s face scrunch up in anger as she stepped forward toward Max and Neva. Brody put a hand out and gently held her back. “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Editing will take it out completely or they’ll figure out some way to fix it and make it accurate again.”

      “He just spews off whatever he thinks of first, doesn’t he?” she asked quietly. “I mean, he’s not even trying to be factual.”

      Brody smiled as he turned back to the path that led down to the village. “Welcome to Hollywood.”
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      “I’d like to get some shots of me building a proper shelter out here,” Max said to Neva and the others.

      Brody and the team had reached the village without fuss or fanfare. The villagers were far from barbaric, and they had no doubt been aware of Brody’s team’s existence. As they descended the mountain and entered the valley and village, children laughed and pointed at their funny clothes and gear, but they were able to reach the stream at its center without incident. No one seemed to pay them any mind, save for an older man who waved at them as they neared a large hut.

      Brody turned and addressed Max. “I’m not sure that’s necessary,” he said. “We’re not going to be staying here, and we can easily get back to our own camp in a couple of hours, possibly less. Even in the dark.”

      “I’m not worried about my navigational skills at night,” Max snapped as if Brody had verbally assaulted him. “It’s just that I’ve got to make sure you all don’t get lost in the woods on the way. It’s always better to be prepared in a survival situation like this.”

      Brody looked at Colin, hoping for backup, but Colin just shrugged. “If Neva is okay with it, I can take her camera and film a few shots of us lashing some sticks together.”

      Brody looked at Neva, suddenly feeling the tension in the group. She needed to assert herself, to take charge. “Actually, that’s B-roll footage, at best, guys. We need to figure out where this plane might be first. And if anyone on this island knows, it’s one of these villagers — one of them found it, remember? Or at least a piece of it. We need to set up an interview, try to find someone who speaks English.”

      He looked up as the sun dipped behind the massive spire that overlooked the village to the west. It cast a long, deep shadow over the village, providing a wonderful coolness for the mid-afternoon day. Brody realized that this village was perfectly situated to take advantage of the river, the valley itself, and the moderate temperatures throughout the day, no matter the season.

      In another life, he might even have wanted to join them. The lifestyle was hard, one of constant manual labor, but it was toil for a purpose, for the betterment of the society each of the villagers took part in. A cause worthy as any, in his opinion.

      Neva nodded, either agreeing with Brody or Max, and brought the DSLR up to her eye and snapped a few shots of the valley to get the new lighting settings dialed in. By now, the older villager approached them and stepped close, spitting a hunk of red gak onto the dirt. He said something in rapid-fire Malay.

      The local guide who had helped them find the path to the village stepped up. “He say: welcome. Want food? Or Buai?”

      Brody was surprised that this man spoke a bit of English, since he hadn’t yet said a single word since they’d met him, though Brody hadn’t bothered to ask. Brody smiled, facing the villager as he spoke but making sure his words were easy for the guide to translate. “Thank you, we are fine for now. We are just passing through. Looking for something. Something we heard one of your people found.”

      The man’s eyes widened a bit as he explained, and Brody didn’t need to wait for the guide’s translation to know that this old guy understood what they were after.

      He spoke a series of single, guttural words, and the local guide translated. “Plane,” he said. “But ‘metal bird’ is the actual translation.”

      Brody couldn’t hide his excitement, and he was glad to see that Neva was focusing the camera on his face. It was as natural and real a reaction as he would get. “Yes, yes, that’s it! Do you know where it is?”

      Brody waited for the guide to translate, watching the old man’s expression as he did. His face seemed to show encouragement at first, then dismay. He looked disappointed as he responded, speaking directly to Brody.

      Brody listened to the translated words. “He say, ‘metal bird never found.’ Just small piece. Old stories tell of it, but no longer.”

      Interesting, Brody thought. Old stories?

      “Right,” Johansson said. “That’s what we were told as well — that you found just a piece of it. Can you show us where the piece was found?”

      The single-word reply, once translated by their guide, sent chills down Brody’s spine. “Cave.”

      Anna and Colin seemed chagrined by this response as well, while Max simply stared up at the waterfall at the end of the valley. “He said it was in a cave somewhere?” Anna asked the guide.

      The guide shook his head. “Near cave. Found in sand.”

      “It must have washed ashore,” she said quickly. She turned to face Neva and her camera. “This is incredible,” she began, talking to the camera like a seasoned pro. “There’s a chance we could actually find something here! We’ve even got a landmark to use to help us get there. We’re looking for a cave near the water, assuming that since it was found in the sand, it means the piece washed up on shore.”

      Brody ad-libbed with her. “This is big,” he said, daring to squeeze her shoulder. She leaned into it. “This is potentially very big. If they found one piece, depending on how it got there of course, it could mean that more of the wreckage of the plane came to rest near wherever this cave is.”

      Max huffed nearby, loud enough for even Neva’s camera microphone attachment to pick it up. “Do you know where this cave is?” Max asked the old man. “We aren’t here to dick around with the locals, guys.”

      Another series of translations followed, and finally, the local guide spit out the answer. “Down,” he said, pointing at the river that ran through the village.

      Brody followed the man’s finger and saw that the river disappeared around a bend, but that there was a very clear downward stretch through the valley. Like most of these volcanic islands, Brody figured this valley had been cut by eroding igneous rock as shrubs and trees began to grow on their slopes. What had once been a gentle, sloping river had eventually turned into a sheer cliff and waterfall and cut this valley into its floor.

      And, apparently, at the bottom of this river was a cave, situated somewhere along the beach.

      Follow the river, reach the shoreline, then start looking around for a cave.

      The instructions were clear, and they had a goal. They had only been in the village for fifteen minutes, and they had the next leg of their journey already mapped out.

      We might actually pull this off, he thought. We could actually do this.

      A young kid, probably no older than eight or nine, suddenly darted across the stream, spitting a cheekful of red Buai into the water.

      The old man laughed, the guide smiled, and Brody did his best to hide his shock.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Brody, Anna, and Colin were walking quickly to the edge of the village, about to set off downstream, Neva huffing along behind them. Max, against their judgment and urging, had commandeered the local guide who had helped him get to the village, and together the pair had split off from the group. They were also heading toward the edge of the village on the higher side to the east, working their way to the waterfall.

      He had hardly offered a rebuttal, simply stating that if they weren’t going to support him, he would get the shots with his phone by himself. He wanted to film himself building a shelter, and that was that.

      It was a strange hill to die on, but who were they to fight him about it?

      The guide had seemed torn as well, not wanting to leave the group but also not wanting to leave his charge alone in strange territory.

      “You think he’ll be okay?” Anna asked.

      Colin snorted. “He might be a prick, but he’s no idiot. He knows how to handle himself. He might be a little bit uncomfortable without a doting crew taking care of his every need, but —”

      “I was talking about the guide. He seemed like a nice guy.”

      Brody laughed. “I’m sure he can handle himself well out here, too. I mean, he is a local guide, right?”

      Still, Anna felt the same sense of foreboding she had recognized earlier, and she wondered if the others felt that as well. She looked to Colin, who was wearing his characteristic stoic expression, hiking along with his face set forward. If he was sensing it as well, it didn’t show.

      Neva brought the camera over and faced it in her direction. She saw that it was on. “Are you worried for their safety?” Neva asked, her voice shifting down a few pitches, likely trying to sound better for the tiny onboard microphone.

      She shrugged as they walked. “I don’t know, something about him just… feels off.”

      Neva flicked the record button, and the red light dimmed and died. She got the message: I can’t record that sort of stuff.

      She continued regardless. “It’s like he doesn’t want to be here, or… he does, but he’s angry he’s not the lone star of the show.”

      Neva laughed, still holding the camera up, pointing it at her even though she wasn’t recording. Does she think I don’t know?

      “Well, he is an actor,” Neva said. “That’s sort of what we should expect, right?”

      Brody spoke, rescuing her. “No, I’m understanding what she’s saying. Max has definitely been acting weird about this whole… thing. About everything, really. I don’t know him, but he’s definitely been standoffish and rude. Granted, I’ve never worked with him directly, but he seems a bit… Over the top about making sure he is in every shot.”

      “Again, that’s pretty much to be expected, right?”

      Suddenly Colin stopped and turned, facing Neva. He gently pushed the camera down, meeting Neva’s eyes. “I know you’ve picked up on it, as well,” Colin said. Anna listened to his words, hearing them for what they were: an accusation, not a question. “You and Landon know more about this little operation than anyone else. You were there long before we came into the picture, so you know how this whole situation came to be.”

      She and Brody stopped in their tracks and formed a small half-circle around Colin. “What do you mean?” Johannson asked, now addressing Colin. She looked at Neva. “What’s he talking about?”

      Neva rolled her eyes. “Guys, calm down. Just because everyone else got sent back to the mainland doesn’t mean there’s anything to worry —“

      “We’re not talking about that right now,” Anna said. “Yeah, it’s sketchy as hell that as soon as someone from our crew shows up dead, everyone splits, but we’re asking about Max. What happened with him?”

      “He wasn’t cast,” Colin finally said. “He just… ended up with the part.”

      Neva stuttered an argumentative response. “Look, it’s not like… okay, fine. I mean yeah, he didn’t audition, per se. He didn’t have to go in front of the casting crew and director like you two did. That’s just because —“

      “Just because you and Landon aren’t really calling the shots, are you?”

      Anna and Brody turned now and stared at Colin. She had completely underestimated this guy. Not only was he capable, smart, and confident out here on his own, it seemed he also knew — or had intuited — a bit more about the situation than he had been letting on. It seemed to take Neva by surprise as well, leading Anna to suspect that she and Landon had thought this all a secret.

      “Look,” Colin continued. “I don’t know the details, and I don’t know what’s going on way at the top level, but this isn’t how any network this size brings on its cast. I mean, there should have been at least five closed-door meetings before any of us was sent out here. It should’ve been a year from start to finish before we even got on an airplane. In this case, it was, what? A month? Two? Total?”

      Anna nodded in agreement. She had thought the same thing, but hearing Colin say it out loud made it more real somehow. It was as if someone had taken the words right out of her mouth. She had been surprised by how quickly everything had happened as well, but she had just assumed that it was the way things were done in Hollywood. Fast-paced and impulsive. But Colin was right. It wasn't normal for a network of this size to bring on a cast and crew for a major project without a proper planning phase.

      She looked over at Brody, who had been silent for a while, lost in thought. He finally spoke up, his voice low and serious. "I don't like it. It feels like we're walking into a trap. Like they're not telling us everything. And I don't trust Landon. Something's off about that guy."

      Colin nodded in agreement. "Exactly. And that's why we need to be careful. We need to watch our backs and stick together. I don't know what's going on, but I have a feeling it's not good."

      Neva swallowed, then looked down at the ground. “Yeah, it’s… weird. Fine, I’ll admit that. But it doesn’t change anything. We’re all out here —“

      “Who hired us?” Colin asked. “Who’s really pulling the strings?”

      Neva stared at Colin for a long moment, then at Anna and Brody. Her eyes were piercing, as if trying to tell them something without having to say it out loud. “I don’t know,” she said, letting her camera drop to the strap around her neck. She held her hands out. “I swear to you, I have no idea.”

      Anna frowned, but Brody spoke first. “But… it’s not Landon? Or the network itself?” Brody asked. “You’re telling me neither of them is really behind this show?”

      Another pause. “Right,” Neva said. “I don’t know who it is, but this show was the brainchild of someone else entirely. Landon admitted it to me, but I think it was a slip-up. He hasn’t said a word like it since we got to the island, so I haven’t been able to ask him again.”

      She looked at the three others slowly, one at a time.

      “But no. It’s not the network that’s trying to get this thing made — it’s someone else.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-ONE

          

          

      

    

    







            COLIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday | 2:35 pm
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      “What else can you tell us, then?” Colin asked.

      He was not planning on pressing the issue too far — in his mind, there was a job to do, Max had been hired to do it, and he was part of Max’s team. He would go where his boss went, and that was that. But this project had already become something that no longer resembled a simple television shoot, and he could no longer pretend otherwise. He had been with Max for some time and had gotten a feel for how many of these types of things were supposed to go.

      Everything that Dr. Johansson and Brody were concerned about was true. There should have been at least a year of planning before anyone had booked a flight out here, and those first flights should have merely been for location scouting and prep work. There should have been auditions upon auditions, meetings just to determine who should be at later meetings, and then meetings to determine whether or not the auditions had ticked all the right boxes for the beancounters and show runners. Lawyers should have been involved, which meant more time and money.

      There would have been contracts with pages and pages of legalese, followed by script readings and rehearsals. The network would have been more involved than they were now, and he would have known what the hell was going on. But instead, they were all here, being sent on dangerous expeditions and living in third-world conditions with no clear direction or guidance. It was all incredibly irresponsible, and Colin was starting to wonder just how much of this was actually legal.

      He had no doubt that Landon was behind all of this. Colin had seen his type before, the kind of man who played fast and loose with the rules, who believed that the ends justified the means. And while he couldn't say for sure what Landon’s ultimate goal was with this project, he knew it wasn't good. The man was dangerous, and the longer they stayed out here, the more Colin worried about what might happen to them.

      And then, once they got out here, why would the network call them all back immediately, only two days after they had arrived? Why would they allow Landon — the self-declared leader of the entire group and the network’s most important asset — to leave while leaving the less important but far more expensive assets out here?

      There had been a strong push by Landon for them to continue with the project, and Colin was part of that now. They had been left behind to gather footage, to try to find whatever truth was out here.

      But now that Neva had revealed another truth to them, Colin wasn’t sure what he believed anymore. Was there even a plane to be found? None of them had any evidence that Landon’s story of a found plane piece was true.

      Colin's mind raced as he tried to make sense of the situation. He had been skeptical from the beginning, but now his doubts were growing. The idea that they were out here on a wild goose chase, searching for a plane that might not even exist, seemed absurd. Had Landon lied to them? Was he being used as a pawn in some larger scheme? He didn't know, but he felt a sense of unease settling in the pit of his stomach. As they continued walking, he kept his thoughts to himself, not wanting to further stir up the already tense situation.

      “That’s all I know,” Neva said. “I assure you. Look, I don’t even think Landon knows. And if he does know who’s behind it all, I’m positive he doesn’t know why. We are all pawns, right? Playing someone else’s game. I don’t like it either, but that’s just the way it is. And to be honest, it’s always been that way. It’s just that we usually know who it is behind the screen — the network or whatever. Best we can do now is just play the game, find whatever it is we’re supposed to find out here, then get back home.”

      “Why are you defending him? The network?” Anna asked.

      “What? I’m not!” Neva said, her voice cracking. Colin watched the woman’s face. He was no psychologist, but he could see when someone was being pressed too far. This woman was no soldier, and she was quickly nearing her breaking point.

      “It’s okay,” Colin said, stepping in. “She’s scared. We all are. Give her some space — she’s on our side, remember. Landon ditched her out here as much as he ditched us.”

      Neva swallowed and stepped back a foot, letting out a breath. Colin could almost see the woman’s heart rate relaxing.

      “There’s one problem with all that,” Brody said. “I don’t like being a pawn. Pawns die. And usually they die pretty early in the game.”

      Colin nodded. He couldn’t help but think of the poor man who had lost his life outside their camp. He knew, without a doubt, that there was foul play involved. He couldn’t prove it — he was not an investigator and couldn’t pretend to make sense of whatever evidence might be there — but he sensed it was true.

      Worse, he had the nagging sensation that the person he had aligned his career with was not who he said he was. He knew Max had a past, but he hadn’t considered what might happen if that past came back to haunt them both.

      “We have to get back to Max,” he said suddenly. There was a distinct feeling of the air being sucked out of the jungle around them, but he continued. “We have to go back, now.”

      “Why?”

      “I think that guide is in danger. I think Max is going to do something to him.”

      “You think he’s capable of killing him?” Brody asked. “Why would he?”

      “Neva said he was never auditioned, right? He was just placed here as if somebody — whoever this mysterious person or group is that’s pulling the strings — just jammed Max into the cast at the last minute. Normally that would be suspicious, but something I could explain away as oversight or negligence or just simply last-minute changes on the network’s part.”

      “But…” Anna began. “You don’t feel that way. What’s different about the situation? What is it about Max himself?”

      “It is Max himself. Anyone else, sure, it would be weird. But, hell, Hollywood’s weird. But this is Max we’re talking about, and the fact that we now know he was popped in last-minute by some strange group that we don’t know about.” He paused. “Do any of you know what Max did before he got his start in the acting world?”

      Heads shook all around as he continued. “He doesn’t talk about it much — and he’s worked very hard to build a character — the Max Sharp brand, if you will — around who he wanted to become. You know he’s not my favorite person, but you have to admit there’s something there, at his core. He may not be a true survivalist, and he may not be the real deal, but he doesn’t have zero experience whatsoever.”

      “It’s just that the experience he does have is something different than what we all thought it might be?” Brody asked.

      “Yes, exactly. Before Max changed his name and tried to launch his acting career, way before we all met him, he was a soldier.”

      “Yeah,” Anna said. “I knew he was military, but are you saying he was like a Navy Seal or something?”

      Colin shook his head. “No, I mean after that. He was a soldier for hire.”

      “Wait a minute,” Neva said. “You’re — you’re telling me Max is a mercenary?”

      “Hitman, assassin, mercenary — sure, though those aren’t the terms he would use. He didn’t do it much, but that’s because he didn’t have to. Apparently he made so much money he only had to take a few contracts in the five-year span before he started acting. He got tired of it for whatever reason and threw in the towel, deciding to become that actor instead. I’ve always thought it was that he stumbled across some paystubs or contracts for a high-paid actor or something while on a job. Figured he saw he could make as much money without putting himself at risk.”

      He saw Anna squeeze her eyes shut, and Brody’s mouth turn downward as they processed the news.

      “Now, I’m starting to think there might be even more to it than that. Like, his acting was just a front or something. I’m not sure of the details, but —“

      “But we need to find Max.”

      “Right,” Colin said. “We definitely need to find Max.”
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      They set off back upriver toward the town. Anna knew they needed to hurry, but she wanted to try to piece together more of the story first. “If Max did kill that guy back at camp, and the guide with him now is in danger, why?” she asked. “What motive does he have? Killing local guides on a remote island?”

      Colin shook his head as they marched on. Neva simply hung her head, staring at the ground. Her camera had turned off minutes ago after filming her, and had not turned back on.

      She saw Brody look around, then back at her. “We’re not thinking big enough,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, we’re trying to find a solution to a puzzle we don’t have all the pieces for. I mean, even Landon didn’t know much about this whole project. But he did know that someone else was pulling the strings. Why wouldn’t that same person have hired Max as well, last minute? Max, who we now know was a hitman.”

      Anna nodded. “Yeah, except this is a real shoot, with a real network behind it. I mean Neva’s still here, and all the crew and support staff that left earlier — they’re real network employees. If this mystery person just wanted a few locals dead, why send them all out here? And us? Why not just send Max, or a hitman who’s not employed by a television studio?”

      “I’m not saying this is not real,” Brody continued. “I’m just saying it’s clearly part of something bigger. Part of something larger than even what Landon and Neva knew about.”

      She thought of the seaplane pilot they had met just down the road from camp where the new resort was breaking ground. Anna remembered her mentioning that she had flown some of the security personnel onto the island — the armed guards they had passed in town, ostensibly working for the same group that was building the resort up here. Their weapons seemed quite a bit more sophisticated than what a typical security guard needed, in her opinion.

      Perhaps the network was behind that — maybe they wanted to control the island, to have a place to shoot whatever shows they wanted, free of governmental oversight. She had heard of cruise ship vacation lines doing the same thing, to offer guests a premium experience they could fully control.

      If the network was planning some sort of coup, planning to take over this island and use it as a shooting locale for future projects, she had to give them credit — it wasn’t a bad choice. So far, she had not seen any hostility from the locals, and there were only a handful of them anyway. It wouldn’t take much to gain purchase in this place.

      Still, why target the local guides? Why send someone like Max Sharp out here to kill locals?

      “We don’t have time,” Colin said, suddenly breaking into a jog. They all hustled to maintain pace with him, save for Neva, who was already sweating with the exertion. “I’m going to run ahead; check it out. From now on, Max stays with us. I thought I could trust him, solely because I thought he was motivated by money. The network is paying him well to be on this show, but now I’m wondering if there isn’t another buyer paying even more.”

      Brody nodded. “Yeah, I’m with you there. If he turns out to be the one who killed that guide back at camp…”

      Johannson didn’t need him to finish the sentence. What were they supposed to do? They weren’t going to kill Max, were they? Could they? She was not a killer, and she knew Brody wasn’t, either. Neva wouldn’t be much help, and only Colin seemed capable of performing something like that.

      Anna felt a knot form in her stomach. The idea of killing Max — or anyone for that matter — was completely out of the question. It was true that Max was becoming more and more of a liability, but murder was not a solution. They needed to find a way to deal with him that didn't involve breaking the law or risking their own safety.

      She looked at Colin, who seemed to be lost in thought, and wondered what was going through his mind. Did he think that killing Max was an option? She couldn't imagine that he would actually go through with it, but the fact that he hadn’t offered a rebuttal was disturbing.

      And Colin was working for Max, and besides — he was too clean, too refined. He seemed like a good guy. Was he capable of that sort of violence?

      As they walked in silence, Anna couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. The jungle seemed to be closing in around them, and she couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched. She glanced around nervously, but saw nothing but trees and foliage.

      Finally, she spoke up. "We can't kill Max," she said firmly. "There has to be another way." Colin didn't respond, but she could see him nodding in agreement out of the corner of her eye. "We'll figure something out," she added, more to convince herself than anyone else.

      They continued walking, their thoughts racing. The situation was becoming more and more dangerous, and they needed to act fast if they were going to get out of it alive.

      Anna observed Colin closely as they walked, noticing the subtle changes in his demeanor. At first, she had simply seen him as Max's apprentice, a subordinate following in his mentor's footsteps. But now she sensed something deeper, something more nuanced in his character. Was it wisdom or experience gained from hard-won battles?

      The more time she spent with both men, the more she realized how different they truly were. While Max was sly and unpredictable, Colin appeared to be the opposite. His quiet and reserved mannerisms now seemed more intentional, as if he was purposefully holding back.

      Anna wondered if Colin was capable of doing something as extreme as taking a life, especially in the face of Max's apparent recklessness. Could he really be the one to carry out such a drastic action? She realized that she didn't know the answer, and the uncertainty made her uneasy.

      No one had suggested it, as Brody had cut himself short, so she couldn’t voice her question to the group. Colin was already running through the small village, aiming in the direction the guide and Max had traveled in. None of the villagers seemed to pay them any attention, and the older man they had talked with minutes earlier was nowhere in sight.

      With any luck, they had all been wrong about Max, and he was just doing what he’d told them — building a shelter while filming himself with his phone, the guide acting as assistant. Max had already shown that he was not interested in playing by anyone else’s rules but his own. If they wanted to head down to the cave, and Max wanted to build a shelter and earn himself more screen time, they may not have a choice but to wait around for him to finish. She didn’t like it, but she didn’t like him, either.

      She hoped that’s all it was — she hoped it was just her severe dislike for the polished faker making her feel uneasy about his actions.

      If not, however, there would be bigger problems.
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      Fortunately, it didn’t take them long to find Max and their guide.

      Unfortunately, both were dead.

      Brody saw them first. He had overtaken Colin at the front of the pack, Colin having slowed a bit as they reached the hill leading up to the waterfall. When they got to the ravine, they had bouldered down far quicker than Brody thought was safe, but none of them, Neva included, had fallen.

      As he had approached the river, he could feel his heart pounding in his chest. His mind raced as he considered the possibilities of what he might find. Was it another body? Was it a victim of some kind of predator? Or was it just a trick of the light, a figment of his imagination? But as he got closer, he could see that there was indeed a foot there, sticking out from behind the boulder.

      He felt a wave of nausea wash over him as he had finally realized what he was looking at. It was a human foot, dark and lifeless. The sandal that had been on it was now lying to the side, discarded and forgotten. He took a few tentative steps closer, his heart beating faster with each passing moment. As he got closer, he could see that the foot was attached to a leg, and the leg to a body.

      The guide.

      The man’s body was lying face down in the dirt, partially obscured by the boulder. Brody could see a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, both wet. He could feel his stomach turning as he realized the full horror of the situation. This was another victim, another senseless death in a place that seemed to breed nothing but tragedy. He took a few steps back, his mind reeling as he tried to process what he had just seen.

      Colin called out to him, and Brody started walking over.

      Max’s body was about fifteen feet away, and it looked like he had put up a fight before his death. There was no blood, but there was a red line around his neck, where he had been choked from behind. Likely held and dragged backward over the jungle floor, judging by the two gashes that zigzagged through the leaves and dirt.

      “Holy shit,” Neva said, reaching the edge of the river and peering across at the carnage.

      Anna and Colin stood at the far side of the river close to Brody, but neither spoke. Brody looked back at them, Dr. Johansson holding a hand over her mouth. There were tears in her eyes, but Brody knew they were not tears of sadness. Sure, it was terribly unfortunate that this had happened, but she was feeling the same thing he was.

      Terror.

      Someone out here was killing them all, picking them off one at a time. Making sure their crew got smaller and smaller by the day.

      They had hunted their group, waiting for Max and the guide to peel off from the larger group, then gotten the jump on them.

      Max, a trained killer and ex-soldier, had not even been able to defend himself.

      Anna stumbled over a pile of small rocks and walked closer to the guide’s body, followed by Neva and Colin. Brody watched Colin as he hopped from rock to rock like a human-shaped mountain goat. Deft, light on his feet, and seemingly completely unfazed by the rocky floor.

      “What happened?” Anna asked. “Did they fight each other?”

      “No,” Brody said. “Look.” He pointed to the ground where Max’s boot heels had dug in, then dragged his hand up and ended at Max’s neck. “He was choked to death by the looks of it,” he said.

      “Wire, too, judging by the blood on his neck,” Colin said. “They were silent, stealthy.” He walked over and knelt down next to the guide. He pressed his hands against the dead man’s shoulder and waist and rolled him up and onto his side. The man had to be at least 250 pounds, but Colin moved him as if he were no heavier than a child. He knelt down even closer, inspecting the area around the man’s neck. Finally, he tapped on an area next to the carotid artery with two fingers.

      “If you’re checking for a pulse, you won’t find one,” Anna said.

      “No, not a pulse.” He felt around a bit more, then turned to the others, keeping his hand in place. “Right here. You can feel it if you want. It’s a bump.”

      “A bump?” Brody asked.

      “My guess is it was some sort of dart. Either fired from a compressed air dart gun or blowgun.”

      “Like a tranquilizer? So he’s not dead?” Anna asked. Brody heard the optimism in her voice, even though he knew the truth.

      Colin shook his head again. “No, unfortunately he’s dead. Rigor mortis will set in soon, so I’m going to lay him out flat in case anyone decides to come for the body for a burial. Same with Max.”

      Brody watched as Colin approached the body and began to inspect it. He was careful not to touch anything, but he leaned in close to get a better look. Brody couldn't help but feel a sense of admiration for Colin's ability to remain so level-headed in such a gruesome situation. It was clear that Colin had seen his fair share of death, but the ease with which he seemed to approach this one was unsettling.

      As Colin continued to examine the body, Brody felt his own emotions starting to bubble to the surface. He couldn't stop himself from thinking about the man's family and what they must be going through. He felt a deep sadness for the man, who had died in such a violent and senseless way. But he knew that he couldn't let those emotions take over. There would be time to mourn later, after they had dealt with the situation at hand.

      He looked over at Anna, who was standing a few feet away from the body, her hand covering her mouth in shock. He knew that she was feeling the same things he was, but he also knew that she was trying to keep it together. He respected her for that, just as he respected Colin for his ability to remain calm.

      As he watched Colin work, Brody couldn't help but wonder how he could learn to compartmentalize his emotions like that. He had always been a sensitive person, easily affected by the things around him. But in situations like this, that sensitivity could be a liability. He needed to find a way to turn it off, to be able to focus on the task at hand without getting lost in his emotions. It was something he would need to work on if he wanted to survive in this line of work.

      And he knew that that sort of mindfulness only came with longer bouts of practice and years of study. It was what every practitioner of yoga and meditation or daily prayer yearned for: the ability to control thoughts that otherwise flowed freely through the mind.

      It was impressive to see it, and yet it only added to the enigma that was Colin.

      Colin stood up and came back to Brody and the others. Brody noticed then that Neva had not turned on the camera since they’d reached the floor of the ravine. Apparently, the woman was having second thoughts about this expedition as well. This trip was no longer about filming — it was about survival.

      Brody's mind raced as he tried to piece together what was happening. The fact that Landon had left so abruptly only added to the growing sense of unease in the group. The revelation had shed some light on the situation, but it only made things more confusing. Brody couldn't shake the feeling that they were all in danger, and he couldn't help but wonder what other secrets were being kept from them.

      As he looked at Neva, he saw the fear in her eyes and felt a pang of sympathy. He knew what it was like to be scared and alone in a strange place. He reached out and put his hand on her shoulder, trying to offer some comfort. He could feel the tension in her body, but he held his hand there, hoping to convey a sense of solidarity.

      He spoke in a soft voice, trying to keep it steady and calm. He wanted Neva to know that they were all in this together. "Hey," he said, "We're all scared, Neva. But we're going to stick together from now on. We stick together, and we'll be fine." He hoped that his words would offer some comfort, but he knew that actions spoke louder than words. They needed to act quickly if they were going to survive whatever was coming their way.

      Neva’s face went even paler, but she nodded. “Right,” she said quickly. “Of course.”

      Despite her words, Neva then turned and ran a few feet into the jungle, away from the river. Brody heard the sound of hacking and coughing a moment later.

      Brody turned to the others. “Well, this just got a bit more serious,” he said. “We need to get out of here, and stat.”
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      Brody was about to walk over and feel the man’s neck as Colin had suggested. He took one step forward and heard a whistling sound. He felt a small burst of pressure zip by his ear. In front of him, on the ground, he saw the pink feathered end of a tiny dart.

      Brody stopped, startled. Colin had seen it as well. He stood and looked up past Brody’s back. “Get down!” he shouted.

      Brody was already moving. He dove forward, landing just next to the dead guide. Anna and Neva hadn’t seen the dart fly by Brody’s shoulder, but they reacted to Colin’s exclamation.

      “We can’t stay here,” Brody said, nearly sucking up a mouthful of leaves.

      “They’re reloading,” Colin said. “They only have one blowgun, or we’d be dead by now. But if they have any other firepower… doesn’t matter — you’re right. We need to get out of here.”

      “It will take too long to climb back up the —“

      “No, we’re taking the long way. Going downhill. We can follow the river. It’s the same one that leads down to the village. From there, we can hide in the huts or at least put some distance between us.”

      Neva and Anna didn’t argue. They jumped up quickly, starting to move downstream. Brody allowed Colin to pull him up to his feet, and together they crawled over the boulder near the guide and down the other side, breaking into a run when they got to their feet on the opposite side.

      Brody didn’t bother throwing a glance over his shoulder. He had seen the dart; that was enough.

      Someone was after them — the same someone who had killed Max and the two guides.

      Who were they, and what did they want?

      He picked up his pace, ran like his life depended on it. Because now it did.

      “What — what happened?” Anna asked, breathing heavily as Brody caught up to her.

      About a hundred feet away from where Max and the guide had died, the valley cut to the left, the river splashing against the wall there before following suit and heading to the right as it continued downstream. Brody ran in silence, ignoring Anna’s question until they reached the bend. Only then did they slow to a jog. The previously moist, leafy jungle floor slid toward one of rock and stone as it narrowed, and Brody could see that the entire gulch would quickly be covered in water after a heavy rain. It was lucky that the small waterfall behind them had not been fed by a rainstorm today, or they would instead be swimming down this river to get to safety.

      “A blow dart,” Brody said through deep breaths as they regrouped near the vertical wall of the canyon, the river pressing against his toes. “Nearly got me right in the neck. I just happened to start walking toward the guide.” He shuddered. “Missed by inches, Anna. If I had just been standing still…”

      “Well, you got lucky,” she said. He frowned, at first not understanding her flippant tone. Then he realized — she, like him, couldn’t bear to dwell on it. “The point is,” she continued, “you’re alive. We are alive. And we need to stay that way.”

      Brody felt invigorated by her words, though it didn’t do much to ease the fear. Why is someone trying to kill us?

      They walked as quickly as their boots would allow over the slippery, unsteady rocks of the riverbank. There were a few spots where the gulch got steeper as the water descended, but it was becoming clear that this was in fact the same valley that eventually would open up to the large, flat oasis that served as home to the village inhabitants.

      Another ten minutes of stepping delicately over river-smoothed stones, and the topography once again changed. The area flattened out, the river slowing and widening into the river they had seen earlier that eventually would split into the numerous streams that ran through the village. The valley itself came into view, the sides of the narrow gulch broadening like arms that had opened around civilization.

      Brody even saw the huts in the distance, though there was one new, peculiar feature about it now.

      “There’s no one there,” Johansson said.

      Smoke rose over a few doused campfires, and a few birds flew overhead, heading toward the ocean. Other than that movement, the valley was completely still.

      “All of the fires have been put out as well,” she continued.

      “Weird,” Neva said. “There were people cooking, kids playing, older adults working and stuff. Where’d they all go?”

      Brody felt the chill. They had only been gone for an hour, and in that time after chasing Max and the guide up into the mountains, the entire village had simply… emptied. All of the villagers had simply vanished.

      “This is getting even weirder,” Johansson said.

      Brody noticed that Neva had her camera out again, the red light on. Despite running for her life, the small woman was still sticking to her guns as a cameraman and director. She either loved her job, loved filming, or just needed a distraction from the fact that they were all one blowdart away from the long sleep.

      Either way, Brody was just glad the woman was documenting whatever it was that was going on here. For such a small island with a single main town of islanders, Kirakira seemed to have no shortage of excitement and mysteries to provide.

      The chill struck him again, this time causing him to flex, then relax his shoulder blades.

      “We need to keep going,” Colin said over his shoulder. “Let’s at least get down there, check it out. Maybe they’re all hiding inside or something.”

      Brody nodded, and no one else spoke. They followed Colin down toward the outskirts of the village, then into the village proper. They soon passed the large hut the older villager had emerged from, and they waited while Colin poked his head through the open door.

      He turned around, then shook his head. “No one home.”

      Brody frowned, shaking his head. “Surely the entire village — women and children and all — wouldn’t have just suddenly run up into the mountains to try to stop us, and that old guy we talked to seemed hospitable — he certainly wasn’t trying to convince us to leave. So I think we can rule out hostility on their part — they’re not the ones who were shooting at us. They’re not the ones who want us dead.”

      “Right,” Colin said. “I do think it’s two different parties, at least. But it doesn’t answer the question of this mystery: why is everyone who was here earlier suddenly gone?”

      Johannson looked left and right. For the moment, they were completely alone in the valley. Brody sensed her trepidation. He was feeling it as well. For the moment they were alone, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone looking down at them from somewhere out in the jungle…

      Whoever had found them by the waterfall knew this area well enough to get the jump on Max and a local guide, and they had nearly gotten the jump on Brody himself. If that same group was planning to sneak around them and attack while they were in the village, they would be sitting ducks down in the center of this bowl.

      “We should go back to the main town,” Brody said.

      “We can’t,” Colin said immediately. “The path we took to get here splits off from the one that goes up to the waterfall, where the attackers were. It’s the most obvious route a group like us — outsiders — would take to go anywhere, and they’ll know that.”

      “Is there another way around, then?” Brody asked.

      “There has to be,” Anna said. “The shoreline — the shape of the island — should bring us back. If we can get down to the beach and make our way southeast, then double back, following the island’s outline. Assuming there’s an accessible route around, the beach itself should eventually take us back to the town.”

      “She’s right,” Colin said. “The cliffs and rocky terrain start mostly on the north section of the island, near that spire up there. There’s a risk of rocky terrain jutting out into the sea, blocking our route, but it’s our best shot at getting back to town. If not, heading downstream and toward the coast is at least heading in the same direction the villagers said that cave was in. We might go poke around there, maybe even get Neva her shots of us in action, but all the while try to stay ahead of whoever’s trying to kill us.”

      Brody was about to respond when he heard the sound of gunfire. The shots seemed to come from somewhere far off in the distance and up one of the sides of the valley, but he ducked down involuntarily. He heard three hissing sounds and dull impacts a second later. He looked to his left and saw three holes in the tarp that served as the western wall of a small hut. His eyes widened, and he followed Colin’s lead in heading to the left, behind a wall made of dried mud bricks.

      Not great, but more substantial than a tarp.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Three more shots rang out, this time from the opposite side of the valley. The rounds didn’t land near them this time.

      “There’s a group shooting at us,” Brody said. “And a group shooting back at them. And they’ve upgraded their weapons, apparently.”

      “A blowgun wouldn’t have the kind of range to reach us all the way down here,” Colin said, justifying their switch to higher-powered weaponry. “But military assault rifles won’t, either. Not with much accuracy, anyway.”

      Brody thought of the gun-wielding security guards from the hotel down in town. Were these the same people shooting at them now? Were those men trying to stop Brody and his team from snooping around out here?

      “Time to move, no matter who it is,” Colin said, pushing against the mud wall to his feet. Anna and Neva reluctantly followed suit.

      Colin started along by the stream’s side once more, continuing to follow the water’s path toward the ocean. Up ahead, the valley cut back to the left once more heading north, so it was impossible to see the shoreline from here, but Brody sensed the massive body of water just over this short mountain range in front of them, thanks to the squawking of gulls high above his head and the low-lying clouds in the distance. Hopefully, they could get there soon.

      Hopefully they could get there before their attackers…

      Three more shots rang out from behind Brody, and this time he heard them skitter across the dirt, feeling the slight tremors in the earth beneath his feet. The shots had landed twenty feet away from him, but whoever was firing would be adjusting their range, as well as continuing to move toward his group until they had closed the distance and couldn’t miss. He followed behind Colin as they picked up speed and began jogging through the rest of the village.

      When they reached the edge, Colin stopped. He suddenly threw up a fist, and Brody frowned. “What is it?”

      Colin turned around slowly, crouching at the same time. “They’re already here,” he said quietly. “We’re not alone.”

      Brody wasn’t sure what the man was talking about at first, but then he heard a rustling in the bushes to Colin’s immediate left. Colin jumped back, and for the first time since they’d gotten onto the island, Brody wished they were all armed. Even a pistol — something he could point at the bush and whatever was about to pop out of it.

      Hell, even a big stick.

      He didn’t like the idea of dying, of being picked off one by one out here, but he really disliked the idea of getting picked off without even having a chance to defend himself.

      A man appeared from the bushes, completely covered in black fatigues. Brody only felt slightly validated when he saw that the man was holding one of the assault rifles he had seen in town.

      For a moment, no one spoke. After what seemed like an eternity of eyeing one another, the man looked at the three actors and their crew member and nodded. “Get down,” he said, his voice gravelly, far older than he appeared. And the man wasn’t young. “They’re working their way down into the valley. We tried to hold them off until you got here, but we need to move. My guys will meet them after we’ve left the village, hopefully get them funneled into a tight space.”

      “Your guys?” Brody asked. “Are you the assholes who’ve been shooting at us?”

      The man shook his head. “No, we’re the assholes who will be saving your ass. Now, get down.” He emphasized the last words, and simultaneously all four civilians fell to a knee.

      Brody turned around and watched as three more men, similarly dressed, sprang out of the jungle from his right side. Each of them had matching weapons, and each of them looked like they had been waiting ages to kill something. One had his entire face covered in black paint.

      Brody had seen actors dressed exactly this way for commercial shoots he had been on, but he sensed these were no actors.

      “What’s this all about?” Anna asked the leader of the men. “Someone’s been trying to kill us.”

      The man nodded once, never taking his eyes off of the entrance to the valley and the village beyond it. “They want to find the plane, just like you do. And they really don’t want you to get to it first.”

      “What plane?” Dr. Johansson asked. Brody almost smiled — even now, even in the midst of a terrifying situation, she was trying to extract information from him without revealing cards from their own hand.

      At this, the man looked over at her and smirked. “Nice. But we don’t have time for that shit. Don’t play dumb with me, got it? We’re past all of that now. Where were you headed?”

      Anna wasn’t sure what to say, and Brody could see it on her face. He risked standing up slightly, calling the attention of two of the mens’ weapons, to make his way back toward Anna and Colin. The man looked him up and down as he moved, but didn’t speak.

      “Look, man, we’re just trying to film a TV show,” Brody said. “We’re not soldiers. We’re not here to cause any trouble.”

      “I know who you are,” the man said. “We’ve been watching you the whole time. Protecting you. This other group that’s after you now is getting antsy, especially considering they didn’t expect resistance.”

      “Resistance?” Colin asked. “And what ‘other group?’ What the hell are you talking about?”

      “There’s time for that later. For now, we have to keep moving. My name’s Dietrich, but try not to use it. Try not to talk at all, actually.” He turned and faced all of them in turn, either oblivious to the dangers lurking in the jungle or completely unfazed by them. “You’re following the river downstream. Are you trying to get to the beach?”

      Brody paused, but when no one else offered an answer, he nodded. Might as well play along, he thought. “Yeah. The villagers said there was a cave down there somewhere. That’s where the piece of the plane was found, we think.”

      The man nodded once, then turned, not even bothering to respond. He didn’t even call out to his teammates as he turned and began jogging downstream.

      Brody looked suspiciously at the man’s back, then noticed Colin was looking toward him. “Think we should follow him?” Colin asked.

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.”

      “We don’t really have a choice, do we?” Neva asked. Her voice was shaky, but she was standing up and holding the camera out, still filming everything. “If we stay here, that other group — or whatever he’s talking about — will find us. Or, if he wants, he can just have his own group turn around and shoot us.”

      Brody answered by setting off after Dietrich. The guy was moving quickly, his rifle now slung over a shoulder. Brody watched as he hopped over stones poking out from the river’s surface as if they weren’t even there.

      For as rugged and thick as the man seemed, he was light on his feet.

      Brody wondered what the hell was so important that someone like him would be dispatched to a place like this.

      And he remembered the man’s words as well. We are protecting you.

      He shuddered again, but followed behind.
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      Anna's heart was racing as they made their way downhill. The adrenaline from the recent confrontation was still coursing through her veins, but her mind was already racing ahead to what might be coming next. Who was this man who had suddenly appeared with his team? Why had they arrived in the village so suddenly and with such force?

      She decided to take advantage of the lull in the action to approach the man and ask him some questions. As they walked side by side, she cleared her throat. “Who are you, exactly?” She asked.

      The man turned to her, his face unreadable. “Dietrich.”

      “But, I mean, who are you? Like, who hired you?”

      He grunted something in reply but didn’t answer outright.

      She tried a different tack. “Why are you really here? You’re supposed to protect us — apparently — but up until right now we didn’t even know you existed. Not to mention, three of our crew’s already dead. Why all the secrecy?”

      He vaulted over a small boulder and then turned to look at her on the other side of it. “No, one of your crew’s dead. That hotshot actor, right? The other guy was a local guide. A hired gun.”

      “There was another guide,” she argued. “He was killed back at our camp, and —“

      “He was working for the group that’s trying to kill you now,” Dietrich said.

      “Fine, but if you tell us a bit more, maybe we can help. We’ll at least be on the same page. Did the network hire you?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “We all have our orders.”

      “Sure,” she answered. “But my ‘orders’ didn’t involve getting shot at by deadly blow darts or assault rifles. How do we know we can trust you? Maybe you’re leading us right into a trap.”

      The man's sudden change in posture and expression caught Dr. Anna Johansson off guard. He straightened his back, towering over her with his nearly six-foot-five height, and flashed a wicked smile. Anna felt a chill run down her spine. She had seen that smile before, on the faces of men who enjoyed inflicting pain on others.

      "Why would I trap you when my men could have simply killed you all like this?" he said, snapping his fingers as if to emphasize his point. Anna's heart raced as she struggled to maintain a calm exterior.

      She shook her head. “Okay, good point. But I just can’t work out why most of our crew got spooked when the first guy died and just flew back to the mainland, but Landon wanted us to stay the course and film his precious pilot episode for our show. What’s so damned important that he’s got to keep filming out here when people are dying? And then to learn that he left a freaking team of professional killers behind to protect us? It all seems a bit strange.”

      “Life is strange,” the man said, turning and beginning his journey downstream once more. “But I did not say that this ‘Landon’ person hired us.”

      She knew the man intended for the conversation to be over, but she was not done yet. “So it wasn’t Landon… are you also looking for Amelia Earhart’s plane, then?” She asked.

      The man didn’t respond. She couldn’t be sure, but it almost seemed like he was ignoring the question on purpose, trying to be nonchalant about the whole thing.

      Anna considered Dietrich's motives for being there with them. She wondered if he truly didn't care about finding the plane, or if there was some ulterior motive at play. She couldn't shake off the feeling that there was something more to his presence on this expedition than just protecting them. Perhaps he had been sent to keep an eye on them or even to sabotage their efforts to find the plane. It was difficult to say for sure, but Anna felt there was something off about the situation.

      Her thoughts were interrupted by a rustling in the bushes nearby. Anna's heart raced as she readied herself for a potential attack, but it turned out to be Neva stumbling through the foliage. She looked pale and disheveled, clearly still shaken up from their earlier encounter with the armed men.

      Anna took a deep breath and tried to calm herself down. She knew she couldn't let her fear get the best of her, especially now that they were so close to potentially uncovering the truth about the missing plane. But she also couldn't ignore the nagging feeling that there was something sinister at play. Brody and Colin seemed to feel the same way, and Anna couldn't shake off the sense of foreboding that hung over them all.

      Something was wrong here. The villagers were gone, leaving their small settlement completely abandoned. That was both impractical and unwise. What could be so important that they would all flee their homes in half an hour? Could they have known about the other group beforehand? Could they have known that the group was about to attack and therefore decided to vanish into the surrounding mountains?

      Brody sidled up next to her as they walked. “Something feels weird,” he said.

      “What? You’re not used to being shot at by poisoned darts and assault rifles?”

      “Actually, that’s one of the only known variables right now,” he answered. “I don’t like it, but at least we know we’re under attack and we know that they’re generally behind us. I’m more interested in what the hell we’re walking toward. Are we even going to find this cave? And why all the spooky soldiers trying to kill each other over it?”

      “I have a feeling we’re going to find out,” she said. “But definitely weird. You’re right about that.”

      Brody nodded, a stoic look on his face. He slowed, Anna matching his pace, and let Colin catch up. When the three of them were in alignment, trudging over smooth rocks of the riverbed, Brody whispered. “No matter what happens, it’s us and them. Got it?”

      Anna didn’t get it. She looked up and met his eyes questioningly.

      “I mean we can play this game, but something tells me we’re pawns, just like we discussed earlier. Right now, Dietrich and his men need us for some reason. That’s why Landon left us here. ‘The show must go on’ and all that, but this time it’s about more than just the show.”

      Colin nodded. “They need us until they don’t. It’s us and them now, but it can very quickly become us against them.”

      “You mean —“

      “I’m afraid so,” Brody said. “I don’t know that they’ll outright kill us, but we do need to do our best to stick together, no matter what. None of us splits apart from now on, right?”

      Anna swallowed and lifted her chin before nodding at the others.

      Stick together, no matter what. She had no problem with that direction.

      What she had a problem with was that ‘no matter what’ implied this was all about to get far, far worse.
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      They reached the beach in another half hour, and before Brody even saw the water, before the noise of crashing waves hit his ears, he heard the sounds of chanting.

      “I think we found our lost villagers,” Colin said.

      As they stood there at the edge of the jungle, Brody took in the scene before him. The soldiers had stopped at the stream, which flowed into a small ocean inlet, creating a murky brown pool of water. The sand beneath their boots was dry and loose, and Brody could feel it give way slightly as he stepped forward to join them.

      He looked out to the south, where the sun was beginning to set behind the towering mountains. The sky was streaked with shades of orange and pink, casting an ethereal glow over the landscape. In the distance, Brody could make out flickering lights, signaling the presence of some kind of settlement.

      As he listened carefully, he could hear the distant sounds of Gendang drums, their rhythmic beats echoing down the shoreline and bouncing off the jagged cliffs of the nearby jungle. The drums were both mesmerizing and eerie, sending chills down Brody's spine.

      He turned to the soldiers, wondering what their next move would be. The tension was palpable as they stood there, waiting for orders. Brody's mind raced with thoughts and possibilities, but he knew that he had to stay focused and alert. The jungle was full of unknown dangers, and he needed to be prepared for anything.

      As he listened, Brody heard the tiny serulings joining in, the flutelike instruments played in Malaysian and Indonesian ceremonies and festivals he had read about from the network’s brief.

      “That’s got to be them,” Anna said. “They’re performing some sort of ritual. That’s the only explanation for why they all left the village at once.”

      “And it explains why they didn’t bother cleaning anything up,” Colin said. “They probably hold this ceremony for a few hours, then just return home and continue their evening.”

      Brody started toward the flickering orange lights and the sound of dance and song, but he felt a cold steel grip on his upper arm. Dietrich pulled him backward.

      “What the hell?” Brody asked.

      “Where are you going?” the mercenary asked.

      Brody looked around at the others, then made a sarcastic face and pointed. “I — I was going that way. To the party.”

      “We need to observe from afar,” the man said. “We don’t know what they’re going to —“

      “Forget that,” Neva said. “I want to get some footage. And besides, they invited us, remember? They told us to find the cave, and I’d say our best bet is it’s that way.”

      Brody was taken aback by Neva's sudden surge in confidence, but he couldn't help but feel that it was more a result of her exhaustion and desperation to get out of this mess than any newfound bravery. He knew that Neva was naturally nervous and skittish, and with the dangerous turn that their expedition had taken, she was likely at her breaking point. Brody understood her desire to wrap things up and head back to civilization, where they could decompress and relax with a cold beer.

      However, Brody couldn't ignore the gravity of the situation they were in. They had stumbled upon something big, and he knew that they couldn't just walk away from it. He could sense that Neva, and possibly even Colin and Anna, were ready to throw in the towel and cut their losses, but Brody was determined to see this through to the end. He knew that there was a lot at stake, and they couldn't afford to give up now, no matter how tempting it might seem.

      “Besides,” Brody said, looking back to the mercenary leader. “We’re still being followed by that other group, right? We should at least keep moving.”

      The man looked from Brody to the rest of his group, then let out a breath. “Fine,” he said curtly. “But don’t go making friends. We’re here to observe, to watch and learn.”

      You mean: to try and extract whatever secrets possible, and potentially steal anything valuable from them, Brody thought. He second-guessed himself. Maybe bringing these mercenaries directly to the villagers was a terrible idea. After all, the old man had told them — the film crew, not the mercenaries — where the cave was. He thought it was unlikely they would start cutting down innocent women and children, but he didn’t know this man and what they wanted.

      Also, there was still a threat from the jungle. The blowgun-and assault rifle-wielding group that had attacked him in the valley near the waterfall was still out there, still hunting them.

      “Let’s go,” Brody said. He allowed Dietrich to take the lead, knowing that, for the time being, they were on the same side. If push came to shove, he still wanted as many guns between him and the other group as possible. This group hadn’t actively tried to kill him yet, so Brody was willing to call Dietrich one of the good guys.

      For now.

      Brody's eyes widened as he took in the view of the beach. The sand stretched out before him, a glistening expanse that shimmered in the light. It was like something out of a postcard, an image of paradise that was too good to be true. To his left, the beach curved around a point, and he could see a few small boulders that would require them to crawl over to continue their journey.

      But then the beach opened up, revealing a wide crescent-shaped bay that took his breath away. It was the kind of place that Brody could easily imagine being transformed into a luxurious resort community, with people lounging on the sand and sipping drinks in the warm sunshine. But instead of sunbathers, a group of villagers holding lit torches caught Brody's attention. They danced together in a semi-circle near a rock formation at the center of the bay, creating a hypnotic rhythm with the pulsing of the drums that echoed through the night air.

      As Brody took in the scene, he noticed a gaping black opening in the rock formation. It was nearly invisible against the dark rocks surrounding it, but Brody knew immediately what it was.

      The place where they might finally uncover the truth about the missing plane.

      “The cave,” Anna said.

      He nodded. “That’s where the ceremony is, too,” he said. “This is what they wanted us to see. He told us about the cave, and then they all came here to perform whatever ceremony this was. I wonder what it’s all about?”

      The group approached the dancing villagers cautiously, their footsteps soft on the sandy beach. As they drew nearer, Brody could make out the intricate patterns of the torches held aloft by the dancers, their flames casting a flickering glow on the faces of the locals. It was a mesmerizing sight, and for a moment, Brody forgot about the danger that lurked around them.

      As they came closer, the villagers turned to face them, their expressions inscrutable in the wavering light. Brody couldn't help but feel a twinge of apprehension - they were strangers in this place, and the situation could turn ugly in an instant. But to his surprise, the islanders didn't seem alarmed or hostile. In fact, they seemed almost welcoming, as if they had been expecting them.

      The group stopped a hundred feet away from the dancing villagers, unsure of what to do next. Brody could feel the weight of their gazes on him, assessing him and his companions. He wondered what they must think of this motley crew of outsiders who had stumbled onto their beach.

      For a long moment, no one spoke, and the only sounds were the lapping of the waves and the chanting of the dancers. Brody felt a sense of unease creeping over him - he had a feeling that this encounter was far from over, and that there was something lurking just beyond the edges of his awareness.

      Brody’s group of eight formed a tight band near the half-circle of villagers, keeping the distance. The villagers sang and chanted in a language Brody had never heard before, no doubt some form of Malay like what the taxi driver had mentioned when they first arrived in port. Something about their words, the style of it all seemed modernized yet ancient, as if the villagers were trying to explain something from before any of them had been born.

      While he had seen that they lived a simple life, interacting with the outside world, wearing normal clothes, and using modern construction materials for some of their houses, this ceremony seemed to be a memory of something older. Brody had never seen anything like it. The villagers' clothing and construction materials seemed to hint at a modern society, but the ceremony they were now witnessing was steeped in ancient traditions. He wondered if this was a celebration of some sort or a commemoration of a past event. The beads and bone fragments that adorned the villagers' hair were intricate and beautiful, and Brody couldn't help but feel a sense of awe as he watched the ceremony unfold.

      The islanders moved with a grace and fluidity that Brody had never seen before. Beads and bone fragments had been intertwined in the long hair of the islanders, piled high in layered hairstyles. The older men wore animal hides and grasses around their waists, which added to their already imposing presence. Faces were painted, accenting dark skin against the embers from the torches. As they danced, their muscles rippled and flexed in the firelight, making them seem almost otherworldly.

      The children were just as mesmerizing, with their infectious laughter and boundless energy. They ran circles around their parents, their tiny feet pounding the sand in time with the music. The teenagers, meanwhile, assisted the elder dancers, guiding them through the intricate steps and offering their support.

      Brody realized that this was a community deeply rooted in tradition, one that valued its heritage and celebrated it in grand fashion. He felt privileged to be able to witness such a beautiful display of culture and was grateful for the opportunity to experience it firsthand.

      Whatever the purpose of all this, it was absolutely fascinating to Brody. He looked over and saw Neva fiddling with the camera yet again, trying to dial in the proper settings for the dusk light.

      In any other situation, Brody would have tried to head toward the cave and sit on one of the boulders, taking this all in and enjoying it. But here, tonight, it seemed as though these people were trying to tell him something.

      He didn’t know what it was, but he still had the sense of foreboding he’d had since arriving on the island.

      Something’s not right here, and it’s more complicated than any of us imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-EIGHT

          

          

      

    

    







            BRODY

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday | 5:17 pm

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      As the drums slowly died down, Brody felt a sense of reverence settle over the villagers. Even the children had grown quiet, sensing the gravity of the moment. The rhythmic chanting of the men continued, growing deeper and more primal, sending shivers down Brody's spine. He wondered what ancient ritual they were witnessing, what secrets lay buried beneath the surface of this seemingly idyllic island.

      Suddenly, Brody saw the old villager they had met earlier enter the center of the circle. He was flanked by several other elder men, their faces lined with age and wisdom. As he approached the group, the chanting grew louder and more intense, and Brody felt his heart racing in his chest.

      What was about to happen? What was the significance of this object the old man held? Brody couldn't shake off the feeling that they were on the cusp of uncovering something incredible, something that would change their lives forever.

      When the man reached the center, all the chants and music stopped. He heard the sound of waves lapping against the shoreline, gentle and soothing. The tide was low, yet the moon was out somewhere in the sky — there was a calm, orange glow hanging over everything as the waning sun and rising moon fought one another. The torch lights added serenity to the overall effect.

      His group stepped forward, lulled forward by the man’s speech. He spoke with a quiet voice, and Brody didn’t want to miss whatever might be next in the ceremony. Neva, at his side, was still filming.

      Brody stepped closer to Anna, and together they reached the back of the circle. A young boy, no older than five or six, glanced up at Brody and smiled.

      What is this all about? he thought. What are they celebrating here?

      He wondered if any of the villagers spoke English. They were now without their guide, and he had a feeling that none of the mercenaries spoke this ancient version of Malay. Landon, the producer, would have loved to get some footage or an interview with the old villager, but Brody knew that it was not the right time to interrupt the proceedings. He decided to look to the younger people standing on the outskirts of the circle, hoping that they could provide some insight into what was happening.

      Before he could start asking around, the old man turned and nodded at two larger villagers at the edge of the circle, nearest to the cave. They disappeared, then returned a moment later carrying a wooden crate. It looked old, and it looked like it had been through hell. It seemed that it had once been blue, but most of the paint was worn off, and it was hard to see the actual color in the pale glow of evening light. Brody drifted closer to that side of the circle, but it was unnecessary.

      As the old villager continued his speech, Brody noticed that the other islanders had become completely silent, and their attention was now focused on the crate. He wondered what could be inside that could command such respect and attention from the villagers. He strained his eyes in the dim light, trying to make out any markings on the box, but it was too worn and faded to discern anything.

      Brody felt a growing sense of anticipation as he watched the old man and the two villagers next to the crate. He couldn't help but wonder what was inside and why it was so important to these people. He felt a pang of regret that they had lost their guide, who could have potentially helped them understand the significance of the ceremony.

      As the two villagers placed the crate in the center of the circle, the old man fell silent, and all eyes were now fixed on the box. Brody felt a palpable tension in the air, as if the whole village was holding its breath in anticipation.

      He couldn't help but wonder what secrets this crate might hold, and he felt a twinge of excitement at the prospect of uncovering something truly significant. But he also felt a sense of trepidation, knowing that they were in a foreign land and that the situation could quickly turn dangerous if they made the wrong move. For now, he decided to stay back and observe, hoping to learn as much as he could about the mysterious contents of the box.

      No one spoke.

      Brody looked over at Neva, but Neva was locked into what was happening through her tiny viewport on the camera. Finally, the old village leader looked back up at his people and continued speaking in the native tongue. He continued for about a minute longer, spreading his arms wide and jumping on top of the crate as he retold whatever story had everyone captivated, then he hopped down, and the two men picked up the crate and walked it back into the cave. When they returned at the edge of the circle, the ceremony was over. The villagers immediately began to disperse, drifting in and around Brody’s group as if they weren’t even there.

      Whatever this was about, Brody thought, they certainly didn’t seem to be upset with us watching. There was some connection between this ceremony and the missing plane. He recalled the story of the villagers who had found a piece of the plane and taken it to New Zealand, and wondered if this was the same community. Perhaps they were the ones who had stumbled upon the wreckage, and this ceremony was their way of honoring the lives lost.

      But there was also a nagging feeling that there was more to it than that. Brody couldn't help but feel like they were being led here for a reason, that there was some deeper purpose to their presence at this moment.

      For now, he focused on the moment, taking in the atmosphere and trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Whatever the reason for their presence here, he knew that this was a moment he would never forget.

      It also gave Brody the sense that they were still heading the right direction, despite their setbacks so far. This had to be the exact cave the villager had told them to find, and he must have known that he would be hosting a ceremony here later that evening, just in time for their arrival. He had wanted them to be here; he had wanted them to see it.

      But to see what? An old wooden box? They hadn’t even opened the thing. Brody wanted to see what was in it, what all the fuss was about.

      The answer is in there, he thought. He felt it calling to him — felt the strange sensation that his father, the consummate adventurer was there, beckoning him forward to continue exploring and studying.
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      “I want to go check it out,” Anna said from Brody’s side. “Maybe there’s more of that stuff in there. Maybe it’s where they found the plane.”

      “Unlikely,” Colin said. “I mean, if her plane crashed anywhere near here, it would be on the shoreline right here, I doubt she would have aimed the plane into the mouth of a cave, and I doubt someone moved it after the crash.”

      “These guys were having a ceremony to commemorate or celebrate something, though,” Anna replied. “Maybe the plane crashed nearby, and they brought part of it here. It would explain why no one ever found it. Not only is this island way off the beaten path and their scheduled route, but it wouldn’t have been visible until someone stumbled on top of it.”

      “Let’s wait until they leave, at least,” Neva said. “I don’t want to spook them.”

      Brody chuckled. “I think the mercenaries and their deadly weapons would have spooked them enough already,” he said. He looked to the leader of their team, Dietrich, who was staring blankly at the mouth of the cave. He didn’t respond.

      The group of soldiers stood at attention as the villagers passed by, their leader eyeing them with a wary expression. Brody watched as the children ran around their parents, their laughter echoing through the night. He felt a sense of relief that the villagers didn't seem to be hostile toward them. It was clear that they were just as curious about the outsiders as the outsiders were about them.

      As the villagers made their way up the beach, the soldiers tightened their formation and fell in line behind them. Brody could see that the other three soldiers were just as tense as their leader, their eyes scanning the surroundings for any signs of danger.

      The rhythmic sound of waves crashing against the shore mixed with the laughter and chatter of the villagers, creating a comforting background noise. Brody couldn't help but feel a sense of peace in this moment, despite the danger they had faced just hours earlier. Perhaps it was the sense of community he felt from the villagers, or the knowledge that they were all working towards a common goal.

      As they reached the mouth of the river, the villagers dispersed, heading toward their respective homes. Brody watched as they disappeared into the darkness, their torches illuminating the way. He couldn't help but wonder what their lives were like, living on this isolated island with limited resources.

      The soldiers continued to stand guard, their eyes scanning the darkness for any signs of danger. Brody knew they had to stay vigilant, even in this moment of apparent peace. They were still in a foreign land, surrounded by unknown dangers, and they had a job to do.“So what do we know?” Brody asked softly. “These guys aren’t some uncontacted lost tribe — they’re every bit as modern as any other place, though they have admittedly chosen a much simpler lifestyle. So why would they have a ceremony out here like this? Why would they have some sort of incantation, like they’re invoking some ancient god?”

      “Maybe that’s all it is,” Anna said. “Maybe it’s just a tradition. Back when Amelia Earhart flew out here, there would not have been too many planes flying around overhead. Even during World War II, this island would not be on any common flight paths. There’s simply no reason a plane should have been this far south in the Pacific.”

      “So you’re saying they thought her plane was some sort of god?” Brody asked.

      “Not a god, necessarily,” she said. “But some sort of strange bird. Something futuristic, even. I’ve read about certain Amazonian tribes seeing airplanes fly over and try to shoot them down with arrows because they think they’re something inexplicable. Back when Earhart would have flown over, these people’s ancestors might have felt the same way.”

      “If her plane ended up crashing here, maybe it’s just a way to honor her and Fred Noonan,” Brody said. “Like celebrating their lives by trying to keep her memory alive.”

      Colin was shaking his head, and Brody looked at him and waited for him to start. “No,” he said, finally. “We might be approaching this all wrong. Once we get into the cave after the villagers leave, we can poke around, but I have a feeling we’re missing something obvious. Something big.”

      “And that would be… what?” Neva asked, holding the camera up to Colin’s face.

      Colin was not an actor, but Brody appreciated the fact that the man straightened his back a bit and lifted his chin before responding, staring directly down into the camera’s lens when as he spoke. “I don’t know. There could be a lot of things we’re missing, but first of all, we are assuming the crash killed everyone on board when the plane went down.”

      Brody’s mouth fell open. Of course…

      Colin continued, and Brody noticed that Dietrich was leaning in as well, pointing an ear at Colin as he spoke. “What if this celebration was not a celebration of the plane at all?” Colin asked, still addressing the camera. “What if this dance and ceremony was not meant to celebrate some futuristic bird that died on their beach, but it was meant to honor the people who were inside of it?”

      Brody was nodding, and Neva turned the camera to him. Brody continued as if Colin had passed him a baton. “Right! What if they’re not celebrating Amelia’s plane, but Amelia herself? What if she didn’t die in the plane crash? What if she was a part of this village, becoming one of them after crash-landing her plane on their beach?”

      It was an exciting proposition — that they weren’t just looking for Amelia Earhart’s lost airplane, but pieces of the woman’s life itself. Everyone searching for her had always assumed that she had gone down with her plane, her life ending with her controls that fateful day.

      But what if everyone had been wrong? What if Amelia had a life after the crash-landing, but could not get off the island or get word out to the rest of the world? What if she had resigned herself to her new fate, eventually becoming part of this tribe of people?

      Perhaps she had survived after all, for a time.

      From the rest of the world’s perspective, her fate would have been the same — lost to history and time, and she would eventually have died here on the island. But what a story it would be! What a revelation!

      Brody suddenly had a feeling he knew why the stakes had been raised. He understood why Dietrich and his men had been sent here to protect him, to protect his friends. He knew they had to find the plane.

      Because finding the plane would allow them to find the pilot herself.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      The gunshots resumed barely two minutes after the villagers had left the beach, almost as if the attackers had waited until the end of the ceremony, or wanted to ensure they wouldn’t hit a local. Anna still had not seen any of their attackers’ faces, but it didn’t matter — this time around, they weren’t using blowguns.

      The rattling sound of assault rifle fire reached her ears, still distant but growing closer. What was worse, she heard the soft impacts of rounds scattering about twenty feet behind them.

      There was no doubt in her mind — they were the targets.

      “Run!” Dietrich shouted. “Get to the cave.” He turned immediately and shouted orders to his team. “Get around their position. Try to flank them, but at least hold them off. I’m going with them.”

      Anna's heart pounded in her chest as they sprinted towards the cave, their feet pounding against the sand. She could hear the sound of pursuit behind them and knew they needed to reach the safety of the cave as quickly as possible.

      As she ran, Anna heard a sharp gasp from behind her and turned to see one of Dietrich's men fall to the ground, blood gushing from his neck. The sight made her stomach lurch, and she felt a surge of fear and panic rise within her.

      The other soldiers moved to help their fallen comrade, but Dietrich barked out an order, his voice tense with urgency. "Leave him! We'll get him later."

      The soldiers obeyed without question, forming a two-man line in front of Anna and the others at the cave’s entrance as they continued on. Neva still had the camera out, though Anna couldn’t be sure she was filming.

      Neva seemed frantic, her eyes wide, panicked.

      Anna didn't have time to dwell on the gruesome sight, as they reached the entrance of the cave. As she caught her breath before entering, Anna looked around at their surroundings. The cave was dimly lit inside, the flickering light of torches casting eerie shadows on the walls.

      The cave was inviting, its relative safety attractive to Anna, but she knew it was a façade — inside, they would be sitting ducks. If Dietrich and his mercenaries couldn’t hold off their new attackers, they would be stuck with their backs to the wall.

      “Get inside,” Dietrich said, “but start looking for another way out. Hopefully, this cave is connected to a larger cavern system.”

      As he said the words, she knew it was a long shot — caves in places like this were formed from lava tubes and waves crashing against them, the rise and fall of the sea levels controlling growth as magma pierced the earth’s surface and cooled. The lava tunnels were often long and circuitous, but over time many of them eventually collapsed, forming thousands of one-way routes that intersected the volcano.

      But it didn’t matter that it was a long shot. This was their only shot at staying alive. If they continued running along the beach, the sand would slow them down too much. Trying to make their way south toward the city was equally ambitious and required traversing over sand as well, and the jungle would slow any approach and kill any lead they might have. On top of that, she couldn’t be sure where their attackers were actually firing from. Were they in the riverbed, along the path they and the villagers had taken to come down here? Or were they hidden in the trees, staggered and advancing slowly like guerrilla soldiers waiting in ambush?

      There were a few exchanges of gunfire as one of Dietrich’s men found some targets in the jungle. Between the bouts of weapon fire, there were no other sounds. The ocean waves were ominously silent now.

      Anna's heart raced as the sound of the gunfire echoed through the jungle, drowning out any other noise. She could feel the weight of the situation bearing down on her, and she knew that they were in a fight for their lives. She glanced around at her companions, and they all seemed equally focused and determined to survive.

      The surreal atmosphere of the moment was heightened by the isolated soundscape created by the gunfire. It was as if they were in their own little world, cut off from everything else. The men shooting at them were conducting business, and it was clear that they were professionals who knew what they were doing.

      Anna tried to stay focused on the task at hand, trying to keep track of their attackers and anticipate their next move. But her mind kept wandering back to the possibility of finding the plane, and she couldn't help but wonder if they would ever make it back to civilization alive.

      Despite the danger they were in, Anna felt a surge of determination rising within her. She was not going to let these men take them down without a fight. She looked over at Colin, Neva, and Brody, and they all seemed to be on the same page. They were in this together, and they were going to make it out alive, no matter what.

      She reached the back wall of the cave a few strides after Brody, where he had turned, panting, and watched Dietrich’s men form up around the cave entrance.

      “What if there’s no other route out of here?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No time for that sort of thinking. Our best bet is to find someplace in here to hide, if not a route that might take us to another exit. This looks like an old massive lava tube — that means there might be a bunch more little ones crisscrossing this cavern, and one of them might pop up and out into the jungle above. At the very least, it might be like a maze, and we can at least get the jump on anyone following us in.”

      Brody snickered under his breath. “Or we get lost and die alone and cold.”

      During the brief respite, they turned and examined their new surroundings. Neva illuminated her route with the flash of her camera while Brody and Colin held their phones out in front of them with the flashlights engaged. She didn’t want to waste the last dregs of battery life she had left, so she ambled around, eyeing and observing the cavern’s spaces with the ambient and reflected light.
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      Brody sighed as he watched Dietrich analyze the fight from just inside the cave’s entrance, stepping out into the fray. There were now three groups on this island trying to find whatever it was to be found here. Three groups wanted to be the first to discover the true secret of what had become of Amelia Earhart.

      And two of those groups were actively trying to kill each other.

      Anna and Colin had finished their short search through the main cavern, eventually joining Neva and Brody at the center of the space. “There’s nothing here,” Anna said. “Certainly not another way out.”

      “If there is, there’s not enough light in here to find it,” Brody answered. Colin looked at him as if waiting for further instructions.

      Brody shrugged. “Let’s hope Dietrich’s team can fend off the attackers. Speaking of, where did they go?”

      He stepped closer to the front of the cave, careful to stay back a few feet from the opening, but he looked side to side, his eyes scanning the beach. The tide was down now, extending the beach another ten feet. Dietrich had walked farther away to the north, now standing closer to the river bed, and was still firing into the trees along the edge of the jungle. His two men were next to him, clustered together as they aimed their weapons at several locations down the line.

      Dietrich's actions were adding to the chaotic atmosphere on the beach, and Brody felt a sense of dread creeping over him. He could see the desperation in the mercenaries' actions, their adrenaline-fueled aggression. It was clear that they were outnumbered and outgunned, but they were not going down without a fight. Brody realized that they were caught in the middle of a dangerous conflict, one that they had no way of winning.

      The sound of gunshots echoed off the rocky cliffs, making it difficult to discern where they were coming from. Brody could see the flashes of light illuminating the darkness, but he couldn't locate the source of the gunfire. It was as if they were under attack from all sides.

      Brody heard one of the men scream after the sound of bullets met their target, but he didn’t fall. Dietrich cursed, and another man shouted for them to move down the beach more, to consolidate their small force.

      Brody watched helplessly as Dietrich and his remaining men ran back toward the riverbed, swinging their weapons up and continuing to aim into the trees. He didn’t know the men, but he suddenly wished he had something to offer. They were protecting him, and he only wanted to be useful.

      But they were better protected here, staying hidden. Whoever they were, they were trying to get to Brody and his team, and they were willing to fight to do it.

      He turned to Anna and the others, fear written across his face. They were huddled together, listening in horror as the mercenaries continued their assault. Anna met Brody's gaze and nodded, a silent agreement passing between them. They needed to find cover, to get out of the line of fire.

      “Where are they going?” Colin asked.

      “I think they’re tracking the other group in the trees,” Brody said quickly. “They’re heading back toward the river. Probably just —“

      “Or,” Colin interrupted, “The attackers are now split into two groups, one of them trying to bend back down and around while the other one pulls Dietrich’s team away from here.”

      Brody’s blood ran cold. He looked at Colin. “You actually think —“

      Before Brody could finish his thought, a sudden movement caught his attention. He turned his head to the side and saw a shadowy figure emerge from around the side of the cave. In that split second, Colin had disappeared from their sight.

      Anna and Neva instinctively pulled closer to Brody, seeking protection. Brody could feel Anna's hand trembling next to his, her grip tight as she sought reassurance. He knew that they were all thinking the same thing: who was this mysterious figure, and what did he want from them?

      As the shadow emerged fully, it formed the silhouette of a man. He was tall and imposing, with broad shoulders and an athletic build. His skin was dark, like one of the local guides, and he seemed almost invisible against the shadowy backdrop of the evening ocean.But Brody saw in his hand what identified him as something more than a local guide.

      An assault rifle, similar to the one Dietrich and his men were holding.

      Shit.

      The man stepped into view, taking his time, then offered a crooked smile to Brody, revealing jagged, rotting teeth. He shouted something, pulling his weapon up and aiming toward the trio huddled together in the cave.

      Brody didn’t understand the man’s words. He repeated them as he stepped all the way into the cave. Still, there was about a dozen feet of space separating Brody from the end of the newcomer’s rifle. Far too much ground to cover before the man could fire a shot.

      Brody weighed his options. He didn’t want to die like this, filming a pilot episode for a show that would likely never even air, chased around and murdered on a remote island by some crazed group of killers.

      He didn’t want to die at all, actually. Not here.

      “What do you want?” he asked, trying to steady his voice. The words slipped from his mouth without even realizing he was about to speak. It was involuntary as if his internal being had taken control of him. He knew he had no other option. They were literally between a rock and a hard place, with no chance of escape unless Dietrich’s men suddenly decided to come back this way and got here faster than humanly possible.

      No, this man would kill them before they even got close. Brody needed to do something.

      Brody repeated the question. The man’s smile faltered, but his weapon didn’t. He repeated the same gibberish in his own language, more forcefully this time. He understood English about as well as Brody understood him.

      Anna stepped forward then. The man tensed but still didn’t pull the trigger. “I’m sorry, we don’t understand,” she said. Her voice was soft, timid even. She was playing the same role he was, Brody realized. Trying to get him off guard. But for what? “Please, just tell us what you want. In English, if possible.” She underlined the statement by lifting her hands up, facing her palms toward the man. It was about as vulnerable a motion as one could make.

      Hopefully, it landed.

      The man stepped one more foot into the cave, sniffing and clenching his jaw. If he understood what Anna had said, there was no indication on his face.

      The man's face suddenly contorted in shock and surprise, as if he had just seen a ghost. His eyes widened with confusion and fear, and for a moment, he seemed frozen in place.

      But Brody was already on high alert, sensing danger in the air. He scanned the area around them, searching for any sign of movement or threat.

      And then he saw it: another flash of movement, another blur of black against the darkness. In the next instant, he also heard the sickening sound of something hard striking bone once more, followed by a sickening crunching noise.

      The man slumped to the ground in a heap, his body limp and lifeless. Brody could see the dark, sticky liquid seeping from the wound on his head, staining the ground around him.

      It took him a moment to register what had happened. Someone had attacked the man, with a viciousness that was almost inhuman. Brody's heart raced as he tried to make sense of the situation.

      Brody was shocked and even more surprised to realize where the blow had come from. Colin appeared then from his hiding spot, moving forward slowly, like a wraith — a dark shadow hidden just to the right of the cave’s entrance, mere feet from where the man had entered. Brody hadn’t realized that Colin had left his side earlier, the man’s thin frame disappearing into the cave’s walls, and had completely forgotten once the man had entered with his weapon pointed at them.

      The soldier dropped the weapon, which clattered to the floor of the cave, then fell to his knees, eyes wide and twitching. Colin repeated the motion once more, this time the sound of the impact punctuated by a few drops of dark liquid that landed on Colin’s shorts. The rock came away from the back of the man’s head slick with blood.

      The man fell face-first to the hard cavern floor.
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      "What do we do now?" Anna's voice was shaking as she looked around the room, her eyes darting from the dead man on the floor to the weapon he had dropped, and then to Colin and Brody. Brody watched her carefully, noting the fear in her eyes.

      Neva was cowering behind Brody, but she still had the presence of mind to keep the camera rolling. He wondered if she was still on the same battery or if she had a supply of them hidden somewhere in the folds of her clothing. In Brody's mind, their television show had long since ended, but it appeared that Neva was determined to fulfill Landon's final wish and get enough footage to tell one hell of a tale.

      Brody considered their options, his mind racing as he tried to figure out their next move. They were in deep trouble, with a dead body on the floor and no clear way out of the situation.

      “No idea,” he said, his voice low and urgent. “But we need to do it quickly.”

      Anna nodded, her eyes fixed on Brody as if he were the only anchor in a stormy sea. Neva continued to film, her camera capturing every moment of the chaos around them.

      But even as Brody saw her drawing strength from him, he could feel the weight of their situation bearing down on him. They were alone, trapped in a foreign country with no allies and no means of escape. And the enemy was closing in.

      He could only hope that they would be able to find a way out of this, and make it back to safety alive. As the seconds ticked by, he knew that their time was running out. They had to act fast if they wanted to survive.The show may never air on TV, but he thought that having the footage might at least help the legal team somewhere bring suit against whoever these people were trying to kill them.

      “Well,” Colin answered, “I think we start by figuring out a way out of here.” He reached down and picked up the assault rifle, deftly cracking the magazine off and checking the ammunition, then plugging it back in and loading the weapon. He held it with practiced ease.

      “Judging by where it sounds like most of the fighting is taking place, this guy was the only guy trying to sneak up on us, and that means we might have a way out to the jungle.”

      “The same jungle the bad guys are hiding in,” Brody said.

      Colin shook his head, still examining the dead body on the ground. “But we don’t have a choice,” he said. “These guys aren’t coming from all different directions. They’re coming from one. For the most part, they’re staying together as a group. They think they’ve got us cornered now that they split off and let this guy come down here to surprise us. That means we may have just bought ourselves some time to get away. It means —“

      He was interrupted by the sound of crackling from the man’s hip. Brody looked down and saw a shortwave radio on his belt. A voice came from the other end, the words unintelligible at first.

      The walkie-talkie crackled to life again, this time the voice audible and in English. “Check in… find the journal? And California group — alive?”

      Brody looked up and waited for Colin to meet his eyes. “He was asking about us,” he said. “Asking if we were still alive.”

      If there was any doubt about who these people were after, that doubt vanished at that moment.

      “More importantly,” Anna said, “he wanted to know if we found a journal. Which is probably the only reason we are still alive — they’re after something they think we know about, and they think we might have it. It’s the only reason they haven’t killed us, most likely.”

      “It’s why they’ve been picking us off one by one,” Colin added. Max was unnecessary, and he was slowing us down, drawing our attention elsewhere besides the task at hand. He was worried about building shelters and keeping his face on the camera. It means they’ve been following us and watching us for a while now, and they waited for Max to separate from us. For whatever reason, they still need us  — or at least one of us — to find this journal or whatever it is they’re looking for.”

      “Does that change what we should do?” Brody asked.

      “Well,” Colin said, “we still need to get the hell out of here. I don’t mind having Dietrich’s protection, but I refuse to have my back against the wall while someone else barges in and starts shooting at me. Let’s at least get up into the jungle, so we’re not caught off guard. If Dietrich’s team is able to prevail, we can reach out to them later.”

      “What about this guy?” Brody asked. He stepped over to Colin and looked down at the body. The man’s head was bleeding profusely, his eyes still open, his tongue poking out between two lips. Brody swallowed. Before this trip, he had not seen a dead body unless it was inside a casket. Now he had seen four in the span of two days. He didn’t want to add to that body count, but he wasn’t sure how to prevent it.

      “His buddies are going to keep trying to reach him. Eventually, they’ll get suspicious, then head back this way. By then, I want to be long gone, either with Dietrich’s team or on our own. We can head back to town, but I suspect whoever’s out here hunting us will still be watching the roads that lead back to the city. Hate to say it, but our best bet at staying out of the way is to keep moving toward the trees.”

      “For how long, though?” Anna asked. “We can’t just start living in the trees like monkeys.”

      “Not forever, of course. But we know what they want now. What they’re after. I’m not sure exactly what it is or what it has to do with. But they think we know something about a journal, which means it’s probably related to finding Amelia Earhart’s plane. With any luck, we can keep moving and find it before they do.”

      Brody knew it wouldn’t be the ultimate answer to their dilemma, but it would solve a major problem. It would offer them a bargaining chip, something with which to negotiate their lives.

      It was leverage.
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      Colin looked up and caught movement in his peripheral vision. Dietrich approached with two of his men.  One was holding his shoulder, where a bullet had pierced it and sailed through. He would live, but he was going to feel it. Dietrich’s team had dwindled to three, and he looked pretty upset about it.

      His voice reached Colin’s ears, a growling rasp that matched the man’s expression. “Time to go,” he said gruffly.

      Colin noticed that Dietrich’s eyes had fallen to the dead body on the floor of the cave, then back up to the weapon in his hands. Colin squeezed the rifle a bit tighter, hoping Dietrich wouldn’t ask for him to turn it over.

      “They still out there?” Colin asked.

      Dietrich nodded once. “Took out one of my men early on, and Rogers here is as good as gone until we can get him patched up.” Colin saw Rogers frown, but he didn’t argue. “We started to make some progress; then they disappeared into the woods. Decided not to chase after them — you’re the number one priority right now.”

      “Why is that?” Dr. Johansson asked.

      His eyes, nothing but slits, slipped to her in the dark cave. “Because I said so.”

      “It wouldn’t have anything to do with a… journal, would it?” Brody asked. “Something your team is looking for also? Or are you really just here to keep us safe?”

      Dietrich’s mouth opened once, then closed, telling Colin and others everything they needed to know about Dietrich’s actual plans. He turned back to Colin and continued to address him as if choosing him as the group’s de facto leader. “Did you find it?”

      Colin answered immediately. “No, but we can. We just need time.”

      Dietrich’s bluff had been called — they were after the Journal as well, and he knew the mercenary was excited to hear if Colin and his team had found it. This was why the other group was attacking them as well; this was why Dietrich’s team had been sent out to keep them safe. Whoever was pulling the strings at the top had thought Max, Brody, and Johansson would make a good team, that they could somehow find this journal. Somebody back home thought they were the right people for the job.

      He wondered if they would think differently now, now that Max was dead, their team and support crew was gone, and Colin and Neva had joined forces with the actors.

      He wondered if they knew that someone else was out here as well, trying to prevent them from accomplishing their mission.

      “No thanks, we’re good.”

      “No thanks? What — what the hell does that mean?”

      “It means ‘no thank you.’ My team’s on life support, if you haven’t noticed. New orders came in five minutes ago. We’re close enough without having to babysit, and a nasty tropical storm’s about to roll in. We’re taking you to town, going get you situated with the last flight out of here before the storm hits.”

      Colin moved toward the cave entrance, his steps slow and deliberate as he cradled the rifle in his hand. It felt heavy and reassuring, the cool steel of the assault rifle grounding him in the moment.

      He surveyed the skyline, his eyes scanning the horizon for any sign of danger. It was darker than it should have been, and calmer too. There was definitely a storm brewing somewhere out there, and it was going to be a rager.

      Colin couldn't help but feel a sense of foreboding as he watched the sky, the hairs on the back of his neck standing on end. He knew that they were in for a rough ride, with danger lurking around every corner.

      He turned his attention back to the cave, his mind racing as he considered their options. They needed to find a way out of this, and fast.

      The rifle felt reassuring in his hands, giving him a sense of power and control. He knew that he could handle whatever came their way, as long as he had this weapon by his side.

      But even as he gripped the rifle tightly, he couldn't shake the feeling of unease that lingered in the pit of his stomach. The storm was coming, and with it, a reckoning that could shatter their world into a million pieces.

      Colin took a deep breath, his eyes still fixed on the horizon. “I’m not opposed to that,” he said, finally turning to address Brody and Johansson. Neva was still cowering behind Brody, apparently trying to hide from everyone’s view. “At least there, we can regroup and figure out what to do next. “

      Dietrich didn’t respond, he simply turned and started walking away. One of his men eyed his weapon, but before the man could reach for it, Colin spoke again to Dietrich. “We can’t go back to the city,” he explained. “Those guys you were shooting are going to have more people on the road. They’re going to be waiting for us.”

      Dietrich stopped and grunted a response. “We’re not taking a road.”

      Colin suddenly heard the unmistakable jab of rotor wash breaking over the jungle.

      “I lost three men already, and there’s four of you. That means we got enough room for one flight out of here. Shut up and be ready. We’re wheels up in two.” He continued walking toward the beach, fully out in the open now.

      Colin looked back at Brody and Johansson, who were wide-eyed but calm. Neva, however, seemed like she was about to lose her mind,  working herself up into a frenzy. He could see the camera shaking in her hand and wondered if that was something the editors would be able to fix in post-production.

      He thought it was unlikely.

      Together, the four of them followed Dietrich and his two remaining soldiers to the beach, where the chopper descended and prepared to land on the soft sandy area where the ceremony had taken place.
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      The flight to the small city was short and uneventful. The pilot didn’t even bother landing, and Dietrich simply dumped them out the open door onto one of the longer docks in the small port, barely a hundred feet from where the boat had similarly delivered them a few days prior.

      As soon as Colin and Neva were out of the side door of the helicopter, the chopper rose and disappeared over the side of the mountain. Brody looked at his companions. “Well, we’re back to square one. What now?”

      “At least we’re safer here,” Neva said, taking a look around the port. “Right?”

      “I don’t think this place has much of a police force, unfortunately,” Colin said. “Which means we need to keep our eyes open. Speaking of, where is everyone?”

      Brody had noticed it as well, more of a sense than a visual clue. But now that he focused purposefully, he realized his gut instinct had been correct: they were the only people around. It seemed like this village, similar to the one up in the mountains, had completely emptied. He doubted, however, that the inhabitants of this place had simply walked somewhere to perform a ceremony.

      As he watched the ghost town, he saw a man appear, carrying a flat piece of plywood and a hammer out the front of a shop across the street. Brody jogged over, followed by the rest of the people.

      “Where is everyone?” he asked slowly, hoping the man understood English.

      The man, wide-eyed at first at the arrival of four light-skinned tourists, looked them up and down and finally stuttered a response. “Storm. Big. Very soon.”

      “You mean everyone totally leaves the island when a storm comes in?” Colin said.

      “Go to Honiara. Large, more space.”

      Brody rolled his eyes. “Great. I was hoping that by coming here, we would be able to blend in a little bit more since there would be more people around. Turns out it’s a ghost town here.”

      He felt Johansson dragging him away from the front stoop of the shop. “Come on,” she said.

      The others tagged along, following behind him and Anna as she walked up the hill toward the main town square.

      “Where are we going?” Neva asked, still breathless. She had stopped filming for the moment, most likely unable to overcome her current state of terror and fear of the unknown. The woman had gotten even paler over the last hour.

      “It should be right up here. Right around the corner… there!”

      Johansson didn’t wait for the others. She rushed forward and pushed open the door of the small tavern. The building was offset a bit, set behind the two buildings next to it, backed up from the dirt road. There were no cars or bikes in the parking lot, and Brody assumed this place, like everywhere else, was abandoned.

      He followed her inside to see that he had been wrong, surprised to see a large woman sitting on a stool at the edge of the bar. There was no bartender around. Johansson was already walking up next to the woman. Before she completely turned, Brody recognized her.

      Beefcake.

      “Well, hello gorgeous!” the bodybuilder, Gertie, said. Gertie extended a hand. Anna shook it, and Brody stepped up next to her, leaning over her shoulder as he shook Gertie’s hand, trying to crush it. He straightened his back a bit; then Anna took a step back as he realized he might be coming on a little strong.

      She didn’t need his protection.

      “I thought everyone was gone,” Gertie said, the grin slipping into a frown. “I saw your crew — the SUVs — they left yesterday, didn’t they?”

      Anna nodded. “They left us behind to continue filming. Apparently, this show is that important to them.”

      Gertie chewed the inside of her lip for a moment, narrowing one eye. Brody could see immediately that she didn’t buy the story.

      “It’s bullshit,” Anna said, confirming. “This was never about the show.”

      “No, I suppose it couldn’t be.” She shifted, eliciting a groan from the poor stool trying to sustain her weight. “A storm is coming too — gonna be a doozy.”

      “Are you staying?” she asked Gertie.

      She nodded. “I’m a local, and I don’t have anywhere else to go. Everyone else gets on a boat and heads over to Honiara, the larger island north of here, which has a little bit better infrastructure for these sorts of things. They hunker down there for a week or two, then slowly start heading back here when things die down. It’s a small-town sort of thing — just up and leave, trust everyone to leave your stuff be, then get back to life when you’re ready. Bit surreal, but it works for them. I prefer to stay, and besides — free beer, anyway, long as I keep an eye on ‘ol Muff’s place.”

      To underline her statement, she walked around the bar and pulled out two more pint glasses. “Sorry, only two clean ones left, and dishes ain’t part of my job description.” She winked. “Anyone up for a round? On me.”

      She waited behind the bar, then reached over and grabbed her own half-full glass of dark beer and looked back up at Brody and the others.

      “Wish we could stay,” Anna said quickly, “but I’m afraid there’s more to it than that.”

      “You guys were marooned here to film a TV show. We’ve already determined that there’s more to it than that, so why not just take a breather and have a drink with me? Storm’s not going anywhere, so it’ll be warmer and drier in here.”

      “More to it, meaning people are chasing us. People who have already tried to kill us.”

      “Kill you?” Gertie scoffed. “Not a lot of crime out here, but you must have had to piss off somebody something fierce for them to be chasing after you and trying to cause you harm.”

      Anna ignored her nonchalance. “You said you flew in a bunch of security personnel for that hotel magnate who’s building the resort, right?”

      Gertie nodded slowly, draining the rest of her beer.

      “We just got dropped off on the dock by those same guys,” she said. “A guy named Dietrich. You know him?”

      Gertie stared at her for a long moment, then at Brody and Colin, and finally at Neva, who was slinking by the front door as if ready to bolt. Finally, she opened her mouth. “He seemed like a hard guy, honestly. Didn’t talk at all the entire flight. He’s in charge of the security team here, though it wasn’t that way a week ago. I suspected that group was more than just a band of Rent-A-Cops, but I’m not paid to ask questions.”

      “So why are they really here?” Brody asked.

      “Hell if I know,” Gertie shrugged. “They told me they’d be renting the only local chopper on the island once they landed, but to stick around in case they needed to get off this rock quick-like. I told you the truth — I just fly them in and out, and I’m not paid to ask questions. Frankly, in this case, I was paid a bit extra specifically to not ask questions.”

      “If you had to guess?”

      She swallowed and nodded as if anticipating this question. “If I had to guess, I would say that this new guy, Dietrich, was sent out here to lead some sort of expedition. To find something out there.” She waved her arm at the back of the bar, which Brody knew faced the mountain range.

      “Any idea what it might be they’re trying to find?” Colin asked. Brody nodded at his discretion.

      Gertie shrugged. “No idea what specifically it could be, but I have to guess it’s worth a significant amount of money if a guy like that took time out of his day to personally escort you four back here before setting out again. Don’t tell him I said this, but he doesn’t seem like the hospitable type.”
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      “Is that really why you’re still here?” Brody asked. “Because you’re their ride when they’re finished finding whatever it is they’re here to find?”

      He watched the woman’s face, tried to read her expression, expecting it to be different from her words. If she had been lying to them, Brody would know.

      “I told you the truth before,” Gertie said. “Yeah, I’m their ride, but I wouldn’t have gone anywhere anyway. This is my home. I live a block away, I drink here every afternoon, catch up with my friends, and do it all over again the next day. When they’re done, Dietrich will call me. I’ll get the plane prepped and ready to go, and we’ll be wheels up twenty-five minutes later. That’s the long and the short of it.”

      “Did you know something like this was going on?” Anna asked. “Did you know they were here to kill us?”

      Gertie frowned.

      “Not Dietrich’s team,” Brody said. “Someone else. Did you bring them to this island as well?”

      Gertie looked genuinely stumped as she shook her head. “I’m sorry; I wish I could help you more. I have no idea who the hell else is out there. I know Dietrich and his group are not just a group of lowly security guards. They’re trained, ex-soldiers, probably. I know them when I see them because I was one long ago. But trust me — whatever group is out there, whatever group you think is trying to kill you, I’ve never seen them or heard of them. My guess is they’ve been here for a while, or they could have snuck in from the northwest coast.”

      “I thought the north coast was completely inaccessible?” Colin asked. “All cliffs and jagged rocks.”

      Gertie nodded once. “Yeah, most of it is. But there are caves all over the place, and at least one inlet they could have used as a place to beach, if the tide was low enough. And it has been this time of year, so it wouldn't be out of the question that they could have landed there and then climbed up and out.”

      Brody nodded, but he couldn’t figure out what the big deal was. Couldn’t understand why multiple groups of mercenaries had come to the island at the same time he and the film crew had, all looking for the same thing. It was one thing to be looking for Earhart’s plane, but another thing entirely for there to be such a cutthroat race against one another to find it first.

      Anna broached the subject first. “Gertie, you know anything about Amelia Earhart’s plane?”

      At this, Gertie’s eyes widened, and she smiled. “Is that what this is about? That little story that got out a month ago? Some locals found a shitty old piece of metal and thought it was a plane. Bunch of them played the telephone game, wires got crossed or whatever, and eventually the whole world started buying the hype that it was Amelia Earhart’s plane.” She shook her head. “That why you’re here?”

      Brody suddenly felt embarrassed, but he nodded anyway. “Yeah. Whether it’s here or not, it seems like the other groups think it is.”

      Gertie slapped the top of the bar and guffawed. “Well, now I feel like I’ve heard everything! I didn’t have you pegged as loony, but someone upstairs — at your network, or whatnot — might be. Whoever’s paying your bills has a few loose screws.”

      “Gertie, people were actually shooting at us,” Anna pleaded. “People were actually trying to kill —“

      “I’m not saying they’re not trying to kill you,” she said, still laughing a bit as she poured herself another beer. Brody was impressed to see Gertie pull out a crisp dollar bill from her back pocket and stuff it into the open tray of the cash register. “I’m just saying: if all of you are out here on some treasure hunt, trying to find the long-lost plane of Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan, you’re off your rockers. There’s no way it’s here.”

      “You sure about that?” Colin asked.

      She leaned forward over the bar, examining Colin. “I’m sure of it. Not just because I’ve been living here long enough to know every inch of this backwater island, but because — in case you have forgotten — I’m a pilot.”

      “That doesn’t mean her plane couldn’t have —“

      “It does mean whatever you’re about to say. Look, Fred Noonan, her navigator, was not just a professional. He was the best there ever was. Certainly, the best the world had to offer at the time. Amelia herself wasn’t some Joe-Schmoe pilot, either. She was well-trained and a damn good pilot, and she had a track record of it. Together, they were an unstoppable team. There’s no way in hell they would have got their wires crossed that badly while flying from Lae to Howland. It simply doesn’t happen.”

      “But they could have made a mistake. Noonan could have simply miscalculated —“

      Gertie held up a hand. “You’re all nice folks, and I mean no offense. But I can’t help but take a bit of offense at matters like this. Everyone comes out here to this corner of the world to look for that damned plane, everyone thinking they got some new information. Thinking this or that about navigation techniques in the early half of the last century. But they’re not experts, and I am, so it’s hard not to take offense when the newest batch of adventurers and treasure hunters come out here claiming to know something or other about any of this.

      “The truth of the matter is, I’ve probably forgotten more about air travel and navigation and Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan than I know now. I’ve been studying her routes since I was a kid; I pored over the same charts and calculations everyone else has.”

      Brody looked around, finally realizing he was going to have to ask the obvious question. “Then… what happened to her? Where did her plane go down?”

      Gertie shrugged. “If I had a map, I’d show you. Most likely candidate is somewhere within a hundred-square-mile chunk of water off the coast of Howland Island. With the fuel load they were carrying and their planned sector, there’s simply no other option. I hate to piss in your snow cones, folks, but you ain’t going to find anything on this island that looks anything like her plane.”

      Brody felt crestfallen. He had been so sure there was something out here, so sure they were on the right track. The network — all the way down to Landon and Neva — believed in this project. Even if it was just reality television — even if actually finding something out here was not a requirement — he had felt hope after hearing that there were multiple parties involved.

      Sure, those parties had put their lives in danger, but the fact that they were even here suggested that they were all on the right track. It suggested that Amelia Earhart’s plane was here.

      But Gertie was adamant. They were chasing a dead end.
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      Brody and the others waited with bated breath for Gertie to continue. He wanted her to be wrong, to suddenly remember something that would change their fate. But deep down, he knew that it was unlikely. Gertie was a trained pilot, a professional in every way, and if she said that they were out of options, then they were out of options.

      He couldn't help but feel a sense of frustration and anger at the situation they found themselves in. They had come so far, fought so hard, only to be brought down by a seemingly insurmountable obstacle.

      On the other hand, he also understood where Gertie was coming from. This woman had probably answered these questions from unknowing outsiders a thousand times. She knew the ins and outs of the aviation industry, had seen it all before.

      Brody could see the lines of fatigue etched into Gertie's face, the weariness in her eyes as she contemplated their situation. He knew that they were asking a lot of her, but he also knew that she was their best hope for survival.

      She took a deep breath, then let it out again. “I know you’re all hoping I’m wrong about this. I know you’re all hoping I may have missed something. But don’t forget all the other people who have studied this — they haven’t forgotten anything, collectively. They haven’t missed anything collectively. As I said, you’re not the first people looking for the plane, nor will you be the last. Sure, someone from my island found a piece of metal, possibly even a piece of an airplane, and it looks like it was part of the plane the old lady flew. But don’t forget; it wasn’t the only plane made. It was quite a popular model in its day, and it would be the perfect plane to fly over an island like this one — made for the long haul, not a rickety little single prop design.”

      “But because there’s still speculation,” Colin began, “it means we can’t completely write off this as a possibility. Right?”

      “You can’t write it off, sure,” Gertie said. “Her plane’s out there, somewhere, sure. But here? Not a chance. Look at the facts: one, we know the plane went down somewhere. Two, we know the fuel load she had; three, we know who was on the plane; four, we know where they were headed. Finally, we not only know where they took off from, but we also know the wind speed that day, the weather —“

      “Were there storms?” Anna said, interrupting. “Maybe the wind pushed the plane farther off the route —“

      “No storm, and even not much wind,” Gertie answered after a sip of beer. “Doesn’t matter, anyway. If they got pushed off-course, they wouldn’t have crashed immediately, right? They would have waited until the last minute — until they ran out of fuel completely. This island is less than halfway to their destination from their takeoff point, based on fuel load. They wouldn’t have crashed here because they would have more than enough fuel left. It just doesn’t work.”

      “What about crashing somewhere nearby and then floating here?”

      Gertie shook her head. “Nope. Would have gone under only a minute after she landed in the water. Plane like that would be sent straight to the bottom, our intrepid explorers within. Like I said, you’re on a wild goose chase, and there aren’t any golden eggs at the end of this rainbow.”

      It took Brody a second to parse the compound mixed metaphor, but as humorous as Gertie was trying to be, Brody didn’t feel like laughing. He sensed early on that the network might have been sending them out here not to find an actual plane, but to film a television show. That was what he was contractually obligated to do, after all.

      But in the midst of all that they had found, all that they had been through, he had gotten his hopes up. Something about being shot at, chased through a riverbed, and stumbling upon some strange ceremony all made him think there was something to the myth.

      Anna suddenly turned and walked out of the bar. Gertie raised her eyebrows, then looked back at Brody. “Your lady friend seems upset,” she said. “You do as well, if I’m honest. Look, the storm’s about to be here, and I have a feeling it’s going to be nasty, so there’s no sense trying to hop over to another island. Stick it out with me here, and I’ll fly you guys home myself.” She paused, sipping her beer. “Well, at least we can get you to a bigger airport on a bigger island.”

      “Appreciate the offer,” Brody said. “We may just take you up on it.”

      Gertie smiled, and Brody sensed it was genuine. This gal meant them no harm, and while it felt as though the woman had severely let them down, he had to admit he appreciated some honesty.

      If only that honesty hadn’t told them everything they were after was a farce.
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      It was dark now, and Anna was hustling down the road, the single pale streetlight hanging overhead barely letting Brody see her progress. He had to jog to catch up with her. Colin and Neva were still mingling with Gertie back in the bar, hopefully getting any more details the bodybuilding pilot had to offer.

      “Where you going?” he asked as he caught up to her. “You rushed out of here.”

      “A little car rental store down there,” she said. “I saw it on the way in. Pretty sure it’s where the SUVs were from.”

      “No one’s here, remember?” Brody asked. “Everyone left because of the storm. No one’s going to be able to rent you a —“

      “I don’t think that’s a big deal on an island smaller than some people’s backyards. And you saw Gertie in there, pouring herself some beers. I promise I’ll return it when I’m done.”

      “When you’re done?” he asked, incredulous as he fell in step beside her. “What do you mean? Where are you going?”

      At this, she finally stopped, turning slowly, and looked up at Brody. “Did you hear what Gertie was saying? Did you hear her explain her reasoning?”

      Brody shrugged, his eyes darting side to side. Was she trying to catch him being ignorant? Had he actually missed something important? “Yeah, I heard every word. I was right there, remember? There’s no way her plane could have been blown off course, no way it would have come this direction on accident, no way they would have —“

      “That’s just it,” she said. “On accident. There’s no way the plane would have gotten here on accident, Brody.”

      He worked his mouth, but no words came out. He looked over her head and saw the shoreline, the beautiful coast set against a purplish sky, saw the tempest out there, feeling the calm before the storm.

      “Brody, put it together,” she continued as she started walking downhill once again. “Gertie made a good case for why Noonan would never have let them get that far off course. Nor would they have crash landed here anyway, based on the fuel load.”

      “On accident…” Brody said, his voice nearly a whisper.

      “On accident. Exactly. Which means that if the plane ended up here —“

      “You’re saying they came here on purpose? That crash landing here wasn’t an accident at all?”

      Her eyes seemed to sparkle, almost lighting up from within as she watched him put it together. “Yes, Brody. That’s exactly what I’m saying. Gertie — and everyone else who’s already explained it away logically — hasn’t considered that perhaps Amelia Earhart wasn’t trying to get to Howland Island at all. Perhaps they were trying to come here.”

      Brody suddenly felt shaky, weak. He wanted to sit down, but he also wanted to go back into the bar, to run through all of this with Colin and Neva and Gertie. He wanted Gertie to poke holes in it, to tell them once again why they were being dense and why this would not work.

      He laughed. For the first time in the last few days, he wished Neva was with them and had the camera on her. This was about the most genuine surprise Brody had ever felt, and it was a shame it wasn’t being filmed.

      “If they came here on purpose, why?” Brody asked. “This island was equally just as remote then as it is now and even less inhabited, most likely. Those villagers, or at least their ancestors from a couple of generations back, were probably the only ones around.”

      “Brody, we were sent out here to find a plane. We were sent to find what became of Amelia Earhart, her navigator, and their doomed expedition. But those two groups out there? The one trying to kill us and the one that’s only not trying to kill us because we’re not a threat to them? They weren’t sent here to find a plane. Technically speaking, I mean.”

      Brody’s eyes widened. “The journal! They’re —”

      He didn’t even finish the thought, instead allowing Anna to drag him along as she raced toward the car rental’s tiny, squat building.

      Just as she had predicted, the front door to the place was unlocked, no one inside. He followed her in, seeing two sets of keys hanging on a hook just behind the counter. Each had a tag on its keyring identifying the car it belonged to. Glancing next to the board of keyrings, he saw two identical cars — old Hondas — out a back window, partially hidden behind the building in a small lot.

      He stretched, reached over the counter, and grabbed one set of keys. Anna smiled as he ran to the back door, which he was now unsurprised to find was also unlocked.

      She followed him, and he suddenly felt her excitement, adopting it as his own. He knew she was onto something; he knew all these groups, out here trying to find the same thing, wouldn’t all be completely wrong.

      He sensed they were close to the truth: they weren’t looking for a plane at all. They were looking for a journal.

      Whatever truth was hidden inside was important enough to kill over. It was important enough to pull a plane off a prescheduled route while the entire world watched on, a route that would be tracked by scores of people.

      A truth important enough to sacrifice herself for.

      Whatever the secret was, it had been lost with Earhart’s plane. Had she been trying to keep it hidden, or had she been trying to free it?

      And now he had a chance to find it, a chance to find once and for all what secret Amelia Earhart herself had flown to its final resting place.

      He looked up as he approached the car, Anna across from him. He saw the clouds darkening, the weather system bearing down on them, oppressive but not able to change his optimism.

      If you’re watching, Dad, this one’s for you.
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      “Are you out of your mind?” Neva asked as Brody and Anna pulled up to the bar in their new ‘rental’ car. “You’ll kill us!”

      They were parked on the road, facing uphill toward the small downtown square. Gertie was somewhere inside, likely still sipping the foam off the tops of the free-flowing beer. Brody had explained the plan to Colin and Neva, and both seemed skeptical.

      In their defense, ‘head into the jungle and hope we find a journal’ wasn’t much of a plan.

      But we have to try, she knew. We have to do something.

      “We don’t know that Dietrich was telling the truth,” Anna said. “For all we know, he could have just been trying to scare us.”

      “Well, it worked pretty damn well, if you ask me,” Neva said. “I’m not going back out there. If Dietrich doesn’t kill us, we damn well know that other group will. They’ve already tried it more than once, so I have no reason to suspect they won’t try again.”

      “Don’t you want to know what’s really out there? Don’t you want to find this journal that’s got everyone all worked up?”

      Neva’s eyes were nearly popping out of their sockets, and Anna thought she saw a new vein emerging on the woman’s forehead.

      “Look, I want to find this thing is much as you guys,” Colin said, stepping close to the open driver’s side window. “But Neva’s not wrong. There are people out there who will absolutely kill us if they find us again. Dietrich’s group warned us.”

      “What’s the alternative, then?” she said. “Wait here, drinking with Gertie while the storm comes in and locks us down? What if they decide to come here to ride out the storm as well? Why wouldn’t they just kill us then?”

      “They might,” he said. “They absolutely might. They might come down and clean house. But we know they’re not really looking for us; they’re trying to find a journal. For all we know, they think we’re out of the picture already.”

      “We have to try, Colin,” she said.

      “We can’t exactly stay at our old camp,” he said. “We’d be even less protected there, and both groups know where it is.”

      The four squared off for what seemed like an eternity, then Anna saw a slight shift in Colin’s demeanor. He tilted his jaw and gave them the slightest of nods. “But yeah, the more I think about it, I think you’re right. I’m not sure we have a choice.”

      “Wait, what?” Neva asked, her voice shaky, no doubt seemingly more upset that she had lost someone to the opposing team than in her worry about her own safety. “Guys, we don’t even know it’s out there! Gertie explained exactly why it doesn’t make sense that Amelia Earhart’s plane was ever here.”

      “We already talked about this, Neva,” Brody said, keeping his voice calm. “If the plane ended up here, it was because it got here on purpose. And since Dietrich’s guys and that other group are looking for a journal that might have belonged to Fred Noonan or Amelia Earhart, the fact that they think the plane ended up here means that there’s something very important in the journal. Something worth killing for.”

      Anna nodded along from the passenger seat of the car.

      “I intend to find it,” Brody continued. “In a way, that’s our job. And I don’t see that job ending anytime soon, especially since there’s no way to contact the network, to let Landon know we failed. Now, you can certainly wait here with Gertie, drinking and waiting for the storm to pass, hoping they don’t come down into town and recognize you, but personally, I’d rather stay with the group. I’d rather stay together and see if we can actually find this thing.”

      Brody finished his little impromptu inspirational speech, and looked at the others with a determined expression on his face. Anna felt her adrenaline start to pump, a surge of energy coursing through her veins. The wanderlust had returned in full force, this time with a mission.

      She wanted to get out there, wanted to drive straight to the bottom of the spire, and look once more at the cave where the villagers had gathered. She wanted to see it with her own eyes, to understand what had happened there and what it all meant.

      Anna could feel the excitement building in her, the sense of adventure and danger that always seemed to follow in their wake. She knew that they were taking a risk, venturing out into unknown territory with no clear plan or direction.

      But that was part of the thrill, part of what made it all worth it. They were explorers, adventurers, and they were determined to uncover the truth, no matter what it took.

      Anna felt a surge of determination wash over her, a fierce sense of purpose that drove her forward. She was ready for whatever lay ahead, ready to face any challenge that came their way.

      She glanced at the others and saw the same determination in their eyes. They were a team, united in their quest for the truth. And together, they would find it.

      She hadn’t had a chance to examine the crate the old villager had brought out of the cave, and if there was an answer out there, the crate might be the first place to look for it.

      If that failed, perhaps they could return to the village itself — perhaps they would be as accommodating as they had been before, and they might find someone who knew something about the plane. She figured it was a long shot — if they had known about it, they would have revealed it long ago, some young local hotshot wanting to take advantage of their town’s little secret.

      But that hadn’t happened, and it seemed as though the villagers had forgotten what their ceremony was about. It seemed their memory of whatever they were celebrating had faded, slowly being as lost to time as Earhart herself.
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      The arguing with Neva had turned into a silent feud, mirroring the silent fury Colin could see blowing in from the ocean. The storm was coming; there was no doubt.

      Neva stood next to him, brow furrowed, glaring at both him and Brody. Colin was impressed with Brody’s and Anna’s ingenuity, and at Anna’s having the idea in the first place — having a vehicle would make things go much more smoothly, not to mention more quickly.

      Colin knew that they needed to move quickly, and the sooner the better. The sky was beginning to darken more than what the hour of the evening should have allowed, and the clouds were rolling in from the horizon, casting an ominous feel over the small town on the island.

      He could feel the wind picking up, the gentle breeze shifting to more threatening gusts. He knew that they needed to act fast, before the storm hit in full force.

      He glanced around at his companions, noting the fear and uncertainty etched into their faces. He knew that they were in a dangerous situation, with enemies lurking in the shadows and a storm brewing on the horizon.

      But he refused to give up hope. He was a survivor, a fighter, and he was determined to make it out of this alive.

      Whatever we’re going to do, we need to do it fast, he thought. Or they at least needed to be close to town or their camp, where the tents still stood, when the storm hit. He would have loved to have the option to just hole up in the tavern with Gertie, or even find that fancy hotel they had driven past a few days prior, but he knew Brody and Johansson were feeling the excitement of potentially finding this journal.

      He felt it himself.

      “Hop in, boys,” Brody said.

      Colin walked around the side of the car, hoping that by putting a door closer to Neva, the woman would decide to come along. He understood the woman’s fear and trepidation, but he believed that it was better if they stayed together. That said, he couldn’t force Neva to do anything. If Neva wanted to stay in town with Gertie and drink the storm away, so be it. He got close to the door, and Johansson rolled her window down. “This is it,” she said excitedly. “I can feel it — we’re so close. This has to be it.”

      “So, back to the cave?” he asked. They hadn’t found anything there before, but it was still their best bet. If the plane piece had originally washed up on shore there, it would at least be a good point from which to launch a more thorough exploration. And since the cave lay at the base of the gigantic spire, perhaps they could even figure out a way to walk around the geologic formation, looking for similar caves that might be dotting its sides.

      Perhaps their target wasn’t the cave where the villagers had done the ceremony, but a smaller, more hidden cave. That would explain why the villagers had been so open about the ceremony, inviting them to see it. Maybe the real treasure — the plane itself — had been moved and hidden somewhere else. The larger cave would be used as the site of the ceremony as a way to remember the mechanical bird that had fallen out of their sky so many years ago.

      He remembered the way the chief of the village had been standing. Near the crate, the personified version of an airplane forming in the air as he stretched out his arms and spoke, his counterparts dancing and singing around him.

      And then it hit him.

      The man had been standing on top of the crate. Not next to it, not in front of it, but on top of it.

      Is that symbolic somehow? He remembered the older gentleman’s face, how he had danced and moved and writhed to the rhythm of the drumbeats with his arms stretched wide on either side of him. He remembered how he balanced on top of the crate, as if…

      He moved his hand away from the door handle and came back to Anna’s window. “What was the name of the spire?” he asked Brody and Dr. Johansson.

      Brody glanced up from the steering wheel. “What? Just get in, we can drive up there. That’s where the cave is, and I think it’s a good place to —“

      Colin shook his head. “No, we might need to stay here and find a computer, or something with an Internet connection. I need to Google it. I want to know what it was called. Do either of you remember? Either of you have a phone that’s got even a little bit of a connection?”

      Brody looked up at the ceiling of the car, squeezing his eyes together. Johansson just looked back at Colin. “Say… yep?” she said. “Something like that. They called it say… sigh… yep, or yap, but it was two syllables in the first word like that.”

      “Landon dismissed the kid who told us in the SUV,” Brody said. “But yeah, you’re right. Say-yap pray-tar, pay… tar?”

      Johansson said it, snapping her fingers. “Sayap Patah.”

      Colin’s eyes widened. “That’s it! Yes, that has to be it — I remember that as well. Okay, next step — either of you know what that translates to? What it means in English?”

      “My phone still has a bit of charge, and I’m getting some service right now,” Neva said from the other side of the car.

      Colin rolled his eyes. “You’ve had service all this time, and you haven’t said anything until we’re practically begging you?”

      Neva shrugged sheepishly. “I just… I just thought we might need to conserve power. You know, in case we needed to call for help or something.”

      Anna laughed. “And at what point were you going to say we needed help? How many more of us have to die?”

      Neva’s face registered shock and dismay, and Colin realized that Anna’s joke had hit too close to home. He felt the urge to comfort the woman, to explain that Anna’s humor was just a way to lighten the tension.

      Colin walked across the front of the vehicle and snatched the phone from Neva’s hands, then came back over to the open passenger-side window, leaning in on his arms. He navigated to a quick translation website and spelled the two words as best he could. He knew most languages had Anglicized versions that were understood by sites like this one, in order to take advantage of modern-day cellphones and keyboards that had been designed for the Western market. This language, he hoped, was no different.

      After trying a few spelling options, the website detected the language as Malay and displayed the result almost immediately.

      He swallowed. His hands tightened around the phone. After a few more seconds of disbelief, Colin glanced up at Anna, then across the car at Brody.

      “Well?” Brody asked. The man’s hand was still on the Honda’s gearstick, the other on the steering wheel. He was raring to go.

      Colin glanced back down at the phone. Now, he was even more excited to leave as well. He double-checked that what he had read was accurate, then looked back up at the others and read the translation aloud.

      “Sayap Patah. It’s Malay for Broken Wing. Guys — that tall spire out there is it. That’s where we need to go.”
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      Saturday | 7:11 pm

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      Dietrich watched with a critical eye as the four-person group huddled together in front of the tavern. He had been observing them for some time now, noting their every move and analyzing their behavior.

      Previously, he had seen the younger two members of the group run downhill toward the docks, while the other two remained inside the bar. Their pilot, a woman he only knew as Gertie, was supposed to be in town somewhere, but he hadn't seen her yet.

      Dietrich had been told by his employer that Gertie would stay in town, no matter what, waiting for the completion of his mission. No matter the storm that was descending upon this island, he hoped that was still the case. He needed to be ready at a moment's notice to get off this hellhole.

      He watched as the group huddled together, their faces tense and uncertain. He could sense the fear that radiated from them, the sense of vulnerability that came with being stranded in a foreign land with no allies or means of escape.

      But even as he watched them, he couldn't help but feel a sense of admiration for their tenacity and resilience. They were survivors, fighters, and they had made it this far against all odds.

      He knew that he needed to be careful, to approach them with caution and strategy. But he also knew that he couldn't afford to waste any time. The storm was coming, and with it, a reckoning that could change everything.

      Dietrich took a deep breath, his eyes locked on the group as he weighed his options. He knew that he had to be smart, to use every tool at his disposal to achieve his goals.

      But most of all, he knew that he couldn't give up until the mission was complete. He would do whatever it took to get off this island, no matter the cost.

      Dietrich shuddered from his post across the street. It was getting colder, and he hoped their mission would end before the bulk of the tropical storm hit. He was prepared for rain, but he didn’t prefer it. He hardly required luxury — as long as he had a secure place to lay his head down at night he could be content, but if he had to choose a place to settle down for the rest of his life — this place certainly wouldn’t be it.

      He had watched in silence from behind the nearby building as a car sped back uphill toward the man named Colin and the small, roundish, out-of-shape movie person who had exited the tavern, both now waiting on the street. The woman and man had gotten a car from somewhere and were about to pick up their friends.

      He shook his head. I told you to leave, he thought. I told you to get out. While he had to applaud their ingenuity in finding a vehicle in the empty town, he knew their efforts would be fruitless.

      He hated working with civilians. They didn’t understand that there was a greater mission than just what they could see directly in front of themselves. They didn’t understand the why behind following orders — that most orders were in their best interest.

      He had his orders, and while his mission was still the same — retrieve the journal from the downed aircraft, if it were even here — the mission parameters had certainly changed. During his last call with his employer, he had been informed that the second group out here was working for the enemy of his employer. He had been told that they were a group not to be trifled with, made up of both trained soldiers and hunters familiar with these islands. They knew their way around, and they knew how to kill.

      That much was clear to Dietrich already — he had already lost two men to those assholes.

      His employer had also explained that the California group was now only slowing them down — they had expired past the point of usefulness. If Dietrich’s team was supposed to find the wreckage of the plane with the journal inside, they no longer needed this group to help.

      They no longer needed to be protected, in that case.

      And now it appeared that they were going to be getting in his way, and potentially getting his men killed.

      That was unacceptable.

      His employer had told him to get them back to town and find a flight off the island, or at least wait for the storm to pass. He had also agreed with Dietrich’s assessment, that this group had tried and failed to accomplish their goal, and after the death in their camp had scared off their crew, leaving only this ragtag band behind, there simply was not enough of a reason to keep them around. He told Dietrich that they were to be returned to the docks unharmed, that he had other plans for them later.

      But he had also added an ultimatum: if they don’t listen, you are free to remove them from the playing field.

      Dietrich smiled. He didn’t particularly enjoy killing; he was just good at it. It was a career; he was a professional.

      In reality, it was his desire to see the mission completed without a hitch. It was his job to accomplish his employer’s goal as quickly and efficiently as possible, earning himself and his men their bonuses.

      It seemed this California group was going to disobey his direct orders and head back into the jungle. He could kill them now, simply taking them out one by one, starting with the driver. He could complete the mission then without trouble, getting back to his men waiting at their old camp for his return.

      But as he watched, as he saw the excitement on their faces as they conversed, it seemed they might still be useful to him. It seemed as though one of them had discovered something crucial to their search. He could see on their faces the exuberance and optimism.

      What did they know now? What had they discovered?

      There was no other reason for them to be here, no reason for them to stay on the island — and certainly not trek deeper into the jungle — when a tropical storm was spinning up and moving their direction. There was no reason for them to stay after their own team had abandoned them. These weren’t the adventurous type — folks wanting to go on an expedition for the journey’s sake. They seemed pampered, pretty, and well put-together.

      They looked exactly the way he figured a group of Californians should look.

      He smiled but kept his eyes forward on the group.

      No, there was no reason for them to be here other than what he had already determined: they had discovered something, the clue that might lead to the journal’s whereabouts.

      He wanted to know the clue. He needed to know what they knew.

      He stood silently, pulling his weapon in front of him from its sling on his back.

      He stepped forward, out into the street. None of the group had seen him yet, but it would only be a matter of time before they did. They would likely be confused, then upset, then frightened. That should buy him an extra few seconds. To close the distance, to get out in front of the vehicle before it could get away with three of their team inside.

      He needed them alive, at least for now. He had to find out what they knew.

      He shook his head. No, I don’t need them alive.

      At least not all of them.

      He brought his weapon up just as the man closest to him, the lean, muscular man leaning in through the car’s window from the street, noticed him. It was the man who had taken out one of the soldiers in the cave with a rock.

      Good, Dietrich thought. If anyone’s going to put up a fight, it’ll be him. I should take him out first.

      His eyes widened and then narrowed, a quicker reaction than he’d expected. He hadn’t anticipated this man to have been trained, but it seemed Dietrich’s approach had not alarmed him or surprised him as much as he had hoped.

      No matter. He pulled the rifle up and fired two quick shots, sending them purposefully directly above his head. He knew they were close enough for the man to have felt them blaze over his hair.

      This had the effect he had intended. The man dropped to the street, his hands above his head, an involuntary reaction to an impending attack. He kept the rifle focused on him the entire time.

      “Stand up,” Dietrich barked. “I need you to come with me. Now.”
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      Saturday | 7:11 pm

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      The black-clad mercenary, Dietrich, stepped into the street. Brody watched from inside the car. The man’s gun was held out in front of him, aiming directly at Colin, who had slowly spun a one-eighty and was now facing Dietrich.

      Next to him in the car, Dr. Anna Johansson swallowed.

      “What do we do?” she asked.

      Brody shook his head. Think, man. There’s got to be a way out of this. What does he want?

      He rolled the window down, hearing Neva opening the side door.

      Now she decides to get in, Brody thought.

      “Get out of the car,” Dietrich shouted again. “And you — don’t put another foot inside.”

      Neva’s door opened a bit wider; Brody saw her stepping out from the side mirror. “Close the door, Neva,” Brody snapped. “Stay in the car.”

      “But — he’s got a gun,” Neva said, fumbling over her words. “And he’s going to —“

      “Being in the car is our best chance of escape,” Anna hissed back at her.

      “But what about Colin? We’re not going to leave him behind, are we?” Neva said.

      Brody smashed his eyes shut. No, I’m not okay with leaving Colin behind. But what other alternative do we have?

      He rolled his own window down and called out to the mercenary. “Dietrich, we’re going to find the journal. We’ll hand it over to you, but you have to let us find it first.”

      Dietrich stepped a few feet closer to the car, then stopped. Far enough away that Colin couldn’t make a run for him, yet close enough that Dietrich’s shots now couldn’t miss. He brought the rifle up and put the scope to his eye. “Or, you tell me what it is you think you’ve discovered, and my men and I will find the journal.”

      Brody shook his head. “Not gonna work that way.” He breathed rapidly, unsure of where this sudden depth of courage had come from. He hoped it didn’t get them all killed.

      Neva stepped back out onto the road, leaving the door open. Brody gritted his teeth. Thanks for the backup, Neva.

      “You got three seconds,” Dietrich said.

      Shit. Shit, shit. Brody had never been in a situation like this. His heart was pounding faster than it ever had before. When filming intense scenes, even a well-trained actor couldn’t fake this level of fear.

      True, unbridled terror at what he imagined would happen when Dietrich’s countdown ended. What did it even feel like to be shot?

      He noticed Neva moving slowly up toward the front of the car, now standing right next to him out the open window. Brody wanted to reach out and grasp her wrist, to pull her back, to protect her.

      How could he protect them? He couldn't protect himself, much less anyone else. A trained killer was pointing a brutal weapon toward them, and Brody had already lost the opportunity to smash his foot on the pedal and hightail it out of town.

      Perhaps that was for the best, however. Assuming he could get away without Dietrich shooting out his tires or sailing a bullet through his windshield, where would he go? This road would end, or it would continue in a circle around the island, merely putting a bit of distance between them and their attackers. But then, inevitably, the car would run out of gas. They couldn't run forever, especially not on a deserted remote tropical island.

      Brody could feel the weight of the situation bearing down on him, the sense of hopelessness and despair that threatened to overwhelm him. He knew that they were in a dangerous situation, with no clear way out.

      They were screwed. Neva reached the front of the car then and stood there, hands up, her camera still hanging on the strap around her neck. Of all the times Brody wished the woman was filming, it was now. At least get their demise recorded, to at least show the world. Perhaps Brody and the others would get a special mention at next year’s awards show.

      Anna was balling her fists, staring straight ahead out the window, refusing to look at Dietrich. If he wasn’t mistaken, she looked more angry than scared.

      “That’s good,” Dietrich said. “Two down, two down to go. Everyone else out of the car, now.”

      Brody watched Colin, hoping for some sort of a signal. He looked at Anna, watching her face as well to see if she was developing a plan.

      He found nothing there. They were as off-kilter as he was, and it seemed only Neva was willing to follow Dietrich’s orders.

      Brody closed his eyes once again, then pulled them open, sucking in a deep breath. He opened his mouth and shouted out the window. “Come on, Dietrich. You need us, man. We can talk this out, but at least just let us drive up there and poke around. We’ve got information you and your men will need to find the journal.

      “Yeah,” Anna said, tossing a smile over at Brody, “What — or you’re going to kill all of us?”

      Dietrich pulled the rifle away from his eye for a second, then stared at Brody through the windshield. Brody couldn’t read his expression, but that fact alone terrified him even more.

      A few seconds passed, and Dietrich smiled a deranged, maniacal smile, curling his lips up and then back down on each side.

      He pulled the rifle back up. “No,” he said calmly. “I don’t need to kill all of you.”

      And then he pulled the trigger.

      A deafening burst of gunfire lanced from the barrel of the gun, tiny pinpricks of light as the rounds ejected from the chamber.

      Beside him, Anna screamed.

      In front of him, Neva fell.

      Brody kicked the door open, nearly yanking it off its hinges. It swung back into his shoulder as he exited the car. “No!” he shouted. “No, no, no…”

      He raced to the front of the car, finding exactly what he hoped not to find.

      Neva was on the dusty ground of the road, sweat and dirt caked on her forehead. Her hands flailed wildly trying to grasp at her chest. One round had smacked straight through the center of the lens of her camera.

      But that was all the luck Neva had received. The other two rounds had hit her in the stomach and chest, near her heart. The blood was coming quickly, spilling between Neva’s fingers as she died on the street.

      He heard the car’s other door open, heard the footsteps as Anna ran toward her, but he didn’t bother to look up. Brody placed his hands over the wound on Neva’s chest but knew it was too late.

      There was blood at Neva’s mouth now, a bit dribbling out the side as her face worked to comprehend what had happened. Her ruddy cheeks were now slick with red, her eyes working open and closed over and over again until finally, they didn’t open any longer.

      “You asshole!” Colin shouted, screaming in frustration. “You son of a —“

      “He was right,” Dietrich said, interrupting. “I don’t need to kill all of you. But now that I have your attention, I want you to hear this: I’m no longer here to protect you. I warned you about coming back into the jungle. I could have killed you where you sat two minutes ago, but I got the sense that you knew something I didn’t.”

      All three looked up at Dietrich, Brody seeing his own disbelief on the others’ faces.

      “Now I know that’s true. I’m not going to force you to tell me anything right now,” Dietrich said. “But you will lead me to Noonan’s journal. You will take me to the plane, and you will find the journal and place it into my hands. If you don’t, you will die. One at a time until you all look like your little blustering friend here.”

      Anna glared at Diedrich, but Brody saw the twinkling in the side of her eyes. It wasn’t a sparkle of hope; it was a tear. And it represented failure. It represented the culmination of everything they had feared the last few days.

      “We’re not helping you,” Brody said. “You’re just going to kill us anyway, so you might as well do it now.”

      He knew that trying to call the man’s bluff was a dangerous game in any situation, even more so with someone like Dietrich. Still, he had to try.

      “Okay,” Dietrich said without hesitation. He pulled the rifle back up and eyed the shot, the crosshairs landing on Anna’s forehead.

      Colin suddenly darted into action. He ran in front of the gun’s barrel just as Dietrich was pulling the trigger. “No, wait!” he yelled. “Fine, we’ll help you. Just — just, Christ, man — don’t kill anyone else, okay?”

      Diedrich froze in place for a few seconds, and Brody wondered if he was just going to shoot Colin instead, then Anna, leaving Brody the only one left. Finally, after an interminable pause, Brody saw Dietrich pull the weapon back down, and he spoke into a microphone attachment around his wrist.

      Brody lifted his bloody hands away from Neva’s dead body, holding them up so that Dietrich could see them. He didn’t have a plan — how could he? He had never been in a situation like this; he had never even played a role like this.

      He couldn’t act his way through this one.
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      Saturday | 7:27 pm

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      They abandoned the car in the street, engine still running. Colin noticed that Brody hadn’t even thought to turn it off, and Dietrich didn’t seem terribly concerned about the environment, so there it sat, in the middle of the single-lane road, a dead woman lying face-up in front of it.

      Colin wasn’t sure what his next move should be. He couldn’t fight off Dietrich, especially since they weren’t armed. Colin was versed in a few different forms of hand-to-hand combat, but even if he tried to put up a fight, he would get himself killed, leaving Brody and Dr. Johansson to fend for themselves, which he knew wouldn’t bode well.

      And yet fighting was exactly what he felt like doing. He wanted to fight back, to push against Dietrich’s mission to find his stupid journal, to fight for their lives.

      Dietrich didn't need the car because he had other plans. He was planning to ferry them around the island in the rented helicopter. As he corralled the three remaining members of the film crew and pointed them downhill toward the docks once again, Colin heard the distinctive sound of the chopper's rotors.

      It was circling around from the north side of the island, its blades slicing through the air with a deafening roar. Colin watched in disbelief as it hovered over the docks, just as it had done before, waiting for Dietrich and his quarry.

      At the docks, they were funneled into the cabin of the helicopter by Dietrich’s two men inside, where they were buckled in. The pilot immediately took off once again. It was beginning to rain, and Colin saw the storm heading in from the east. He figured the pilot’s haste came from a desire to get his client’s job done — whatever it may be — before the storm hit hard. Flying at night was difficult enough; flying at night in a rainstorm was a completely different animal.

      Colin figured the bulk of the storm would be on them in about twenty minutes, maybe a bit less. He wasn’t afraid of the tropical storm while on the ground, but the last place he wanted to be if the monsoon hit hard was in the belly of a helicopter.

      He put on a headset that one of the mercenaries handed him and immediately heard Dietrich’s voice. “Where are we headed?” the man asked, his voice clipped.

      Colin had just watched Neva bleed out on the ground in front of the car, and even though it was far from the first death he had ever seen, he was still shaken up. Brody and Dr. Johansson could hardly speak, while Dietrich stared at him from across the cabin as if nothing had happened. Not only was this man a trained killer, he actually seemed to be enjoying himself. He looked excited, hungry for more.

      “I don’t know,” Colin said quickly, shrugging. “We hadn’t discussed it yet.” His eyes flicked to Brody. The actor was slouched sideways, nearly leaning on Anna.

      “Then what exactly were you discussing?” Dietrich asked as the chopper leaned and began panning along the edge of the coastal town.

      “We were just trying to get our facts straight,” Colin said. “Just trying to make sure we hadn’t missed any, uh, clues.”

      Dietrich nodded, then leaned forward through the cabin, his elbows on his knees. “Don’t lie to me, son,” he said. His voice was lower, but the headset amplified it, so it was clear in Colin’s ears. “You saw what happened to your other friend — there’s three of you left, and I don’t need all three of you, remember?”

      Colin nodded. Brody and Anna still hadn’t spoken a word since leaving the car in the town, their eyes wide in disbelief. This is what he had feared most — Dietrich knew they were onto something; it’s why he had let them live so far.

      Colin felt the weight of their discovery settling in, the precariousness of their position becoming more and more apparent with each passing moment. He knew that they were in danger, but he still couldn't quite put his finger on what it was they had discovered, what their hypothesis was.

      His mind raced, trying to develop some semblance of a plan. A man like Dietrich would not hesitate to kill, but he would hesitate to kill someone who might have the information he needed.

      There would be no way for the mercenary to know which of them knew more than the others. For all he knew, Dietrich had just killed the only person who had the full story.

      Colin was weighing the options when Dietrich nodded at one of the mercenaries sitting to Colin’s right. This man immediately lurched forward, grabbed Anna by the hair, and pulled her from her seat. With his free hand, he pushed forward to unbuckle her seatbelt, and her smaller body fell to the floor of the cabin.

      Colin reached for his own seatbelt, but Dietrich lifted a pistol he had retrieved from an ankle holster and held it up to him. “Don’t.”

      Colin seethed, not seeing anything at all in the man’s eyes — nothing that would tell him what he was about to do. No evil, no hate. Just a dark… void. This man likely had never experienced human emotion. He was a machine, a robot built for one purpose, and Colin suddenly wondered if he had miscalculated.

      The other mercenary grabbed the handle of the chopper’s cabin door and pulled the door open. Colin’s face was immediately spattered by raindrops pelting into the chopper as they flew toward the storm. The waves below, once calm and pleasant, were choppy and white-capped. He heard Anna screaming through her own headset, but her microphone was still flipped up above her head, so it was distant, dull.

      Brody’s eyes were wide as well, his hands now grasping forward, trying to work toward her. His seatbelt was still on, and Colin wondered if Brody would have the sense to try to grab Dietrich’s weapon. It would be a stupid move, one that would likely end in their deaths, but Colin was not about to go down without a fight.

      The second mercenary pulled Johansson forward and held her out over the edge of the chopper, hanging her out the open door. The wind picked up more now, bolstered by the rotors, and Colin felt the temperature in the cabin drop significantly.

      Still, Dietrich’s voice was calm. “I gave you a chance to come clean, to tell me the truth. One of you better start talking, right now.”

      Brody swallowed, Colin trying to give him a silent shake of his head. He still didn’t think Dietrich would do it — he didn’t think the man could so easily throw away the only assets he had on this mission. But then, what did they know?

      Anna screamed, frantically trying to grasp the mercenary’s leg or arm for something to hold onto. She grasped the handle on the door, but the mercenary simply kicked her arm and pulled her hand away, then thrust her upper body forward more so that she was now leaning halfway out of the side of the helicopter.

      Colin watched in horror as Anna was yanked toward the open side of the helicopter. He could see the terror in her eyes, the desperation as she clawed at the mercenary's arm, trying to find something to hold onto.

      He felt a surge of adrenaline as he realized just how precarious their situation was. One wrong move, and they could all end up falling to their deaths in the raging sea below.

      The mercenary's boot was wedged between the floor and the wall, the only thing keeping him and Anna from tumbling out of the helicopter. Colin knew that it wouldn't take much for the mercenary to lose his balance, to send them both plummeting to their deaths.

      He also knew there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.

      The pilot continued flying, continued focusing on the storm, not acknowledging the storm raging inside.

      Colin closed his eyes, looking down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIXTY-THREE

          

          

      

    

    







            COLIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Saturday | 7:32 pm

      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      “It’s the cave,” Colin said.

      “It’s the spire,” Brody said.

      They looked at each other. Both spoke simultaneously, and Colin could only hope that the responses had been mangled beyond recognition through their tiny headsets.

      Dietrich nodded at the mercenary, who pulled Anna back into the cabin and closed the door. Immediately the chopper seemed to fly more steadily; immediately Colin felt his anxiety subside.

      It didn’t go away, but there was at least a brief respite.

      He hung his head, then looked back up. Dietrich looked from him to Brody and then back again.

      “Well, well,” Dietrich said. “Seems like one of you is lying to me. I should throw her out the door just for that.”

      For a tense moment, Colin watched as the mercenary, still holding onto Anna’s hair, looked at his boss. His other hand was on the door of the chopper, ready to open it as soon as Dietrich flicked his head in agreement.

      Thankfully, he didn’t.

      “What should we do about this?” Dietrich asked Colin. “Your friend is trying to cover for you. Or, you’re trying to cover for him.”

      “I say we kill them both and take the girl with us,” the other mercenary said. “Surely don’t need all three of them. I bet she’s the one —“

      Dietrich held up a hand, and the man immediately shut his mouth, the fear in his eyes palpable. His gaze came to rest on Colin, and he fixed him with a cold, hard stare.

      "You're a liar," he said, his words laced with venom. Colin felt a chill run down his spine as he realized just how dangerous this man truly was.

      He wondered what Dietrich saw in him, what gave him away as the one who had been trying to play a game. Could he tell that Colin was a trained soldier, a man who knew how to fight and how to survive? Or was it something else, some subtle sign that only a man like Dietrich would be able to pick up on?

      Colin's mind raced as he tried to come up with a response. He knew that he was in a dangerous situation, that one wrong move could mean the end for him and his friends.

      But he refused to back down. He was a soldier, a man who had been trained to face danger head-on and come out on top.

      With a steely glint in his eye, he met Dietrich's gaze head-on. "I'm not a liar," he said, his voice steady and strong. “But I am trying to stop you from doing something you’ll regret."

      Dietrich's eyes narrowed, and for a moment, Colin feared that he had gone too far. But then the mercenary let out a low chuckle.

      “Regret? You don’t even know what you’re talking about — what you think you’re stopping by stopping me. And you think I’ll regret it? Boy, you’re delusional.”

      He spat. “But you're a brave one," he said, his lips curling into a cold smile. “And yet it won't save you from what's coming."

      Dietrich was obviously very good at what he did, with few moral hangups. Could he tell that Colin had, in fact, been lying to him?

      “Pretty boy here doesn’t know any better,” Dietrich explained, motioning toward Brody, who looked like he was about to cry. “He was scared, so he told me the truth. You, on the other hand, know better. You’ve played this game before, haven’t you? Keep us all running around like idiots out here until the storm comes and you can slip away.”

      “No, I promise —“ Brody started. Another hand went up, and this time Brody’s jaw snapped shut.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” Dietrich continued, flicking a switch so the pilot could hear. “Nielsen, you and Smartass here are going to get dropped off down by the cave. I want to know if there’s anything we missed down there. Those villagers seem to think it’s worth enough to host some kind of crazy ceremony, right? We didn’t get a good glance around before the other group started shooting at us. They’re still out there somewhere, so keep your head up.”

      One of the other mercenaries — Rogers apparently, the man who’d been shot in the shoulder — nodded.

      “I want to know if there’s anything in that cave we should be looking at.”

      He turned to Anna and Brody next. “You two are coming with Rogers and me. You think there’s something up there on that little finger of a rock? We’re going to find it. No sense wasting time trying to climb up there or find a route that will let us walk — it’ll be choppy, but we’ll fly there after dropping your friend off.”

      The pilot started to shout something in response, but Dietrich shouted louder. “I’m not asking, got it? You get this bird up there or we all go down together.”

      Brody stared down at the floor of the cabin. Colin knew the feeling. He felt like he had betrayed the rest of them like he had just signed Colin’s death warrant.

      He badly wanted Brody to look up, to meet his eyes and see that he was not upset with him. He wanted to tell him that it was going to be okay, that he was going to do everything he could to fight back and get up there to help Brody and Johansson.

      Dietrich, while well-trained, was operating a bit out of his element now. Colin got the sense that the soldier was used to control, was used to having situations planned out and escape routes mapped.

      He got the feeling that a blind chase in stormy weather to find a journal was not part of his normal job description.

      For that reason, Colin had determined that Dietrich had made a mistake, had made an error in judgment.

      Splitting them up was going to be psychologically hard on Brody and Anna, but it was going to also split Dietrich’s group in two. He was already down a man, already playing behind the ball.

      Colin was going to take advantage of that.

      The problem was he had no idea how to do that.
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      Anna watched in horror as the helicopter descended close to the shoreline, about a dozen feet above the ground, its rotors whirring dangerously close to the rocks. She could see Colin being pushed out of the open door, his body tumbling through the air before disappearing from sight.

      The sound of his yelp echoed in her ears, a reminder of just how dangerous their situation truly was. She could feel her heart racing in her chest as she tried to come up with a plan.

      The mercenary, Nielsen, waited until they were only a few feet off the ground before he jumped out of the helicopter, landing with a thud in the hard-packed sand where they had all stood earlier that evening.

      Anna could see that he was nursing an injured shoulder, but he seemed to be able to operate just fine despite the bullet wound. She felt a surge of anger as she realized just how callous he truly was, willing to put his own life on the line for the sake of his mission.

      Colin found his feet quickly and seemed no worse for wear, but she watched the man yank Colin the rest of the way up by his collar, ripping off the top button of his shirt. His hands were bound with a zip tie Dietrich had pulled out of a pack and put on him in the chopper, but his legs were still free.

      Together, the mercenary and his captive walked up the slightly sloping beach toward the gaping maw of the open, dark cave. Outwardly, Anna was silent, her eyes fixed on the scene in front of her in disbelief. She could hardly believe that her new friend was being carried away, potentially to his death.

      Inside her mind, however, she was screaming. She wanted to do something, to kick Dietrich and knock him out of the helicopter as well, but she knew it was futile. They were up against two well-trained soldiers, armed and dangerous.

      Brody wasn't putting up a fight, and that left only Anna to defend them both. She could feel the weight of her own helplessness bearing down on her, a heavy burden that threatened to crush her spirit.

      But she refused to give up. She was a fighter, a survivor, and she would do whatever it took to protect herself and her friends.

      She glanced at Brody, hoping to find some sign of encouragement, but he looked just as lost and hopeless as she felt.

      She knew that they needed a plan, a way to disarm the mercenaries and escape this hellish nightmare. But how? Dietrich had already shown that he was willing to use deadly force to achieve his goals, and Anna knew that they were running out of time.

      This had become a nightmare, and the weather in the darkness outside only reflected back her own fear.

      The helicopter began ascending once again and was immediately hit by a gust of heavy wind. The pilot fought against the gale to retain control of the craft, but to Anna, it felt like he had just barely been able to do so. He pushed the chopper harder, the rotor’s angle flattening so the helicopter could ascend in a more direct line straight up.

      The top of the spire was invisible now, the heavy clouds that normally had settled around it replaced by a thick carpet of darkness and sheets of rain about five-hundred feet above their heads. The moonlight did its best to light the landscape, but it instead cast long, ominous shadows everywhere.

      She experienced the terrifying flight in abject horror as the pilot navigated closer and closer to the vertical rock wall. Just when she thought they were going to slam into it — that one of the rotors would reach out and grab a chunk of hard stone and cause them to tumble to their deaths — she squeezed her eyes shut and tried to push away the fear.

      When she opened them again, the chopper had righted itself and was now flying smoothly upward, just barely poking above the nasty layer of storm clouds.

      “…Brief opening,” she heard the pilot say in stuttered English over the headset. “Need to set down there. …not want to flip over.”

      Dietrich grunted something in response, and Anna felt the chopper slide sideways as it neared the edge of the top of the spire. It continued diagonally upward for a bit, and suddenly Anna saw the top of the sacred site. A field, gently rolling and pale white in the moon’s glow, seemed absolutely massive from here, completely defying how large the top of the spire had appeared from far below.

      A steep hill at the far edge of the spire rose to a point, like a spire on a spire, then fell in both directions in a gentle arc that slid around the top of the geologic formation, causing the field to look like it had bleachers and a grandstand set up on one end of it. Opposite the hill, closest to the chopper, dense jungle had begun overtaking the sharp, jagged rock.

      The field in the center was bumpy and uneven, yet far larger than she would have imagined. It was relatively open as well, with only a few small bushes and brambles marking the surface. She guessed it covered the same area as a soccer field, but it was in the shape of a hexagon. On one side of the spire, the field jutted up against the steep cliffs themselves, the sides of this formation growing smaller and smaller over the years due to erosion and the gentle earthquakes that were sure to plague the region. It made her wonder how stable this spire was — wondered if a helicopter’s presence might cause it to fall down at any moment and send them, once again, tumbling into the sea.

      Involuntarily, she reached out and clasped Brody’s hand. He still seemed shaken, and she knew he had not recovered well after being kidnapped and held at gunpoint. He was doing his best, but she had hoped he could provide her at least a bit of moral support, not the other way around. When she squeezed, he looked up at her and met her eyes. She saw a deep sadness there, the betrayal he must have been feeling.

      She saw failure.

      He wasn’t just upset about being kidnapped, she realized. He thinks he let us all down. He thinks this is his fault. She tightened her hand just as Dietrich’s voice came back on the headset.

      “We’re here. Time to move.”
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      The mercenary pushed him the entire way to the cave, causing Colin to stumble just about every time his foot made an impact with the sand. He wanted to lash out, to kill this guy and be done with it, but he needed to fulfill his role first. If there was ever a time to keep his cool, it was now.

      Brody and Anna were separated from him now, still in the chopper and heading up to the top of the spire.

      Colin and the mercenary pushing him along reached the mouth of the cave just as a massive bolt of lightning erupted from nearby, cracking the air overhead. He felt a surge of adrenaline as he realized just how close they were to the storm, the thunder rumbling in his ears like a warning.

      The lightning illuminated the entire opening to the cavern, casting an eerie glow over the rugged terrain. Colin could see the interior of the space for a brief moment.

      The open ends of thousands of tiny lava tubes culminated into the cavern's empty bubble that formed the mouth of the cave. Over the course of thousands of years, they were formed when molten lava flowed out of a volcano and cooled at the surface, creating a hardened crust. The lava underneath continued to flow, creating a channel within the hardened crust. Over time, the channel could become wider as the lava flowed through it repeatedly, eventually forming a tube-like structure. The walls of the tube were often coated in a smooth layer of hardened lava, known as a ‘lava lining.’

      The tubes would have warmed, cooled, then collapsed, the cycle repeating over and over again.

      Colin marveled at the sheer power of nature, at the way in which the magma deep beneath the Earth's surface had urged the tubes to expand and contract, seeking a route upward out of the high-pressure environment.

      Eventually, when humans found the island, the larger tubes would have been used for shelter. Colin could almost see the shadows of the island's first inhabitants moving about inside the cavern, seeking refuge from the harsh elements outside.

      But now, the cave was empty, its walls silent and still. Colin could feel the weight of its history bearing down on him, a reminder of just how small and insignificant they truly were in the grand scheme of things.

      In a flash, she also saw the crate the villagers seemed to have been worshiping, the one that the old villager had stood on top of and stretched his arms wide. He had given it only a cursory glance before, more occupied by attempting to find a way out of the cave while they had been under attack. In the brief instant he had seen in the interior, he had seen that the crate had been perched upon a stone pedestal near the side of the cave’s main room, a stair that had been carved from the stone around it. Another lava tube — and this one about two feet in diameter — stood behind the crate as if ready to swallow it whole.

      “Go in,” the mercenary said.

      “What the hell are we even looking for? You and I both examined this place earlier, and there’s nothing —“

      “So you admit you were lying,” the man said. Colin noticed the man’s shoulder, slowly seeping dark red around a bullet’s entrance wound. “You think we’re here to actually look for something? Dietrich knew you were lying. This is just the same stupid song and dance. Once they find what they’re looking for up there, I’ll get orders to kill you down here.”

      Colin frowned, wondering why the man saw fit to tell him this.

      “So, how do you want to go? Bullet to the head? Drowning?”

      Ah, I see, Colin thought. Arrogant prick. Trying to scare me. Colin stared at the mercenary with patronizing, demeaning eyes, but didn’t respond. He thought he recognized the man from in town, one of the men who had been standing guard outside the entrance, probably bored out of his mind. He wondered if the man preferred the relatively luxurious lifestyle of simply holding a gun in front of a building, or if he liked the more rugged work of nabbing civilians and terrorizing them in the jungle.

      Colin turned, ignoring the guy. He walked into the interior of the cavern and sat on the top of the crate. The stone step with the crate atop it was a bit higher than a barstool, so sitting on it was really just leaning against it. He took in the silence and solace of the dark, damp cave. After a few moments, he looked back at the mercenary, prepared to quip back with something sarcastic and hopefully abrasive enough to rile the guy up.

      Before he could speak, he heard voices from outside the cave, trying to be quiet but louder than the rain. His eyes whipped to the front entrance as his mercenary friend spun around as well.

      “Guess we have company,” Colin said to Nielsen.

      Nielsen, apparently realizing that he had turned his back on his prisoner, whirled around again and motioned with his weapon. “Get up,” he snapped. “Get to the side; hide in one of those cracks back there.”

      Colin didn’t like his chances with that plan, so instead of following the order, he pulled his body up closer to the front of the cave. The mercenary gawked at him, but Colin did stay in the shadows, much like he had before when the other group had come inside.

      He looked at Nielsen, trying to sense if the man was at all fearful of what was about to happen. He tried to sense this man’s rationality — to see if he was afraid of what might jump out from the storm. If he was, there was nothing about it on his face. He wondered if the man was just that experienced, if he was trained and had seen darker days.

      Or he was the type who had no experience whatsoever and simply thought there was nothing to be afraid of. Men like that were the worst — they were unpredictable, and thought they were immortal.

      That was good for Colin’s chances against him, but for the moment, they were on ‘a team.’ Whatever was out in the storm was trying to surround them now, and Colin felt safer with the enemy he knew than the one he didn’t.

      The mercenary gripped his assault rifle tighter, pulling the end of it up and aiming down the sights back at the open maw of the cave. Colin wished he would pull to one side or the other — far less space to cover, but he didn’t offer the man advice.

      He wondered what the other group’s plan was going to be? Surely they would not be so stupid as to repeat the exact same thing their man had before, right? Surely they wouldn’t simply barge into the cave and start shooting?

      And then he saw it.
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      Wait for the opportunity. But don’t miss it.

      Brody recalled the words as if they had been spoken to him yesterday. His father used to tell him the old proverb regularly as a child. He wasn’t sure if it was something his father had heard somewhere or if he had come up with it himself, but the sentiment was all that mattered.

      Don’t be overzealous. Don’t be greedy. Wait for your opportunity. And then don’t let the opportunity pass you up without taking advantage of it.

      His entire life, Brody had questioned whether each opportunity was one he should take, or if taking the opportunity was a sign that he had settled for less than what he was truly destined for.

      In short, it had always frustrated him because he could never know. How the hell was he supposed to know if an opportunity was worth pursuing? The only way to find out was to actually accept it, right?

      That had led Brody down the inevitable chain of events that led to his becoming an out-of-work actor in Hollywood. He had said yes to so many opportunities that had gone nowhere, which had taken up so much of his time it felt sometimes like he had squandered his life in hopes of jumpstarting his career.

      Finally, he had been given an opportunity he had never dreamed he would receive — to star in his very own television show, one with real money and a real network, and real support behind it. One that might even put him on the same pedestal as his father.

      He had had a huge opportunity, and now he had wasted it.

      He had fallen for it, at least. This was not a real television show — this was nothing even remotely close to it. They had all been duped; they had all been sent out here on a wild goose chase, hoping to find something he hadn’t thought really existed.

      Now, it didn’t matter if it existed or not. He was beaten, weary, and most likely going to die in the next hour, and what was worse, he had brought his friends to the same fate. A man and a woman who deserved far better.

      Neva, skittish yet lovable as she was, happy to please and willing to go the distance to get the job done, now lay facedown on the street, most of her blood outside her body.

      Brody hung his head and looked at the floor of the chopper as they landed on the top of Sayap Patah. He no longer felt the majesty, felt the awe of this place. The spire’s revealed surface was beautiful, no doubt, perched so high in the air that even the low-lying rainstorm couldn’t affect it much. In another lifetime — or on perhaps any other day — Brody would have been overjoyed to be able to set foot up here in a place like this.

      The surface of the plateau was like another world. Even the trees seemed different, as if everything had evolved around them, leaving this geologic anomaly in peace for millions of years.

      Dietrich’s gruff voice cut into his headset, and he obeyed the command. He stood, trudged to the edge of the chopper, and jumped out. He landed on soggy dirt and stood. Anna was there, her hand gripping his tightly once again.

      It no longer felt warm, reassuring. It just felt like a reminder of his failure.

      Had Landon known about all of this? Had the network sent them all here to die? Landon and the others had escaped in time — why hadn’t they listened as well? Why hadn’t he — the leader of this motley crew — recommended that they follow suit?

      Now there was no way off the island. Even if there were, Dietrich would never let them go. Even if he found the stupid journal, they were all dead.

      Wait for the opportunity, and don’t miss it when it presents itself.

      His father’s words haunted him now. He had let down the only man he thought it was impossible to upset. The only man he knew who would understand his strife and struggle.

      Sorry dad, he thought. I’ve wasted another opportunity. Worse, I pulled in other people as well and put their lives on the line. And I’ve already gotten a few of them dead.

      He felt the round barrel of an assault rifle on his back, but it only had half the intended effect. He moved forward, but there was no fear any longer. He pressed forward, hand-in-hand with Anna. It was over; nothing left but to push forward and search and find and then die.

      He wasn’t sure what Anna was feeling — her face was completely unreadable. Her chin was held high, jutted out as if she were on a mission. Perhaps she was feeling the end as well, and wanted to go out as best she could.

      He admired her then, in that moment. He realized he had admired her the entire time. She was not cast from the same Hollywood mold that had formed so much of the network. He could see that clearly because he was not a product of it, either. She was her own woman, one worthy of admiration in her humble confidence.

      He wished he could dredge up some of that courage, some of that acknowledgment that while the end might be near, he didn’t have to go out whimpering like a wet, stray dog.

      Perhaps he could fake it at least, to try to offer her some reassurance that he was going to be okay as well.

      He sniffed, puffing his chest out a bit, trying to invoke the same ‘Hollywood ready’ he had perfected for the camera.

      Dietrich and the other two mercenaries pushed them along over the smooth rocks on the top of the spire. Patches of green ran in lines between the stones, eventually meeting up with the large field in the distance.

      He squinted, seeing something.

      It looked out of place, as if the jungle had grown up around the rocks here, leaving this one particular element in place since it did not belong.

      What is that?

      He gently nudged Anna’s elbow and pulled her along. “We need to get away from Dietrich; we can cover more ground that way,” he said quickly.

      He didn’t wait for a response. Let them shoot us in the back. It’s not like we can go anywhere, anyway.

      Dietrich apparently was fine with this change of direction as Brody veered to the left, pulling Anna along with him, and the pair started trudging over the boulders in front of the jungle.
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      Anna followed Brody to the edge of the plateau, her breath quickening as they reached the edge. She peered out over the misty expanse below, feeling a sense of peace wash over her despite the chaos raging beneath them. The light mist from the rains was all around them, creating an ethereal aura that added to the surreal beauty of the view.

      Looking out over the clouds that had consumed the rest of the island and the ocean surrounding them, Anna felt as though they were standing at the edge of the world. The gray haze extended as far as she could see, creating an endless expanse that seemed to stretch on forever.

      As she gazed out over the infinite expanse, Anna couldn't help but marvel at the strange effect it created. It was as though they were standing in the midst of a dreamscape, where anything was possible and the boundaries of reality were blurred. The distant rumble of thunder echoed through the mist, adding to the otherworldly feel of the moment.

      For a brief moment, she was able to forget about their predicament and simply revel in the beauty of the world around her.

      The pilot, obviously smarter than the rest of them, was waiting inside his chopper, riding out the storm in relative peace. She gripped Brody’s hand tightly, trying to ignore the fact that the second mercenary was following behind them, his gun trained on their backs. She didn’t even question it anymore — she knew he would shoot them as soon as Dietrich felt they were no longer useful to him.

      And yet, what was she doing? Walking hand-in-hand with Brody as if they were strolling through a park. She knew she should at least be examining things, turning over rocks and poking around to find anything useful, or at least appear busy — their lives depended on it. But instead, she clasped his hand tightly, feeling the strength there.

      He stopped suddenly, giving her hand a slight squeeze. Then, as if nothing had happened, he kept moving forward.

      “What’s up?” she asked, careful to keep her mouth and head pointed straight ahead so the man behind them wouldn’t see them conversing. She guessed Brody was trying to get her attention subtly without letting it be known to the mercenary that he was working on a plan.

      “Over there,” he muttered quietly. She could barely hear his voice over the pattering of the rain against the cliffs. “Something man-made.”

      Her heart raced. She saw then what he was talking about. It was white, stark against the rest of the area, metal with flaking paint in a sea of natural grays and browns and greens.

      It was long, jagged at the end.

      “Is that…?” She let her voice trail off, sensing a shift in Brody’s attitude as well. Was he as excited as she was? Had he suddenly forgotten these men would kill them after they found what they were looking for?

      “It’s a wing,” Brody said. “It has to be.”

      “Let’s get closer,” she whispered.

      “They’re going to follow us,” Brody said. “If we could only get away, if we could only figure out how to get them off our —“

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, Brody. This area isn’t large enough to hide in. The only copse of trees is back there, where Dietrich’s already searching. We could try hiding in those rocks on the other side of it, but for what? And for how long?”

      Brody seemed to agree. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s really no point, is there? We just need to find it and get it over with, then hope we can get away. I think I could climb down the side of this thing if it comes to that. Could you?”

      She had been rock climbing before, but not like this. Never without a harness, without somebody belaying her from down below. Never in the rain, straight down a 500-foot cliff. She swallowed, but nodded. “Yeah, sure.”

      Was there any other option?

      As the object came closer to them, she saw that it was, in fact, the wing of an airplane.

      ‘Broken wing,’ just like the natives called it.

      She guessed that this wing, at one time jutting out a bit over the edge of the cliff, must have been visible from certain angles on the island. It would have served as a permanent reminder of Earhart’s fate — a permanent epitaph to remember the woman and her doomed expedition.

      Brody pulled her attention away from the wing, his voice calm and nearly inaudible. “Over there,” he said, pointing.

      She followed his finger to the plateau’s field itself, toward the center of the wide, expansive space. It took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust, but the fog seemed to lift away from the area just as she noticed the unnatural mound in the distance.

      “It’s a plane,” Brody said.
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      In the center of the clearing sat the plane, its once sleek and aerodynamic form now battered and beaten by time and the elements. The port-side wing had been ripped off during the crash landing, leaving the aircraft with an off-kilter appearance. Despite the damage, the rest of the plane remained mostly intact, a testament to the strength and resilience of its design.

      However, it was clear that the crash had taken its toll on the metal fuselage. The once-smooth surface was now marred by dents and scratches, and a sharp gash ran down the length of the plane's side and underbelly, from midway down the fuselage through its tail.

      Brody stepped forward in awe and fascination. “I can’t believe… It’s really here.”

      Anna nodded.

      “Is this her plane?” he asked.

      She nodded again, taking a step closer to the aircraft. “What else could it be?”

      The mercenary had followed behind them, giving them some space, but now came closer to the plane as well, then radioed for Dietrich to join them. Brody saw the chopper still spinning down at the opposite edge of the clearing, Dietrich just a tiny silhouette as he jogged over.

      “How do you know this is it?” the man barked. He wasn’t concerned that either of them would run away, apparently, as he now allowed his assault rifle to dip down, pointing at the ground. Anna answered without turning to face him. “Because I know what kind of plane she was flying, and this is it,” she said. “It’s Lockheed Model 10 Electra. But also… look.”

      Brody watched her point a slender finger up and into the cockpit of the aircraft. It was hard to see, as the tip of the plane was, ironically, pointed skyward once more after coming to rest on a boulder. The aircraft looked as though it had been set there by a giant, as if preparing it to launch like a rocket once again into the air.

      Brody had to move to the side to see what Anna was pointing at, but when he did, his eyes widened.

      “Oh, my God,” he said. His voice was barely above a whisper. “Is that —“

      Again, Anna nodded. Brody could feel his heart rate quicken with anticipation. He knew that they were about to uncover something significant, something that would shed light on the mysteries of this remote island.

      But as he peered inside the cockpit, his excitement was tempered by a wave of solemnity. Seated in the pilot's chair was a skeleton, its bones bleached white by the sun and the passage of time. The pilot wore a thick bomber jacket, a cap, and a pair of aviation goggles, which had been placed on top of its skull at some point before the crash.

      He took in the somber scene before him. He couldn't help but feel a sense of awe at the sacrifice made by the person who had piloted this plane. They had given their life in service of their mission, and Brody knew that their bravery and determination were not lost on him or his companions.

      He stood in silence, paying his respects to the fallen pilot and the legacy they had left behind.

      Brody felt Anna’s hand once again grab his, and together they stood staring up at the long-lost gravesite of Amelia Earhart.

      “We found it,” the man behind Brody said again into the walkie-talkie. “And there is a body.”

      The response came only as a cackle through the radio, but the man apparently understood the question. He answered. “Just her — she’s in the pilot’s chair.”

      Brody looked at Anna. “If there’s any chance we’re going to get out of this, we’ll need a bargaining chip.”

      “Way ahead of you,” she said. She pulled away and started toward the boulder the plane was perched upon, aiming for a spot about halfway down the plane’s fuselage. Brody saw a door there, and it looked to still be intact.

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “Are you actually going to go in?”

      “Stop!” the soldier barked. “Do not enter the aircraft. We will wait for —“

      Anna turned and spat out her response, her fiery passion evident in her voice.

      “Shoot me, then. I didn’t come all this way to stand back and watch you idiots tear this thing apart. Unlike everyone else here, I’m actually trained and qualified for surveying sites like these, so I hope you’ll allow me at least a minute of exploration before you come in and destroy the place.”

      The man with the rifle shifted uneasily, his grip tightening on the weapon, but he didn't move forward to stop Anna. Brody could see the conflict in the man's eyes, torn between his duty to protect the site and his desire to maintain some semblance of order.

      Anna took the man's lack of action as a sign of compliance and continued towards the door of the structure.

      Brody watched her work the clasp for a few seconds before turning to Brody for help. He was already there. He yanked on the handle a few more times, then looked at Anna. “It must be rusted shut or bent from the crash. I don’t think there’s a way to —“

      Before he could finish the sentence, Anna had darted away and was heading down the side of the plane, looking for a way to enter.
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      The interior of the aircraft was dry and cool, although the air had a distinct metallic taste to it. Anna stood over the jagged scar in the belly of the fuselage, straddling it with one foot on either side. Her hands extended above her head to the roof of the aircraft to keep her balance, and she stood still for a moment to take in the scene.

      I’m standing in Amelia Earhart’s plane, she thought. She felt her skin prickle with goosebumps, though it had nothing to do with the cooler temperature inside the plane’s body.

      Outside, she heard the mercenary’s radio squawking again as Dietrich jogged over, asking for an update. Beyond that, she heard the white noise of rainfall, growing louder as it came closer to the field. Droplets pinged against the exterior of the craft, and she knew the storm was growing and would consume even the top of the spire. She wondered if it would be too much for the helicopter pilot to get them all back down safely.

      She wondered if Dietrich even had any interest in getting them down safely.

      It was almost too dark to see inside the fuselage, but a glimmer of light filled the cockpit through the broken, missing glass of the windows. She shivered again, then began the slow climb up the diagonally tilted plane.

      The jungle had worked nonstop to reclaim its territory, so she had to move slowly to dodge vines and leafy sprouts that covered the floor and seats. She saw more crates, similar to the one from down in the cave, and she noticed something odd in that moment.

      Why are the crates stacked up nicely?

      She had the sudden realization that she was not the first person to enter the plane after the crash landing. The villagers had retrieved one crate, and they called this place ‘Broken Wing,’ so it meant that they must have accessed the spire before.

      Someone’s been here, she thought. But they meant this place no harm — they hadn’t disturbed the body of Amelia Earhart, and it seemed as though they had kept the plane cleaned and organized.

      The broken old airplane shifted as she moved, and she knew that if she fell to the side or made too sudden a movement, the whole thing might topple over. The fact that it had not already fallen from the boulder was nothing short of impressive.

      She saw the shoulder of the pilot’s bomber jacket poking out from the seat. Earlier, she had wondered — dreamed, even — how she might feel coming face-to-face with something like this. As it turned out, she was not spooked or fearful in any way. There was a certain reverence around what she was doing, what she was seeing. But aside from the awe of the situation, all she felt was professional curiosity.

      Earhart’s body seemed to be intact, well-preserved, at least in skeletal form. Her flesh had long since been eaten away by bugs and weather, but the fact that the woman was still seated in her chair, buckled in, told Anna that she had done exactly what she had intended to do all along — she had landed the plane. Either due to a lack of fuel or finding themselves in a remote destination with nowhere else to land, the professional aviator had successfully put the plane down in the safest way possible.

      And yet for whatever reason, Mrs. Earhart had still perished here, the plane she had spent so much time in during her life now her tomb in death.

      And where was Fred Noonan? She saw the chair where the navigator would have sat during the flight; she saw the crate, inside of which would have been tools and navigational instruments. There was no other sign of the man. No clothing, no skeletal remains, nothing. It was as though he had simply vanished after the landing.

      She cocked her head to the side as she examined Amelia Earhart’s skeleton. She didn’t want to disturb the body, but there was a mystery to be solved here.

      Outside, she heard Dietrich and his counterpart grouping up. She saw Brody’s head poking up through the cut in the plane’s floor.

      “You okay in here?” he asked.

      She nodded. Brody was pulling himself up and into the plane now, but she couldn’t pull her eyes away from the pilot. She wanted to tell Brody to wait outside, that there might not be enough strength in the plane’s frame for more than one person to walk around in it, but she couldn’t stop looking at the skeleton.

      Something about it was screaming to her. Something about it was trying to tell her something.

      She heard Dietrich bark some order into his radio, likely calling to check in on the man with Colin, then she heard his heavy boots crunching over the gravel and rocks outside. The rain was coming down in sheets now, each wave adding to the din. Water clanged against metal, the roar growing as she stared down at Amelia Earhart.

      She reached forward, overcoming her trepidation. In spite of the heftiness of the thick leather, the jacket had helped the woman’s tall, lean frame cling together in the chair. She didn’t want to move the jacket any more than she had to, for fear that the bones would suddenly fall apart and dissolve to the floor of the cockpit.

      The opposite flap of the jacket was heavier than the first as she moved her hand behind it, and Anna frowned. She used her left hand to hold the zippered flap open while she reached in with her right. Her hand brushed against Amelia’s rib cage, and she got the sudden sensation she had just conversed with the dead. A strange warmth filled her, then vanished as if the soul of Earhart herself had just blown through Anna.

      She clasped her fingers around the object inside the jacket, pulling it back just as Dietrich’s head appeared in the crack of the plane.

      “Don’t touch anything!” he shouted.

      His voice was deep, menacing. It juxtaposed everything about this place, reminded her that they were treading on a gravesite.

      Reminding her that they were outsiders, that none of them should be here.

      A huge peal of lightning and a crack of thunder caused her to jump.

      She pulled her hand back, the object in it, and kept it behind her back, out of sight. Brody was balancing between the cracks, leaning to the side and looking into the crates she had seen piled in the corner. The fact that they were stacked so nicely only confirmed her suspicion that they were not the first people to visit Amelia after the crash. Those crates would have been tossed haphazardly around the cabin, their contents spilling out everywhere.

      Could it have been Noonan? Had her navigator survived the crash, seen that his pilot was dead, and performed this small gesture as an act of mourning? Of thanking her for her service to the world? The way the plane was situated, Earhart’s body in place, as if the plane had successfully landed… looking around now, it did not seem as though they had really crashed. There was no sign of fire or smoke damage, no twisted metal signifying a hard landing.

      She pulled away from Amelia’s body, slipping the small object into her back pocket, and was about to step back into the cabin when she noticed something else.

      Something that did not make sense in any universe she could have imagined.

      But yes… it was there. She leaned in closer, examining the skull above the woman’s ear. Brody was there now, gently urging her to follow Dietrich’s instruction. He pulled her hand, and she allowed him to bring her away from the cockpit.

      She had seen it, though. It was emblazoned in her mind.

      What else are you not telling me? she wondered, peering at Earhart’s skeleton one last time. What secrets have you been keeping?
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      Brody noticed the change in Anna's demeanor. There was a flicker of something in her eyes that he couldn't quite place. It was as if she had seen something, and it was affecting her deeply.

      He looked around, scanning the faces of their captors. Dietrich's expression remained unchanged, but Anna's was guarded, almost wary. Brody knew instantly that Anna intended to keep whatever she had seen to herself.

      He couldn't blame her. They were in a dangerous situation, and any information they had could be used against them. But he couldn't shake the feeling that whatever Anna had discovered was important.

      As they were led away, Brody tried to remain focused on their surroundings, but his mind kept drifting back to Anna's discovery. For now, he had to keep his wits about him and stay vigilant. They were in a fight for their lives, and any advantage they could gain could mean the difference between life and death.

      He had to trust that she would tell him later, in a moment when they were alone and safe.

      If there was a later…

      Now, they had to get out. They had to get back to civilization.

      That would be quite the challenge, and Brody was not even worried about it right now — at this moment, he could barely contain his excitement. His hands were shaking.

      We’re standing inside her plane.

      The subject of so many fruitless expeditions, adventures, searches. The object of fascination for so many around the world. One of humanity’s greatest mysteries had just been solved, and he was here to witness it. He was part of it.

      He had his phone out, the last dregs of battery life used for capturing the moments. He snapped pictures as quickly as his thumb would allow.

      Still, it was ignorant to think they were the first to see this. The locals themselves called this place ‘Broken Wing,’ and he could see from the organized stacks of gear and crates inside that someone had certainly come here after the crash to tidy things up.

      Before leaving, Brody approached the crates. He held his phone in one hand, the flashlight app on and as bright as it would get, while he used his other hand to pull open the lid of one of the crates. He wasn't sure what to expect. A childish part of him anticipated something jumping out at him, as if he were in an Indiana Jones adventure — perhaps scorpions, snakes, a maniacal skeleton come to life? He knew it was unrealistic, but he allowed the spooky feelings to wash over him. When in Rome…

      He was only met with a puff of air and dust as the long-standing seal was finally broken. A thick coating of grime covered the contents inside, and he held his phone up over the space to better capture the items inside. He had started recording a video now to simply capture everything, not wanting to peel his eyes away from the contents.

      Brody cleared his throat as he let the lid close once more, distracting the two others inside the plane. He looked up at Dietrich. “Well, I guess we should —“

      “Where is the journal?” Dietrich asked him suddenly. “What did you find in there?”

      Brody held his hands up, showing that they were empty besides his phone. “Nothing — there’s just some old navigational equipment and charts in here. I haven’t searched the other boxes yet, but —“

      “I will look myself,” he said gruffly. “You two — get out.” He pulled the radio up to his mouth and gave the order for his man to stay outside, gun drawn on Brody and Anna.

      Brody sensed Dietrich was getting weary of this whole mission. He sensed the man wanted to wrap things up, and quickly. He also knew they needed to change the status quo if they were going to get out of this alive. He wondered where Colin was, if their friend was still alive.

      “Sir, I believe I found it,” came a reply through Dietrich’s radio.

      Dietrich looked up at Brody. He marched across the fuselage and, in one fluid motion, jumped down through the gash in the belly of the plane.

      Brody and Anna followed him out. Outside the plane, Dietrich was thumbing through a small leather-bound journal. The mercenary, while Brody and Anna were inside the plane, had done some investigating around the base of the plane. Tucked underneath its tail end, where the angled fuselage offered enough space, was one of the wooden crates. It matched the crates they had found inside the plane, as well as the one from the cave.

      The mercenary had slid the crate out from where it had been stashed, its lid open as it sat on the ground. Brody saw that there was nothing else inside but some plastic material. A tarp or sheet, something that had been stuffed inside, likely to keep the journal safe.

      For the first time since he had met the man, Brody saw Dietrich smile a genuine smile. It was still an evil, sly grin as he looked down at the journal, but Brody saw the relief etched in the lines on the man’s face.

      He’s done. And we haven’t changed the status quo.

      Dietrich read the front page of the small notebook aloud. “The Personal Journal and Diary of Fred Noonan, Navigator.” Dietrich closed his eyes and sniffed the pages. “Yes, this is it indeed.” He brought the radio up to his lips. “Gentlemen, it seems our mission is complete.”

      He turned to Brody and Anna and then spoke again.

      “Thanks for your help, you two. I’m not sure I’ll be requiring the use of your services any longer.”
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      Another flash of light came from outside the cave, this one just offshore. But it was enough light to illuminate the interior of the cave once more. He saw the whites of Nielsen’s eyes. Only then saw the fear there. He also saw the dark hand, barely visible from the top-right corner of the cave’s opening.

      He saw the small object the hand had tossed inside.

      “Grenade!” he shouted.

      The mercenary reacted, but it was far too slow. He whirled around to try to find the grenade and bat it out of the air, but it was already too dark, his eyes too blind from the flash to see anything.

      Nielsen careened wildly in circles, frantic. Colin heard the sound of three gunshots, answered by more from farther away. If the mercenary had found something to shoot at, Colin had underestimated the man’s ability to adapt and react. More likely, however, he was firing blind — shooting wildly at the opening where the hand had been.

      Colin was already moving as well, so he had no time to stop and watch the firefight unfold. He dove forward, directly where the arc of the grenade would have it land. He smacked hard on the sandy stone floor, immediately feeling the grenade bounce against his stomach.

      He was completely blind now. There was no light whatsoever in the cave save for the yellow flames of light from the weapons now firing in all directions. It was not enough to see well, but Colin didn’t need eyes.

      He felt the cold steel brush the side of his hand as it bounced around, gaining control of it in a second. With one smooth motion while still laying prone on the ground, he brought his hand up by his side and over his head, then flicked the grenade forward with a toss of his wrist.

      He didn’t know if it was enough. He couldn’t be sure it was even the right direction.

      Everything he had just done was in the hopes that he had aimed correctly and that his image of the interior of the cave — seared into his mind from the flash of lightning — had been correct.

      He heard the grenade strike wood, the hollow, dull ache as it landed. He let out a breath.

      I missed.

      He had not been aiming for the crate. If it had hit the front of the crate, it was likely rolling right back toward his position in the center of the cave right now, ready to blow off the entirety of his head.

      There was no sense wondering — in exactly two seconds, he was going to know precisely where the explosive ended up.

      Or, in two seconds, he wouldn’t know anything at all, and it wouldn’t matter anyway.

      Perhaps the grenade had bounced off the top of the crate instead, in which case —

      The explosion was smaller than he’d expected. He felt the change in pressure, felt it pushing against his body, just as the sound reached him. The deafening blow brought with it a torrent of decaying leaves and hot sand and chips of stone, now dislodged and broken from their resting place within the lava tube behind the crate.

      The tube was apparently deeper than he had expected, the grenade having detonated from somewhere inside its shaft.

      The air above his head was filled with meteorites of igneous material, jagged daggers formed from the exploded bits of sharp lava rock. He rolled to his side, gasping for air as a few pieces of sand blistered his cheek.

      The ground shook beneath him, the cave expressing its anger as it belched from the explosion. All around, all Colin could see was darkness, but he could feel the tiny bits of sand and stone and shells littering the floor of the cave around him.

      There was a scream, followed by more gunshots, but he realized now that his hearing was only just returning after the blast. He didn’t know if the mercenary who had come with him into the cave had been struck by something from the grenade’s explosion or from something outside the cave.

      He couldn’t see anything at all. The explosion had ended, but it seemed as though gravity had left the chamber and was now slowly returning, dropping everything that had been hovering in the air simultaneously around him and onto him. It was falling like rain, only a rain that hurt every time it landed on his exposed skin. He curled up, pulling his hands above his head and covering his ears.

      It was only a few seconds, yet it felt like an eternity. When the shaking died down, the cave finally grew still.

      He heard a voice. A groan. The sound of rainfall returned as well, but the storm had taken a brief respite.

      He couldn’t tell who the voice belonged to. Was the man who had thrown the grenade still close? Were they still outside the cave?

      Perhaps the groan had come from himself.

      He felt around once again, hoping for another flash of lightning so he could see what had become of the other man inside the cave.

      He crawled in a slow circle, using his hands to feel where he was. He could see the white cresting waves as they smacked against half-submerged boulders near the shoreline, the light barely reflecting off their tops. He couldn’t go out there, not yet. He needed to know he was safe, and he knew he had heard someone else’s voice.

      Finally, a flash of light gave him what he wanted. He blinked against the brightness, once again seeing the insides of the cavern and the devastation caused by the grenade. The mercenary, Nielsen, was lying against the opposite wall, cradling a wound with his hands. His eyes were open, in shock. In the half-second of time he could see the guy, Colin could not tell if he was dead or alive.

      But he did see something else in the flash of light, and that gave him hope.

      The mercenary had dropped his assault rifle halfway between himself and Colin’s position.

      Once again recalling the image that had been seared into his mind, Colin lurched forward on his hands and knees, striking out on his belly to reach the assault rifle.

      If the mercenary had lunged forward as well, Colin knew the man would have to fight against his wound and the fact that he was propped up against the wall on his rear end.

      Colin reached the weapon first. He sat up and felt the cool steel in his hands. Once again, it seemed a natural fit, and he prepped the gun and held it up in front of him, then fired a single three-round burst directly into where he remembered the mercenary to be.

      A wheeze of air, then silence.

      The rain settled into a gentle pattering outside the mouth of the cave. He waited, lying prone in the center of the cavern floor, now turned slightly to the left as he faced the mouth of the cave.

      He watched for more shadows, for anything darker than the deep-purple blackness of the sky and shore a couple of hundred feet away. He saw no more hands; no more silhouettes poking out from the sides of the cave’s entrance. The gunshots he’d rattled off would have informed anyone out there that he was still alive, but for the moment, all was silent.

      He heard no more grenades bouncing skittering off the stone floor.

      Perhaps Nielsen had clipped whoever had thrown the grenade inside, but he remembered that he had heard at least two voices earlier.

      That meant there was at least one more; it meant they were still out there.

      For now, he was not safe. He was not in the clear.

      He turned farther to his left, only he knew there was no more crate to find — the small wooden box would have been decimated in the explosion.

      But he wasn’t looking for the crate. Instead, he wanted what lay behind it. He wanted what the grenade had opened once again.

      He pulled himself forward, sliding over the debris-covered cavern floor toward the opposite wall. His hand slid against a walkie-talkie — the mercenary’s — and he clipped this to his belt, assuming it might be useful later.

      He pulled himself up onto the stone pedestal, feeling a piece of cleaved wood from the crate beneath his hand. He brushed it aside and continued.

      Up, past the pedestal and into the opening of the lava tube.

      Up, up, up.
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      Brody felt relief, then terror. This means it’s over, he thought. They no longer need us here. He wondered if Dietrich would allow them to be reunited with Colin first or if he would simply toss him and Anna off the edge of the spire.

      As if reading his mind, Dietrich whirled around and pulled up his radio once more, shoving the journal into his front pocket. “Did you hear me, Nielsen? We found it. Prepare for extraction.”

      He fiddled with the knob on the top of the walkie-talkie now. “Spin her up,” he said, addressing the helicopter pilot. “Let’s get off this rock, once and for all.”

      The pilot responded in the affirmative, and Dietrich waited for his other teammate’s response from down below in the cave. There was no response.

      “Nielsen?” Dietrich asked through the walkie-talkie. “Do you read me?”

      There was a pause, and Brody saw Anna’s face. She was looking at him, wide-eyed. Questioning.

      What had happened down there?

      Dietrich checked the radio once again and pulled it back up to his lips. “Dietrich, here. Time to get off this rock. Kill the kid and hide the body in the cave. We’ll let those villagers deal with it later. Affirmative?”

      Brody waited for another few beats, and it looked as though Dietrich was about to take out his frustration on them when the radio cracked to life.

      “Roger that,” came the voice, distorted through the tiny microphone and speaker. “Affirmative.”

      Dietrich looked down at the radio for a second but didn’t ask more questions. He clipped it back onto his belt and motioned with the rifle he had pulled down from its sling over his shoulder. Rogers walked next to him. Brody and Anna had no choice but to start moving toward the chopper.

      He was momentarily optimistic that Dietrich was considering flying them both back to the city, but then he remembered what Dietrich had ordered his other man to do. Colin would be killed now. Dietrich wasn’t letting them off this plateau; he would turn on them as soon as he and his man were safely inside the chopper.

      He walked next to Anna, still wondering what she had seen inside the old plane. She hadn’t said a word since emerging from the aircraft, and now her eyes were riveted toward the chopper. It was raining harder, the storm rising around them. Huge drops fell on Brody’s head, his hair already soaking wet. His clothing was sopping as well, and it was colder than he had anticipated.

      Anna didn’t reach for his hand, but he pulled his pinky finger out and brushed against her skin. She didn’t offer her hand in return. He grabbed it anyway, noticing how cold it was. Clammy.

      He wanted to ask her what was wrong, but he wasn’t an idiot. He knew exactly what was wrong — he was feeling the same fear, the same trepidation. Dietrich had finished his mission; he had completed his task. And yet Brody and Anna had not changed the status quo. Colin was as good as dead, if not bleeding out somewhere in the cave already, and Anna and Brody would be next.

      They marched toward the chopper, stopping only when Dietrich ran in front of them and waited next to the side door. Rogers joined him and pulled the door open, then started to get in.

      The sound of the rotors was deafening, and Brody was surprised to hear Dietrich’s voice over the noise. “Rogers, get in.” Rogers nodded as Dietrich then turned to Brody and Anna. “You two, over there.” He flicked his head to the right, toward the front of the chopper and the space beyond.

      Brody and Anna didn’t move.

      Dietrich smiled again, the same sly, evil grin Brody had come to expect from him; then, he pulled his rifle up and aimed at his chest. “I can shoot you in the chest now, let you bleed out like your friend down in the city — by the way, it really hurts. Or, I can leave you both up here. Your choice.”

      Brody wasn’t sure he was telling the truth.

      “Again, I shoot you here, or you walk over there and get far enough away from my chopper that I’m not worried you’ll just jump in before we go.”

      “You’re just going to shoot us in the back,” Anna said.

      Dietrich frowned. “It would be easier to just shoot you and be done with it. My employer wants the journal and doesn’t care who lives or dies.”

      Brody felt a ‘but’ coming.

      “But,” Dietrich continued, “As much as it pains me to say it, killing you both may only invite more scrutiny for my employer. You’re not exactly as insignificant as all the other locals around here. Killing Americans, no matter where we are in the world, is never good for one’s career.”

      Brody felt his heart sinking. Just because Dietrich wasn’t going to kill them now didn’t mean they weren’t going to die alone up here. He had been optimistic before; there was no way he could climb to safety from all the way at the top of this spire. And there was no way he could do it while guiding Anna down as well.

      Besides that, Colin was already dead. He had heard the order from Dietrich’s own lips, heard the response from Nielsen.

      Anna grabbed his hand again and squeezed, and together they stood in front of Dietrich.

      “Over there,” Dietrich said. He motioned with his gun to a mound of old lava rocks, black and glistening in the rain and moonlight. A layer of mist and fog enveloped them, causing the mound to look like it belonged in a game, the fog of war over an area they had not yet explored.

      Anna looked over at Brody, but he steeled himself and took a few steps in that direction. Think, he thought. Figure this out. Look for the opportunity, then don’t be afraid to take it.

      But what opportunity was there? What could he possibly do against Dietrich? What could he do after that, assuming he could, in fact, take Dietrich down? What could he do to help Colin?

      He had no military training — Dietrich wouldn’t even flinch if Brody tried to fight back. Even two-on-one, he and Anna weren’t going to last long against his rifle.

      He assumed he could get up and over the rocks quickly, jumping from boulder to boulder, leapfrogging his way to the other side, but what then? Anna might be able to follow, but even if she could, they would only have earned a few extra seconds and a hiding spot. Dietrich would simply walk around the stones and shoot them then.

      He knew that time had run out. Whatever chances he may have had were now gone.

      He had missed whatever opportunity he was supposed to take.

      He sensed Anna felt this as well. They walked side-by-side, somber, to their slow, agonizing deaths.

      “Turn around. I want to make sure you aren’t colluding.”

      Brody slowly turned around, seeing Dietrich standing there across the space.

      Brody squeezed his eyes shut. He never imagined it would end like this. He had not ever imagined he would fail so spectacularly at life.

      Anna dropped his hand. He opened his eyes only to see her lift her chin again, stronger than he was in this moment.

      “Really unfortunate that it has to end this way,” Dietrich said. “I do appreciate your help. If you think about it, though, I’ve got to conserve fuel as much as possible in this storm. It’s even worse down about a hundred feet, remember. So leaving you two here —“

      Just then, the ground beneath Brody’s feet began to rumble.
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      The rumbling beneath Brody's feet grew to a deafening roar, drowning out even the sound of the helicopter hovering nearby. His body tensed with fear as the ground beneath him gave way, and he stumbled forward, barely managing to stay on his feet.

      He tried to steady himself, but the vibrations were too strong, making his knees buckle and sending him crashing to the ground. The impact was hard, and for a moment, he lay there, dazed and disoriented. But his survival instinct kicked in, and he quickly bounced back up onto his feet.

      Anna, who had been standing beside him, stumbled sideways but managed to stay on her feet. Her eyes widened in terror as she surveyed their surroundings. The ground beneath them was splitting apart, and large cracks were forming, causing chunks of earth to tumble down into the gaping abyss.

      Dietrich charged forward, either trying to outrun whatever had caused this earthquake or simply trying to finish off Brody and Anna before the natural disaster did. But before he could reach them, another tremor folded the earth in front of him, and he flew headlong toward Brody, landing in a heap at his feet.

      Brody could not take advantage of the situation, however, as he was currently trying to regain his own balance. He felt Anna’s arm on his side, and he grasped it. He wasn’t sure who was helping the other up, but both eventually found their feet and stood together.

      Diedrich reached out and grabbed Brody’s ankle from the ground, but Brody was able to kick it free. He followed up with a strong kick to the man’s forehead, saw Dietrich’s eyes roll backward in his head, out like a light.

      They ran awkwardly, jumping and bouncing as if running over the surface of a trampoline, the ground slapping his feet as it folded and moved around beneath him. He feared tripping, or his knees buckling.

      Brody noticed the helicopter pulling off from the ground. The pilot had made the executive decision to lift off to prevent any damage to his equipment or to the aircraft’s frame itself. Rogers jumped out of the still-open door, running toward Dietrich. Brody wondered if the pilot would hold nearby and wait out the strange earthquake, or if he was planning to simply disappear.

      Brody had his answer a second later as he saw the tail of the chopper swoop down toward the shoreline beneath the spire’s base. He had abandoned them for the moment, but as long as Dietrich could get a radio connection, he might still have a ride off this rock.

      Brody knew that was their goal — they had to get Dietrich’s radio, to try to signal for help. They had to try to convince the pilot to come back and bring them down.

      And they had to do it before Dietrich got up — and before his other mercenary reached them.

      It was a long shot, but the earthquake had given them a brief window while Dietrich was knocked out. They ran away from the chopper and back toward the fallen mercenary. It was as if Anna was reading his mind. They both ran toward Dietrich’s body, Brody aiming for the radio and Anna grabbing his assault rifle. Brody wrestled with the clip on the man’s belt as the tremors subsided. But something had been awakened deep within the rock. The spire had begun to shift, and Brody knew it was not going to stop with just a simple resettling.

      This whole thing is coming down.

      As he retrieved the radio, Dietrich woke up. The man’s icy hand grabbed his wrist, his eyes opening. Brody immediately saw a wild rage there, suddenly fearing for his life. The man brought his other hand up, a sick-looking knife in it, and plunged it forward, directly toward Brody’s throat.

      Just then, there was a cracking sound above his head. He looked back down at the man, noticing the knife in his peripheral vision, just off his cheek. It fell from his hand, and Brody heard the sound of heavy breathing. Dietrich’s eyes were still wide, but this time they were shaking, trying to retain control.

      He saw then the open wound in Dietrich’s side, followed the wisps of smoke through the rain up until he saw the barrel of the rifle Anna was holding in her hands.

      He saw her own wild eyes, her surprise. She lowered the rifle as Brody stood.

      “I didn’t — it just… happened,” she said, her words stuttered and scared.

      Dietrich was spewing a string of obscenities now, trying to move and grab at Brody and Anna. They sidestepped and turned back toward the helicopter.

      “You saved me,” Brody said. “But we need to move. Our only chance at getting off this rock is to try to convince the pilot to come back. We need to —“

      Just then, he saw Rogers dart out from behind a rock and run toward Dietrich’s body, now sitting against a boulder. Rogers deftly grabbed Dietrich’s hand and threw the large man’s arm and body over his shoulder, a perfect fireman’s carry.

      He didn’t slow down.

      Rogers ran back toward the cliff’s edge, and Anna pulled up her rifle.

      Rogers dropped Dietrich on the soaked ground now, just as the helicopter flew back into view.

      “Anna, wait!” Brody yelled.

      She fired three shots, all wild. They were too far away, and she wasn’t trained. The rounds sailed harmlessly off the edge of the spire as the helicopter circled and came down, its rails four feet off the ground. It hovered at the edge of the spire, about twenty paces away from Dietrich and Rogers, about twice that from Brody and Anna’s position.

      “You can’t shoot at them,” Brody explained. “You might hit the helicopter, and that’s our only way out.”

      She nodded, and he could see the frustration on her face. Rogers had gotten Dietrich to stand, and it seemed he had found some strength in his legs.

      He turned, offered Brody and Anna a final smile, then started running toward the helicopter, Rogers right behind him.
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      Brody realized what was happening then, but it was already too late. Dietrich was on another mission now, no longer trying to kill them, no longer trying to chase them toward the field at the center of the spire.

      The tremors had picked up again, and the rumbling made it hard for Brody and Anna to stand. Together, they fell to their knees, Brody using his hands to try and keep his body steady so he could look up and see what was happening.

      Dietrich and the other remaining mercenary ran toward the edge of the spire, and Brody saw the rotors of the chopper battling against the furious storm just off a small peninsula jutting out from the rock’s top. Brody’s eyes widened, and he crawled forward just as the earth buckled beneath him. “The whole… thing’s… going to —“ he couldn’t speak. His teeth were chattering, and he knew what was about to happen.

      “Brody, If they get to the chopper without us…”

      Anna didn’t have to finish the sentence.

      He tried to stand again but fell on his rear end. The chopper came into view once more, slowly pushing upward against the thick fog as rain battered the side of the aircraft. The well-trained pilot was keeping it relatively still, but it was still going to be a feat to get inside.

      Brody stood once again, this time pulling Anna up with him, and together the two used each other for support. The tremors settled a bit, but loud, faraway cracking sounds told Brody what he already knew: the entire place was going to crumble, and fast. They wouldn’t make it a day up here.

      The spire, the object of the native population’s awe and majesty, was about to fall into the earth. Everything beneath it — the nearby beach that stretched around the idyllic point on this end of the island, the cave, eventually even the river leading up to the village itself — would be completely destroyed by the 500-foot vertical shaft of rock falling down on it.

      “Come on,” Brody said, forcing the words. “We… have to… try…”

      A heavy gust of wind suddenly rocked the chopper sideways, the rotors coming precariously close to the edge of the spire. The pilot deftly pulled inland and upward with the helicopter’s momentum, now hovering almost directly above Dietrich’s head. Dietrich was still running, reaching for the rail. Before he could, the chopper flew wildly to the side, now five feet from the edge of the cliff.

      And yet Dietrich didn’t slow down. He ran, his legs pumping harder and faster than Brody would’ve thought possible for the large man, the injury to his side not affecting his speed. Just before reaching the edge, he kicked off with his back foot and lunged forward, flying out through the air like an Olympic high jumper.

      The helicopter, in a moment of brief respite from the storm and rain, settled then and fell into a hover.

      Dietrich landed roughly onto the open, exposed door frame and rail, where he gathered himself and pulled his body up and inside.

      Rogers was still running, and from inside the craft, Brody watched as Dietrich pulled himself around, so his upper body was hanging out of the chopper, much like Anna had during their own fateful helicopter ride.

      Brody started to run forward, but the previously flat plateau on top of the spire had turned into a rolling sea of earth and cracks, boulders rolling haphazardly around the area like marbles, new fissures appearing every second. He jumped over one and regained his balance as Anna followed suit.

      When he looked up to watch the progress with the mercenaries, he saw that the chopper had once again drifted farther away from the edge.

      “He’s not going to make it,” he said.

      “He’s not going to make it!” Anna shouted simultaneously from behind him.

      His heart was in his throat, and while he didn’t care one way or another about the mercenary’s life, he knew that seeing the chopper slowly drifting away from the edge was anomalous to their hope, also drifting away.

      The ground beneath his feet continued to roll and tumble, and it was everything he could do to stay upright. He used Anna for support, and he sensed she was doing the same with him. They stumbled forward in a half-run toward the chopper just as the mercenary copied Dietrich’s motions and lunged out over the edge.

      He saw Dietrich’s eyes inside the belly of the helicopter, cold and dark, as he watched him and Anna. But Dietrich’s eyes were not tracking his mercenary’s progress.

      That told Brody everything he had feared was true.

      The man was not going to make it, and Dietrich already knew it.

      The mercenary flew through the air, his arc even higher and more impressive than Dietrich’s, but the chopper suddenly hit a heavy sheet of rain and pitched sideways and downwards. He knew the pilot was fighting with the controls, trying to keep it level and at the proper height for the man to reach it, or at least reach Dietrich’s outstretched hands.

      He might actually do it, Brody realized. Rogers was apparently far more athletic than he had given him credit for, and his arc seemed to coincide precisely where the door was going to be.

      But the door was not what the man hit.

      The chopper had hit a pocket of cold air and dropped five feet straight down in an instant.

      And the mercenary sailed directly into its spinning rotors.

      A reddish hue was suddenly visible in the sheets of moonlit rain pummeling the top of the aircraft, and a misty spray of blood enveloped the area for a second or two.

      Anna screamed in surprise.

      The man’s headless torso hovered for a moment, the body grotesquely trying to finish the flight, but it struck the helicopter’s strut and tumbled freely down, only visible for a few more seconds before sailing out of sight.

      In a sick twist of fate, the rains parted and cleared for another moment, and the chopper finally righted itself and rose once again to its proper height. Dietrich still had his eyes locked on Anna and Brody, completely unfazed by the death of his man. The tremors had slowed more and allowed them to continue moving toward the chopper, but Brody knew there was no way they would make it in time.

      And there was no way Dietrich was going to help them get inside.

      Sure enough, the chopper then began pulling away from the cliffs, rising up as the small peninsula Dietrich had jumped from suddenly sheared off and disappeared out of sight, just like the torso of the man a few seconds prior.

      Dietrich’s eyes had never left Brody’s, and he suddenly saw that Dietrich had pulled an object from his pocket, waving it to them in retreat.

      It was small, rectangular.

      The journal.

      He smiled again as the helicopter sank out of sight.
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      Kirakira, Solomon Islands

      As Dietrich pulled out the worn, leather-bound journal from his pocket, Brody couldn't help but feel a sense of unease. He had no way of knowing for sure if this was the same journal that the mercenary had found, or if Dietrich had obtained it through other means. But as he glanced over at Anna, he could see the same concern etched on her face.

      They both knew that this journal was it. It was Fred Noonan’s journal, and held valuable information about Amelia Earhart's final flight and the events that led up to her disappearance.

      Dietrich held the journal out, flipping through its pages with a sense of reverence that made Brody's skin crawl. He wondered what kind of information could be contained within those worn pages, and what Dietrich would do with it once he had it in his possession.

      “We missed it,” Brody said. His voice was low, barely audible over the rumbling of the rocks as the spire fell apart, the heavy onslaught of rain now picking back up as if to take the place of the previously raging earthquakes. “There’s no chance we’re going to get off now.”

      “Are you always this optimistic?” she asked.

      She could tell that she had surprised him, and when she looked into his eyes, she saw all the fear and trepidation she had been feeling suddenly release.

      She lunged forward and kissed him, but it was just a quick peck, a promise of more. She saw that his face had somehow added more surprise to his expression. She grabbed his hand.

      “What — what was that for?” Brody asked.

      The ground gave way again, and a crack began to appear. She pulled him over it and they ran back toward the center of the spire, toward the plane. There was no way to know for sure which area of the spire was more prone to dangerous fissures, but she figured the center of the plateau would be the safest from shearing off and falling into the island or the ocean below.

      “I just figured,” she said quickly, “that if we were going to die up here, I didn’t want to die without saying thank you.”

      “You’re being oddly optimistic,” Brody said. “Especially considering we are going to die up here.”

      “Who says?” she asked, a sly grin on her face.

      The largest of the tremors had subsided momentarily, but all around them, Anna could feel the resettling of the spire as it slowly fell apart from the inside. Beyond Brody, she saw another slice of rock falling away, the edge of the cliff quickly moving toward them, even though they were no longer running.

      “What are you talking about?” Brody asked. “Look around — there’s no way off this thing, and even if we could climb down, the cliffs are dissolving. The entire thing is falling apart.”

      She finally decided to tell him. It had been accidental, something she’d seen only by sheer luck.

      She spun Brody around and once again found the tiny dot in the sky. It was difficult to see against the dark gray clouds, but after a moment, she saw Brody’s shoulders sag in relief. “Is that… what I think it is?” he asked.

      She watched the object get bigger as it flew toward them, and she thought she could hear the faint buzz of the propeller as it drifted ever closer.

      “It is,” she said, nodding. “It made a pass earlier, in the thick of all the shaking and trembling. I was on the ground, but I happened to catch a glimpse through a couple of the clouds. Looks like they’re coming this way.”

      Brody’s relief vanished. “Wait a minute. So what? It can’t land here, can it? All these earthquakes and stuff, there’s no way it’s going to be able to touch down.”

      The radio Brody was still holding once again cackled to life. He looked down at it and then up at Anna strangely. “I thought Rogers called to turn off all the channels?”

      She grabbed it from him and fiddled with the volume, holding the antenna up and pointing at the sky. It clicked a few times, then the sound of a woman’s voice came through. “— you hearing me? Come in, folks. If you — come — I can’t —”

      “It’s her,” Brody said excitedly. “It’s Gertie!”

      “Come on!” Anna shouted, already taking off at a run toward the airplane. She wanted to get closer, to try and get a clear signal. Whatever instructions she was trying to give them, the closer they got, the better chance they had to understand.

      “Can you two hear me? Come in.”

      She pulled the walkie-talkie up to her lips. “Yes! Yes, we can hear you. Loud and clear now!”

      “This is Gertie. Figured I’d fly in and see how things were going.”

      Anna looked at Brody, who rolled his eyes. “Hi, Gertie,” she said, allowing just a bit of flirtation into her voice. For Brody’s sake. “So good to hear from you again.”

      She looked at Brody, who rolled his eyes even harder.

      “What?” she said. “Too jealous to be saved by the strong, hunky woman?”

      “Hunky, huh?” Brody asked.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine leaving you here,” she said, shrugging. “But I’d rather get back on solid ground.”

      “Right,” Brody said. “And speaking of solid ground, how the hell is this going to work? She can’t land, remember?”

      “Gertie, this is Dr. Anna Johansson. Thanks for flying all the way up here, but this rock is falling apart, and quickly. There’s no way you’ll be able to —“

      Her voice over the radio cut Anna off. “Land? Ha! Landing was never part of the plan.”
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      “I’m sorry… then what exactly is the plan here?” Anna asked through the radio. She tried to keep the despair out of her voice, but she knew it had bled through the radio.

      Gertie’s voice came back as chipper as ever. “Pretty strong headwind, so I think I can slow her down quite a bit.”

      Anna looked up at Brody; Brody flicked his eyes left and right, then stared at her. “Is that… was that like… an answer or something?”

      Anna shrugged, then pulled the radio back up. “I’m sorry again; I don’t think we understand.”

      Gertie’s voice came back through immediately. “It means grab on. I’ve got floats on her now, so I can’t even try to touch down. I can get her slow enough not to rip your arms off, but — and I can’t stress this enough — you’re only going to have one shot at this.”

      Anna felt something catch in her throat. Is she being real right now? Surely there has to be a better way. Surely she doesn’t expect us to —

      Brody tugged at her arm. “Come on!” he shouted, dragging her across the still-shaking plain. “We need to get closer to where it’s going to come down,” he explained, jogging with her in tow. “We’ll need to each get on one side of it to keep the balance steady when we jump.”

      “Brody, this isn’t —” she tried reasoning it out in her mind but had come up short. “There’s no way it’s going to work! We can’t jump onto a moving airplane. How the hell are we supposed to —“

      “We have to try,” Brody shot back. “And you heard her — we only have one shot.”

      They stood at the center of the clearing as the plane settled in for its descent. Every bone in her body was screaming at her to move out of the way, that standing in front of a landing aircraft was one of the stupidest things she had ever done.

      And yet she waited, watching the plane float downward as it filled her vision.

      Gertie had been right — the headwind had slowed the plane almost to a halt, at least from this perspective. The wings were growing larger every second, but it still seemed surreal how slowly it was coming in.

      And yet she knew that it was a deceiving view. The plane — as Gertie had so vividly informed them — was absolutely still moving, and it would be coming in quite fast, no matter how it looked from here.

      Her mind raced with possibilities, wondering if she should try to grab onto one of the tie-rods or if there were handles on the floats. She tensed her muscles, trying to prepare for the impact, but she didn't know what to expect. She didn't want to yank her shoulder out of its socket or hurt herself in any way. Panic set in as she realized there was nothing to hold onto, and she braced herself for the worst.

      Or, perhaps, this was simply their only option. Perhaps Gertie was being optimistic — that their odds of surviving this were still next to nil.

      Anna took a deep breath, her heart pounding as she watched the plane descending toward them. As the ground beneath her began to tremble, she tensed her muscles, preparing to brace herself for impact. She managed to keep her balance, determined not to falter now.

      Glancing over at Brody, she saw him stumble backwards a few feet, positioning himself in line with the plane's floats. Anna quickly followed suit, stepping carefully to line up with the other float. She looked into his eyes, tried to pull a final bit of strength from them to see if they had any security or confidence to offer.

      There was some, but it was not going to be enough. He looked only half-convinced this was going to work.

      Now she was terrified.

      Gertie had gone radio silent, no doubt to focus on her own task, which would be every bit as challenging as their own. She did an admirable job keeping the plane straight, the wingtips dipping slightly as she constantly corrected and guided the plane downward. It seemed to be floating now, slowly descending through time and space like a mechanical angel.

      She had the brief realization that if Amelia and Noonan would have had a headwind this strong, they might not have perished on this rock. Then she realized again what she had found inside Amelia’s aircraft and remembered that the woman had, in fact, survived the crash landing.

      It wasn’t the crash that killed her.

      But there was no time for that. No time to debrief what they had found up here — they needed to survive, to get down safely.

      This descending mechanical bird, their angel, was their only chance. She also realized in that moment exactly how fast the plane was still moving. Far faster than she had imagined. There was no way to brace herself.

      She tried to push her arms out, hoping to make contact with it, but it was too far away. She took a step forward, reaching out with her fingertips as the float passed by, grazing them slightly. Panic set in as she realized she was still too far away from the float’s edge.

      With no time to think, Anna lunged forward and grabbed hold of the first thing her hands could find — a vertical rod connecting the float to the bottom of the plane. She wrapped her arms around it tightly, her fingers gripping onto the metal for dear life. The sudden jolt as she caught hold made her shoulder scream in pain, but she gritted her teeth and held on, her entire body weight now hanging from the rod.

      She tried to move with the plane, tried to time it correctly.

      Everything fell apart, and her plans were shot out the window faster than the plane itself was moving. The plane kept moving, kept pulling, kept yanking.

      She screamed, but she held on. There was nothing else, no other option. She let all thoughts besides that one leave her mind.

      Hold on.
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      In spite of what Gertie had told her, it felt as though Anna’s arm was going to be ripped from its socket. Her shoulder immediately ached, and it took everything she had to hold onto the rail as the plane jostled for position against the wind with its new passenger.

      She had no idea how Brody, on the opposite side of the plane, was faring. She felt her hands slipping over the slick metal, but she was able to grab a handle just beneath the open doorway of the small airplane.

      Gertie throttled the engine back up then, trying to prevent hitting the ground and slowing or getting so little power the small plane ended up in a stall, and Anna heard the whine of the propeller roaring over the still rumbling earthquake. Three huge pieces of stone sheared away from the cliffs beneath the plane’s float and tumbled down toward the beach, and she realized where she was.

      Five-hundred feet. Straight down.

      She was no longer able to fall off without it ending in certain death.

      Her hand continued to slip, and she tried to jostle for position as she moved her body up and onto the flat part of the float. She knew she wasn’t going to be able to hang on for long, but she didn’t like the idea of trying to shift her weight sideways over the slippery surface in order to get inside.

      Suddenly, she felt a hand gripping her upper arm. She craned her head but couldn’t see any faces, only the hand reaching out from the floor of the plane’s cabin. But it was tight, strong, and she immediately trusted it. She allowed herself to be pulled upward, helping out by thrusting upward and onto her knees.

      She steadied herself as the wind buffeted the side of her body, thankful for the textured grip surface of the float, obviously meant as a stair.

      She was now on her knees, staring into the small cabin of the plane. Brody was inside, smiling back at her as he crawled forward to lend a hand.

      And, to her surprise, the hand that still gripped her upper arm belonged to Colin himself.

      “You going to wait out there or come inside where it’s dry?” he shouted over the din, a large headset over his ears.

      She laughed and allowed Brody and Colin to pull her up and into the plane. Colin moved to close the door, and immediately the sound gave way to the gentle, deep hum of the engine. Gertie handed a headset to her that was connected to the plane’s communication system. She threw it over her soaked hair and worked the microphone into position. Immediately she heard Brody’s voice. “Well, that’s one way to catch a flight.”

      She saw Colin roll his eyes as he smiled at Anna. “I’m glad you’re both okay,” he said.

      “I’m glad you’re okay,” Anna answered. “How — how the hell did you get here?”

      To answer, Gertie’s voice came through the headset. “I was just out for a short flight; I happened to see this guy on the beach, carrying a mean-looking gun.”

      “Happened to be out for a flight?”

      Gertie laughed harder. “Okay, well, to be honest…” Her voice trailed off, and she thought she saw Gertie swallow from the cockpit. “I saw your friend. She was lying on the street, dead. I came out of the tavern after the gunshots, but — I have to admit — I was afraid. There was nothing I could do until you guys left.”

      Anna’s face fell. Gertie had seen Neva’s body and understood what had happened. Since no one else on the island knew where they were going, Gertie had done the only thing she knew — in spite of the storm, she had flown around the island to find any sign of them.

      “It was a little touch-and-go trying to land near the beach in a storm like this, but thankfully Colin’s a hell of a swimmer and was able to meet me out where it wasn’t quite as treacherous.”

      Anna nodded. That explained why Colin seemed to be soaking wet, even though he had supposedly been inside the airplane the entire time. She saw a rifle laying next to Colin on the seat.

      Brody shivered and took a seat in one of the bucket chairs in the back row. Four seats made up the two rows inside the plane. She fell into the seat next to Brody. The wind howled outside, the rain pelting, trying to get through the glass, but Anna hardly noticed.

      “What did you guys find?” Colin asked.

      Just then, Anna caught sight of Amelia Earhart’s plane out the window as Gertie passed over it once more, still perched on its boulder, pointing upward toward the dark clouds.

      She pointed down at it, and Colin’s eyes widened. “You… you actually found it?”

      There was a short moment of silence, then Gertie’s voice came back over the radio. “That’s pretty incredible, I’ve got to admit. I’ve never flown up here, to be honest. Because of the way the warmer winds reach up and play tug-of-war with the colder winds, it’s way too dangerous. I’m actually half-surprised we didn’t get pummeled and sent back down the side of the cliff.

      “Besides that, this spire is almost always covered with a thick layer of clouds. Nearly impossible to fly by sight alone, and instruments are useless around that type of geology.”

      Anna nodded, staring down at the dead aircraft. That explained why the plane had gone unnoticed for so long. No life-loving pilot would travel this close to the spire for fun, so it would have been easily hidden from view over the decades.

      “But we weren’t the first to find her,” Anna said. “She crash-landed, obviously, but all her gear and clothing and equipment inside was organized and stowed well, as if somebody had come in and cleaned up after the crash. And her body…”

      Gertie glanced back, and Colin looked surprised again. “You… you found her body?”

      “She was in good condition, in good shape, considering. Still in her pilot’s chair.”

      “It makes sense that the airplane held up,” Gertie said. “The village is just up the river from the base of the spire, and they do ceremonies near a cave pretty regularly, apparently. Never knew what they’re about — I’ve never seen them, but I heard a story that long ago, they used to go up to the spire and do the ceremonies there. For whatever reason, they don’t anymore. Haven’t in decades.”

      “They used to use the lava tubes,” Colin said quickly.

      Everyone turned to look at him. “I was in the cave with that mercenary, Nielsen. Someone from that other group found us and started shooting, then threw a grenade in. I jumped to it, then tossed it over to one of the small crevices along the walls of the cavern. Turned out to be a lava tube, and I suspect it used to reach all the way up to the spire. It was full of all sorts of crap, though, so I’d bet over time part of it collapsed in, preventing anyone from using it to climb up.”

      Brody grinned. “So that’s what caused the earthquake. I guess we can blame you for almost getting sucked into an earthquake crack.”

      “Or you can blame that other group — whoever’s still out there, trying to kill us.”

      Anna looked up at the spire as more sheets of rock fell from its sides. It seemed to be steadying itself once more, and she wondered if it was going to continue crumbling or if it had reached an equilibrium with the surrounding land.

      For Amelia’s sake, Anna hoped that was the case — that the earthquakes caused by the explosion would not be enough to topple the great tower.

      Gertie didn’t respond, but she saw her eyebrows roll up her head. Her muscular form was hunched over the aircraft’s flight controls, the hulk of a woman almost too large to even fit in her own chair. It looked uncomfortable, but Gertie pulled the plane left and right deftly as if using her own strength to fight the storm.

      She felt unsettled. They were safe, for now. The group hunting them would be caught off-guard if they were still down there searching. They had a brief window during which to escape.

      But she knew they weren’t done.

      She knew Amelia Earhart’s final secret.
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      “We don’t have the notebook, Anna,” Brody said. “Dietrich does — and whoever he was working for.”

      She smiled, squinting her eyes in her best ‘mischievous grin’ attempt.

      Colin and Brody stared at her across the table. They had all met up at the coffee shop to ‘debrief,’ which Anna knew was code for ‘try to get over what had just happened to them.’

      After another day’s worth of flying over the Pacific, they had finally landed in California once again. The group had slept the entire time, barely talking even as they left the airport in separate vehicles. While Anna had wanted to spill the beans, to tell them everything, she knew that rest and space would work wonders for her psyche.

      And yet… space was not something she had gotten. Against her better judgment, Anna had spent the night at Brody’s tiny apartment.

      The last two nights in a row.

      She met his eyes now, seeing the same face and persona she had gotten to know, but with a new depth there now. The experience they had shared was life-changing — how could it not have been? Even Colin seemed to be a changed person.

      No matter where their travels would bring them in the future, she knew they would be together.

      They were a team. A trio.

      But she hoped those travels could wait a while. The last thing they needed was to start another expedition immediately after coming home — after nearly losing their lives on the spire and getting chased around the island by mercenaries.

      It had taken her some time to process, in the quiet spaces between sleep and eating and being with Brody, but she had stolen some time to go through it all. The academic researcher in her had been blown away — could this all be real?

      She knew it was true, though. She had seen one form of evidence in the cockpit of that plane, and she held the other form here with her now. She could not rush things, no matter her desires. There would be another expedition, eventually. How could there not be?

      “What do you know?” Brody asked with a grin. “I saw it on your face in the plane and after Dietrich got Noonan’s journal.”

      She nodded, then placed the other journal on the table. The one she had snagged from the pilot.

      Colin’s mouth fell open, and Brody’s eyes widened. “That’s… that’s it? Noonan’s?” Colin asked.

      She shook her head. “Not the navigator’s journal — Noonan’s is still with whoever employed Dietrich.” She cleared her throat. “No, this one belongs to the pilot of the plane we found.”

      “What?”

      She pulled open the cover, careful not to break the ancient seam. On the first page were the words she read aloud. “The personal journal of Amelia Earhart.” Half of the sentence was typed, but the name was scrawled in handwriting.

      “You... you found her journal?” Brody asked. “I didn’t even know there was one.”

      “No one did. But remember, this was during a time when there were no cellphones, no personal recording devices. This would have been the best way to keep track of the journey.”

      “What’s… in it?” Colin asked hesitantly. She knew how he felt — she had felt the same after rescuing the journal from the doomed plane. She had not wanted to open it, to uncover the real journey’s documentation. But at the same time, she had wanted to tear through it, devouring every page.

      “Most of it’s trivial. Flight plans, weather patterns, that sort of thing. But toward the end…” she paused, swallowing. “There’s nothing immediately before the crash and obviously nothing after. But… she was suspicious of Noonan.”

      Brody frowned.

      “He was a fantastic navigator. She was confused when they veered off-course — there was no inclement weather other than clouds blocking her view. Nothing that would have pushed them that far from Howland Island. It didn’t make sense to us, and it didn’t make sense to her, way back then.”

      “So Noonan guided them away from their path on purpose?”

      She shrugged. “Sure seems like it.”

      Colin cocked his head to the side. “You have more evidence, don’t you?”

      Her mischievous grin returned. “Why is it that everyone wanted Noonan’s journal? I mean, the network sent us out here to ‘film a pilot,’ which is bogus — if not ironic.”

      Brody laughed. “That’s pretty sadistic. But yeah, I did get some footage of the pilot.”

      “But they didn’t really care about the plane, did they? I mean, for almost a hundred years, we’ve been looking for Amelia Earhart and her plane. No one cared about Noonan. But now, Dietrich’s group shows up right when we’re supposed to be filming, claiming to want Noonan’s journal. Makes you wonder.”

      “Makes me wonder what’s in that journal,” Colin said.

      “Me, too,” Anna answered. “I think he was working for someone else. Had different plans. I think he was supposed to hand his journal over to someone. But they needed to divert from their course in order to drop it off, and that’s where the issues started.”

      “What issues?”

      Anna looked each man in the eye before continuing. “Guys, as fascinating as this discovery was, there’s way more to this. When I was in the cockpit, I saw her.”

      Brody nodded. “You found her journal there, too.”

      She shook her head slowly. “No, not just her remains and the journal. I found out what happened to her.”

      “Besides a plane crash?”

      “You saw the plane, Brody. And we took off in another plane on the spire, which tells us it was at least possible to land safely on the top of it, weather permitting.”

      “Yeah,” Colin added, “it was in pretty good shape, judging by the video Brody recorded.”

      “Exactly,” she said. “I believe they did land safely. And I believe it was where Noonan had been navigating them. I think that was where he wanted them to go all along. Remember, his journal was just… left there. In a crate, dragged outside and stashed under the aircraft’s back end. Just that crate. His body was nowhere to be found, either. So he purposefully left his journal there, right where someone else could find it.”

      “A dead drop,” Brody said.

      “Literally,” Colin added.

      “Ultimately,” she continued, “I think he was marooned there, but something happened to him when he got down from the spire.”

      “Local tribe?”

      She made a face. “It checks out, and it lines up with the stories of who the inhabitants were that long ago.”

      “Okay, so what about Earhart?” Brody asked.

      “About Earhart… I saw her skeleton. Her skull. She was still strapped into the pilot’s chair, right? But Noonan was nowhere to be found.”

      She paused again.

      “I saw a bullet hole in her skull. It wasn’t a plane crash that killed her, boys. It was Fred Noonan.”
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      Wednesday | 12:27 pm

      Los Angelos, California

      Another power lunch. God, I’m sick of these.

      Les Pompeux again, too. He almost barfed. Donahue had ordered the fish. Again.

      “Mr. Donahue,” he began, “I am satisfied with my editing team’s ability to —“

      Brett Donahue held up a fork. “Sorry, I really am in a hurry. Yes, your pilot is fine.”

      “Fine?” Landon scoffed. His pilot was fantastic, considering.

      “The network will air it. They will also order an additional fourteen episodes.”

      At this, Landon’s mouth fell open. “Fourteen more?”

      Donahue nodded, finally starting to chew again.

      He had expected the pilot to air, at least. They had gotten Brody’s film and the crew’s video content after returning home, and thanks to the network’s insatiable desire for money and reducing waste, they had decided to piece together an incredibly coherent piece of reality television.

      It was hardly the reality, but it was TV — it was somebody’s reality. The editors had done a number on it, too; how could they not? What they had been given was reams of content that showed a few movie stars camping in the woods, in a clearing tasting the weird drug called Buai. It may have been interesting content for a late-night History channel — or better yet, a catalog-boosting effort for a streaming service.

      But he had been pleasantly surprised when the editors had turned in a full-length pilot episode featuring a humorous and charming main protagonist, down on his luck, trying to survive in a foreign land thanks to the aid of his new friends. Warts and all, the personalities worked very well together onscreen.

      There was talk of finding Earhart’s plane — that was, after all, the trope that would propel the episode and series forward. ‘Finding lost things,’ of course.

      But the genius of reality television was that actually finding something was irrelevant.

      They had edited out Brody’s shots of finding the plane, of discovering the crates of navigation equipment and foodstuffs, in favor of ending the episode with a version of the tried-and-true line, ‘well, we did our best, but the good news is that there are more mysteries out there. Waiting for us to find them.’

      To top it off, the line had been overdubbed over the final wide, panning shot of the island by a voice actor who sounded enough like Brody no one would be the wiser.

      Landon was ecstatic, and the network seemed to be on board.

      But he had never expected a full run. He had learned not to ever expect that.

      “We need to keep their chemistry,” Donahue explained. “They work well together, and I’m not done with them.”

      Landon frowned.

      Donahue leaned closer. “Listen, between you and me. You were there. You know what happened. You know it wasn’t just your group trying to find that plane.”

      Landon nodded along. That much he did know. The entire trip had been shrouded in mystery, and he had felt kept in the dark about most of it. He knew Donahue had other reasons for sending them all to Kirakira. For funding the project in the first place.

      It wasn’t his job to know, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t suspicious.

      “There were others,” he confirmed. “Hired guns. People trying to kill them.”

      Donahue shook his head. “Not necessarily trying to kill them. Just trying to… keep them on track.”

      “Okay… so you’re telling me my actors are still in danger? That if they’re not ‘kept on track,’ you’re going to have issues?”

      Donahue leaned back again. “Hey, I’m not saying that at all. I’m just reminding you that I still have an interest in getting this show off the ground. I’ve got big plans for you and the crew. But I certainly want to beef things up in the security department. There was another group out there — one I still haven’t ID’d. My team is good at what they do, but these guys were, too.”

      Landon swallowed. So this was bigger than he thought.

      “I want to know who’s after what I’m after. I want to know why. And the best way to do that is to just keep going. Keep filming. Keep pretending like all’s well, that everything’s kosher.”

      Landon nodded. Not that I have a choice.

      “So the network will air. And what do you guys always say? ‘The show must go on?’”

      He laughed at his little joke as Landon saw the young waitress approaching their table. “So, I’m assuming you’ve got an idea for the next episode, Donahue? Something else our ‘heroes’ can find for you?”

      Donahue smiled with half of his mouth. “Oh, I do indeed. I do indeed.”

      Brett Donahue stood then, accepting the bill from the waitress. He paid it quickly, then grabbed his coat from the back of his chair. He put it on slowly, as if to make a point it was expensive and wanted everyone around the overpriced restaurant to notice.

      “I’ll send over details, Landon. Thanks for meeting up. Let’s do it again sometime.”

      Yes, Landon thought, sarcastically. Let’s.
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      Two Weeks Later | 09:10 am

      Los Angelos, California

      There was no going back to ‘regular life.’

      Brody wasn’t sure what ‘regular life’ was, in fact. He turned over in the bed and faced her. The same ‘her’ who had been through so much with him — in so little time.

      It was strange, really, how quickly things could change. How quickly two souls could grow together and become…

      Shit. He was doing it again. Stop thinking about souls and fate and all that mumbo-jumbo.

      Anna made a noise, a sort of burp that somehow sounded endearing. She frowned, then her eyelids slowly pulled apart.

      She smiled, then gasped. “Oh, my God,” she began, “did I just —“

      “It’s okay,” Brody whispered. “It was cute.”

      “Bullshit. It was gross. Sorry.”

      “It’s okay. Par for the course. You wouldn’t believe how many gorgeous supermodel actresses do that  when they wake up next to me.”

      She sat up in Brody’s bed and smacked his arm. “I have it on good authority that this is the first time you’ve woken up next to a gorgeous supermodel actress.”

      “Oh?”

      “There are… websites. Places that report news like that.”

      “That’s considered ‘good authority?’”

      “Hey, the paparazzi are always watching,” she said.

      Anna slipped out of bed, carrying the loose sheet with her. Brody couldn’t help but watch her patrol toward the bathroom as she took stock of the mess they’d made the night before.

      He grabbed his phone off the nightstand, groaning as he realized he hadn’t charged it the night before. Flicking around the open apps, he found the typical barrage of social media drivel useless and uninspiring and settled into his email.

      He hadn’t checked them since a few days ago, so he scrolled down as he heard the shower turn on.

      He frowned. One new message from… an email address he didn’t recognize. He opened it, scanning it quickly.

      And then he leaped out of bed and ran — completely naked — into the bathroom, chasing after Anna. “Hey!” he yelled, just as she stepped in.

      She whirled around, scared, but quickly saw the smile on his face. “What? No, we’re not going that —“

      “Not that,” he said, holding up his phone so she could see. “Check it out! It happened! I can’t… I can’t believe —“

      She was laughing but still didn’t understand. “What are you talking about?” She grabbed the phone, dried off a wet hand, and tried to read the email.

      “Anna, it happened.”

      “Not just the pilot?”

      “Not just the pilot,” he said. “And it’s all three of us. Me, you, Colin. I think they liked the onscreen chemistry between us, and they gave us the go-ahead.”

      “Holy cow,” she said. “Wow, I never actually thought — fourteen episodes? Guaranteed?”

      “Well, it’s Hollywood,” Brody answered quickly. “So nothing’s guaranteed. But the money’s been spent. We’re officially in production, starting this weekend.”

      “Wait, we haven’t even signed… oh — we have, haven’t we?”

      He couldn’t help himself. He wore a stupid grin on his face as he came forward and embraced Anna. He felt like a giddy child on Christmas morning. She didn’t fight him off, and together they stood, naked and halfway in the shower, both getting soaked.

      “We signed on back before the pilot,” he explained. “Yeah, we’re basically theirs now. But who cares? Did you see what they’re paying us?”

      “I saw what they’re paying you, stud,” she said, finally handing the phone back to him.

      “You’ll get something similar. Close enough. I think. I don’t know! I’m just excited.”

      She giggled, grabbing his hand. Then her face fell. “Neva… the others… Brody, I don’t know…”

      He nodded. “I feel that, too. Trust me. I wondered how I’d feel about it if this actually happened. You know, with everything that happened there… but I can’t deny that it feels good still, in spite of everything that happened. Like this is a natural next step.”

      “It feels like we should be working together, you know? The three of us.”

      “I know,” Brody said. “I feel the same. It’s validating. We get to continue the show, and we don’t have to worry about anything for at least the next two years. I wonder if Colin knows?”

      She stepped into the shower now and pulled the curtain closed. “I’m sure he won’t mind if I clean up first. But after, let’s call him. He’s probably still in town.”

      Brody wasn’t listening. He read the remainder of the email, this time taking care to read each and every word. It was from Landon’s assistant, with his signature at the bottom. Official and everything.

      “Weird production company,” he said. “Never heard of it.”

      “Yeah, that’s weird. Legit?”

      “Seems like it, or Landon wouldn’t have sent it. Not that it matters. These guys pop up a new production team three times a week, it seems. Probably just an umbrella for the funding to go through.”

      “True,” she said from behind the curtain. Her voice reverberated through the tiny bathroom. “Not like it’ll be bad, either. How could anything be as bad as that?”

      Brody chuckled. Yeah, really. Nothing they were about to do could possibly be as terrifying as getting stuck atop a falling spire, mercenaries trying to kill them, while a tiny airplane cruised down and plucked them off the surface.

      He wondered what the pilot, Gertie, was doing now. She had been contracted to bring Dietrich off the island, but clearly those plans had changed, and she had freed Brody and his friends instead. After dropping them off on the closest populated island, she’d merely shrugged when Colin had asked her.

      “Probably see you around, I guess,” she’d said.

      Then she gave Anna a big, obvious wink.

      “Oh — does it say where the next episode is?” Anna asked. “I’m assuming — hoping — we’ll have to travel again.”

      He nodded, still focused on the email, then realized the question had been asked aloud. “Yeah, right here on the bottom.”

      He read it aloud, the sentence explaining where to meet and where they would be headed. As always, the information was to be kept between known staff and production crews only.

      “No way,” Anna said as Brody finished.

      “Yeah. Seems crazy. But that’s where we’re headed.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Earth Uncovered is a brand-new series, and the second book is already on the way! If you would like to get notified of its release, just head over here and pre-order a copy.
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      If you liked this book (or even if you hated it…) write a review or rate it. You might not think it makes a difference, but it does.

      Besides actual currency (money), the currency of today’s writing world is reviews. Reviews, good or bad, tell other people that an author is worth reading.

      As an “indie” author, I need all the help I can get. I’m hoping that since you made it this far into my book, you have some sort of opinion on it.

      Would you mind sharing that opinion? It only takes a second.

      
        
        Nick Thacker
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