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ONE

BRODY


For the third time in the last three minutes, Brody Flanagan wondered if the pants he was wearing made his thighs look fat.

Muscular, he told himself. They make you look muscular.

And then, another voice from some other side of his brain, but you don't have muscle there. Not enough.

He shook his head, almost imperceptibly. Unfortunately, the television host sitting across from him must have noticed.

"Brody,” she said, her hawklike eyes boring into his soul, “that reminds me – your show got picked up for a full season," she said, her voice all glitter and manufactured charm. "That seems rather… unprecedented in this industry."

He stared blankly at her, waiting for the question. He shifted again, putting his left leg over his right. He suddenly felt self-conscious of his shoes. I should have worn the loafers. They're more casual. The kind of thing Dad would've worn.

The host's face told him he had missed the question entirely. Her eyebrow was perched near the center of her forehead, and he wondered if she looked as cartoonish on TV as she did in person.

Of course she doesn't, he told himself. It's the magic of TV.

“Uh…” he stammered.

To his left, Anna Johansson rescued him. "It was a surprise to all of us," she said. “The production company hardly had enough time with the pilot episode to put together a real pitch deck. We were surprised as anyone when they said they'd already sold not just the pilot but 14 more episodes."

The host's birdlike face turned to the man seated at Brody's right – Colin Puddleford. Again, she didn't ask a question, though it was clear she expected an answer, this time from Colin.

Colin cleared his throat, his low, monotone voice causing everyone to inadvertently shift in their chairs, to lean in to hear him. "Nevertheless, we're glad it happened. It’s exciting stuff — we can't wait to see where it takes us."

Brody almost laughed. Here he was, a trained professional actor, sitting in the studio of a local Cincinnati morning show, and he was worried about how he looked. How he sounded, what he said. All the while Colin and Anna could apparently spout off perfectly succinct soundbites the local network editors would soon be drooling over.

He jumped in, trying to save face. "Right," he said, realizing immediately that he was nearly shouting. "Right," he said again, lowering his voice a few decibels. "It's a good show."

There was an awkward pause. A good show? Really? First you start screaming at the host, nearly cutting off your friend to do so, and the best you can muster is ‘it's a good show?’

The host took it in stride. Though this woman might be making the network circuit rounds in Cincinnati – a far cry from Brody's own perch atop the mountain of Hollywood-sanctioned reality television shows – she was clearly the more professional of them today. "On that note," she said, addressing Colin once more, leaning so far off her armchair Brody thought she might fall out of it. "Where are you going next? We can't wait for the premiere of the pilot episode — tonight on Channel 9, of course, immediately following the news. But can you give us a hint? A clue, perhaps?"

She asked the question of Colin quizzically, trying to lean into their show's somewhat mysterious, puzzle-solving nature. And Brody couldn't help but notice a new twinkle in her eye, sort of a glint that appeared when she looked at Colin.

He looked from one to the other, wondering if she was interested in the single ex-military-man-turned-actor.

Colin smiled back at her, his grin selling confidence and calm. "Barbara, you know I can't say," he said, with a schmoozing, thick tone. “What I can tell you is: it will all be revealed at the end of the episode tonight."

The host let out a squeal, something between the sound of a schoolgirl trying to imitate a shrill bird call, and an actual shrill bird call. "Well, I just can't wait," she said.

Brody was about to add something else, to try to redeem himself and earn at least one soundbite in the soon-to-be-aired segment, but the host swiveled in her chair and addressed another camera. A moment later a tiny red light appeared above that camera, the cameraperson tracking the host’s movement perfectly.

"You heard it right here, Cincinnati. Join us tonight at 7 PM! And immediately following your local news, we’ll take a close look at Amelia Earhart's final flight, the doomed expedition that took her and her navigator's life. All will be revealed – what these three found, and what secrets Amelia Earhart took to her grave. Don't miss the first episode of 'Earth Uncovered' tonight!

Suddenly the woman froze, her mouth upturned in the characteristic smile that had no doubt won her this job in the first place. Seconds ticked by, an excruciatingly long time as the studio lights burned down onto Brody's neck and shoulders. Somewhere off in the distance, he heard a man shout, "Cut! That's a wrap."

He knew the man didn't need to say "that's a wrap" – it wasn’t a term that had any meaning for a news station that was constantly filming one segment or another. But he also knew that for these people, this was their Hollywood. These were career newsmen and women. Sure, they were a far cry from the high-paid union grunts on multimillion-dollar soundstages back where Brody lived and worked, but he wasn't about to yuck someone's yum. These were hard-working professionals, so he would save his judgment for another time.

He felt Anna's hand on his knee. He looked at her beautiful face, noticing the beginnings of a smirk on it.

He shrugged. "What?"

She rolled her eyes. "Great job. You're a natural."

She stressed the word 'natural' as if it were an insult. She and Colin broke into laughter.

He frowned, not enjoying their little joke at his expense.

"She hardly even asked me a question," Brody said, trying to argue his side. The host, Barbara, was currently walking off the soundstage to disappear back into the depths of the local news station, already well out of earshot. "It's like I wasn't even there."

Colin guffawed. "Maybe if you would have said something besides, 'Right! It’s a good show!'" He mouthed each syllable in a mocking way.

Brody slugged his friend's shoulder. "I was just waiting for the right time to drop an amazing soundbite," he said.

"Oh yeah?" Anna asked, leaning in closer. "And what soundbite did you have queued up?”

Brody swallowed. “Nah, forget it. The time has past. It's over now. Come on, we've got a plane to catch."

He stood up, his cheeks flashing red, while studio personnel bustled about, resetting the stage and gear and lights for the next segment. No one paid him any attention – his job here was done.

Brody left the stage, heading the opposite direction as the host, aiming for the shared greenroom on this side of the facility. He left the bright lights of the stage but could still hear the giggles and chuckles of Anna and Colin as he stepped off it and into the darkness.


TWO

ANNA


"Eat it!" exclaimed Brody.

"Yeah, come on, eat it,” Colin encouraged.

Anna looked down at the dish in front of her. Colin and Brody were egging her on, urging her to eat the thing she could only describe as… bulbous. The common street food from Peru — a delicacy in these parts — had been flown in earlier that day, and now sat in front of her.

It been described as something only found in the Peruvian Amazon, far on the west side of the continent. Over here on the eastern coast of South America, finding such cuisine fetched a pretty penny, but it wasn’t uncommon for the Natal elite to dine on these ‘scrumptious little bugs,’ as the waiter had told them.

Anna had no trouble eating meat, nor did she have trouble with new tastes and experiences. As a trained and practicing archaeologist, she had done her fair share of travel, including experiencing cuisine from around the world. She had tried all sorts of interesting dishes prepared by everyone from top chefs to tiny grandmothers in closet-sized kitchens.

Almost all of it she had been a fan of – she was far from a picky eater.

The trouble was, the dish in front of her was not really… meat. At least not in the sense that she was used to. The plate on the table featured only two items on it — long sticks filled with skewered, bulbous, worms.

"Just stab one and eat it!" Colin chided.

She glared up at him. "I don't see you ordering a kabob of grub worms as an appetizer," she retorted.

Colin shrugged, and next to him, Brody giggled. "They didn't ask," Colin responded.

It was true. Apparently, because she was the woman – the dainty, helpless female of their party, according to the locals — the wait staff at this Brazilian restaurant thought offering the appetizer to her would be a hoot. Even as she argued with Brody and Colin, she sensed the eyes of two waiters standing along the far wall. She looked up at them, and both darted their gaze away.

"I think it's some sort of hazing ritual," Brody said. "Places like this just want to show off a bit. I'm sure they don't mean any harm."

She knew they didn't mean harm – this was, to them, just a joke. And it was, technically, ‘real’ food. The Suri worms were grub worms — larvae of the palm weevil — found in the Peruvian Amazon. Locals to that region considered the worms decadent. Described as ‘buttery,’ or ‘nutty,’ the larvae were often seasoned and barbecued, then sold by street vendors in places like Iquitos.

Since Natal was a large tourist town, she hadn’t been surprised to find them offered at this high-end restaurant she and the boys had chosen for their first dinner in Brazil.

She had been surprised that the wait staff had come over, presented the dish directly to her, and confidently explained what they were, as if waiting for her praise and approval.

Play a prank on the petite white girl, she’d guessed. All of the Portuguese-speaking Brazilians staffing this restaurant would be highly amused no matter what the outcome here tonight. But there was no question – she was not about to put one of the fat worms in her mouth. She certainly wasn't going to chow down and –

"Fine," Colin said, suddenly reaching out and grabbing the plate. He pulled it toward himself. "If you're not going to eat them, I will."

Anna's eyes shot open, a hand covering her mouth. "You can't be serious."

But before she could finish the sentence, Colin picked up one of the worms and popped it into his mouth. She tried as hard as possible to block her ears from the sound that came next, but it was too late.

The deep pop and squoosh sound emanating from Colin's closed mouth seemed to vibrate through the table itself. She could feel him macerating the poor creature.

Brody shrugged. "I mean, it's on the menu. It's probably not half-bad."

Colin chewed, stopped, then chewed some more. He was never one to show much emotion, so reading his face was difficult. Anna couldn't be sure if he actually enjoyed the things, because his face hadn't changed.

Finally, he reached forward for a glass of water, took a sip, and swallowed. He closed his eyes for a long time. When they opened again, there was no humor in them.

“It’s not half-bad,” he said quietly. “It’s all bad.”

Brody’s eyes widened.

“That, my friends, was easily the most disgusting thing I've ever eaten in my life."

Anna and Brody burst out laughing. Immediately a waiter appeared and whisked the remaining worms off the table.

In Portuguese, the man asked, "May I get you anything else for an appetizer?"

Anna only understood a few of the words, but she understood the context clues and got the gist. She shook her head, pointing to Colin's water. "I think I'll just have more water, please."

The waiter raised his eyebrows, waiting for Colin and Brody. Colin was still dealing with something lodged between his teeth, but Brody looked up at the man. "Do you have, like… not sure how to say it. Soda? Pop? Pepsi? Coke?”

Anna knew Brody never drank soda – he was an actor, after all, and soda was just the sort of thing that would land him in hot water on any number of tabloids if caught partaking in the sugary sin. But he quickly clarified. "I just want some flavor. You know, something that tastes like…"

His voice trailed off, but his eyes looked down at the empty space in front of him where the worms had previously lived.

“Not that.”

The waiter let out a laugh. In English, he said, "Pepsi, Coca-Cola? We have all. Just like America, no?"

Anna knew most restaurants in America would have only one or the other – Pepsi and Coca-Cola were sworn enemies. But she knew better than to argue the point. The waiter was trying hard to make them feel comfortable. To make them feel at home. Probably shouldn't have started with feeding us jungle worms, she thought.

They had landed late last night after a long flight from LA, then had been whisked away by private charter to where they would live for the next two weeks.

At the hotel, they’d met a young twenty-something named Henry, an exuberant, outgoing kid introducing himself as their ‘network concierge’ for the trip. The network had plenty of crew it was planning to send next week, but this week their help would be limited to this single post-graduate-aged guy who looked like he’d never left the small farm town he’d grown up in, much less the country.

But he was nice enough, and was quite clear that he was here to get the trio whatever it was they needed, at any hour. Anna and the others had been impressed, but the only thing on their minds after landing and settling in was food.

So here they sat, waiting to see if their choice of dining establishment was a mistake.


THREE

LOBO


Antonio Lobo entered the coffee shop with his head low. It was an old habit, one he'd apparently picked up over decades of subservience. He was used to treating every new space as though it were sacred – because he believed every space had that potential.

As his eyes shifted from the bright daylight outside the café to the darker, dimly lit space beyond, he lifted his head back up and took in the surroundings. Devout or not, he was still habitually prepared, including always wanting to know what he was getting himself into. He was not paranoid, but he had adopted some of the same habits and customs of his friends and acquaintances who were. Each new room or new space he would enter came with a silent prayer – a quick, heartfelt request for the Lord to give him courage for the unseen, wisdom and discernment for the unknown – as well as a cursory glance around.

He liked to think he had a good instinct – a gut, as some would call it. He could size people up quickly, was a good judge of character, and could usually tell in an instant if someone was prone to hostility. Perhaps it was his life spent amongst those even more devout than him, seemingly always under attack from a pagan or pluralistic society not keen on his strict religious proclivities. As a member of the Jesuit Order – essentially a Catholic fraternity – Lobo had become accustomed to people treating him as though he were some sort of strange anomaly, as though he were part of a cult. In some sense, he understood their worry: people feared what they did not understand, and the Society of Jesus was something few people truly understood.

Still, the Order was quite tame – mostly devout Catholic men who found camaraderie in brotherhood and tradition. There was no ritualistic sacrifice, no secret meetings, and no reason for the layperson to suspect foul play.

But modern society loved its conspiracy theories. It loved to create stories where there were none. He had been verbally abused, spit on, even threatened with violence numerous times in his career as a member and professor of religious studies, usually when he was dressed in his traditional robes and garments in preparation for a religious ceremony.

As a devout believer, he did his best to not hold it against them. The words ‘they know not what they do,’ often came to mind in situations like that.

So he had learned discernment and scrutiny. This was to be a meeting of like-minded men and women, he hoped, one that should not invite any undue scrutiny from those he was meeting with. But his eyes took in the people dotting the interior of the coffee shop nonetheless, as if to soothe his fears and remind himself that there was nothing to worry about.

He stopped in the doorway, still letting his eyes adjust and taking a breath. He let it out slowly, feeling his heart and lungs relax a little.

He smiled, knowing that the physical manifestation of happiness would help his psychological state as much as his physical state.

Immediately, a young woman waved him down. She was strikingly beautiful, with long blondish-brown hair that fell past her shoulders, not too long but certainly not short. Her hair outlined a petite face and pointed nose, and her eyes were naturally wide, as if she were a cartoon princess.

He began walking in that direction, the smile still wide on his face, now feeling genuine, as if it belonged there. He noticed the other two the woman was with – these must be the other two co-hosts – and he waved back. He approached the table as all three stood, their hands extended in greeting.

"You must be Professor Lobo," the woman said. "It is an absolute pleasure to meet you. My name is Anna Johansson."

He smiled warmly, taking her hand. It was as soft as her features, though he felt strength there. He knew a bit of this woman's story – a capable archaeologist, swept up in the excitement and fury that was Hollywood reality television. She certainly had the looks for TV, and he surmised she was hedging her bets between the academic career and the tempestuous public one.

He sized the other two up as well upon shaking their hands: Colin Puddleford – an unfortunate name, and he wondered how much of the man's decision to serve in his nation's military and special forces had been based on it – and Brody Flanagan, the son of another archaeologist. The elder Flanagan was someone Lobo had long since admired. The man had straddled the line between professional archaeologist and lead man on a television series – not an easy feat. Performing both duties admirably and above reproach – certainly not an easy feat, though Lobo knew little of the latter world. He had loved the show Brody's father starred in and hosted, and had been saddened to hear it had been canceled.

He had been equally thrilled to hear it was being rehabilitated into a new iteration, one with the man's own son playing the lead role.

As the four sat down, Anna continued her exuberant praise. "I've read a few of your historic papers on the peoples of this region," she said. Lobo raised an eyebrow. "You have a way with words, Professor."

Lobo smiled again, nodding. "First, please call me Antonio. With luck, we will be working together quite a bit, and I can't have any sense of formality preventing a possible friendship."

In front of him across the table, Colin cocked his head to the side with a wry smile on his face, as if acknowledging the man's choice of words.

Anna laughed. "Very well, Antonio. I hope this place suits you? We're obviously not from around here, and all of the people that normally plan this sort of thing for us won't be here for another week. We tried a restaurant last night, and while it was fantastic, I’m not sure I can handle another appetizer like that one.”

The show they were to film was set to begin primary production a week from today. Over the next few days, Lobo and these three hoped to get to know each other, scope out the region, and potentially capture what the executive who had emailed him called ‘B-roll’ — footage that may or may not make it into the show but was not considered primary video content – transitional scenes, overhead shots, or in this case iPhone cell phone footage of simply walking around and taking in the surroundings.

"Was there a second of all?" Colin asked. "You said ‘First of all, call you Antonio.’"

Lobo continued. "I was just going to add that while I certainly appreciate flattery as much as any mortal man, please don't feel the need. I am already humbled enough to be tapped for a role like this, though I'm not sure which of your crazy bosses thought I would look good on camera."

At this, Brody chuckled. "She certainly wasn't blowing smoke, if that's what you're implying. She hasn't shut up about you since we took off. She even tried to get me to read one of those papers – no offense, but a lot of it was over my head."

Colin picked up the thread. "Let's just say Brody's not here for his brains."

"Or his brawn," Anna added, laughing.


FOUR

LOBO


Lobo couldn't help himself – he laughed as well. The trio in front of him was already proving to be full of charisma and seemed to have plenty of chemistry between them. No wonder they worked well together.

He swallowed suddenly, feeling vulnerable. He hadn't felt this at ease in a long time – certainly not at school, where he had only professional acquaintances, very few he would call actual friends, and certainly not outside his university role. His only other social interactions were those spent during religious ceremonies and meetings, where laughter was not part of the prescribed emotional state.

"Well, consider me doubly humbled," he said. "I must admit, I have been a fan of history long before I took it on as a professional historian. And I appreciate your acknowledgment of my storytelling ability – I've also long believed history should be exactly what it says in the name: a story."

Anna was leaning over the table, her hands clasped in front of her, chin sitting atop them. If he hadn't known she was only playing the role of an actress...

"I wholeheartedly agree," she said. "It's why I got into archaeology – there's a story beneath our feet, no matter where in the world we are. To uncover it – to discover it again – that gets my heart pounding."

He felt caught up in her excitement. "Of course, yes, absolutely. And your parents were archaeologists as well, were they not?"

Anna Johansson's entire demeanor shifted in that instant. Her hands slipped down to the table, her head leaning backward as she seemed to deflate in her chair. It was only a second, but Lobo could feel the palpable mood shift.

She nodded, but her head had fallen, her eyes at first not meeting his. "Yes, they were. I mean – they…"

Lobo had briefly read up on the three co-hosts he would be sharing screen time with for this next season of 'Earth Uncovered.' What little information he could find online about Anna Johansson was mostly the trivial sort – she had fallen in with some rather unscrupulous players in Hollywood who had attempted to take advantage of her in numerous ways, eventually discovering her to be as frustratingly stubborn as she was intelligent. There had been some sort of falling out – the details of which Lobo neither cared to know nor could find readily available online – but it seemed someone she had angered along the way vowed to make her career in Hollywood a nonstarter. That she had overcome whatever those events happened to be and found herself filming the pilot episode of what Lobo hoped would be a successful series said all he needed to know about the woman's integrity and resilience.

But the only information he could find regarding her familial life was that her parents, both working archaeologists, had died years ago. Not wanting to pry further out of respect for the woman's personal life, he had let it go. And unlike most well-known Hollywood figures...

"Archaeology runs in her blood," Brody said, trying to rescue the situation. He offered Anna a kind smile as he addressed Lobo. "She's a huge asset to our little team, and one of the reasons we were told to fly out a bit early. We'll do some poking around next week as well, but most of that time will be setting up shots, doing interviews, overdubs, and VO work for things the editor knows we’ll need later… There won't be a whole lot of archaeology or history for you to geek out about, I'm afraid."

Lobo understood this – it was expressed in the same email chain that offered him the job. It was well-paid, not exorbitant but certainly nothing to scoff at, and he was to play somewhat of a figurehead style role of himself – his expertise landing him the position, but his exotic looks and Brazilian accent obviously more important to the show runners than his knowledge of the past.

That was fine with Lobo – he was not a vain man, any interest in looks or the trappings of fame long since beaten out of him by a life of devotion to the church. He wasn't a monk, but lived like one compared to his modern-day counterparts.

But he wasn't naïve – all of it would play well on screen. Born in Southern Brazil, he had moved north at a young age, where he had become fascinated with the ancient tribes of the Amazon in his backyard. His intelligence led him to breeze through school, something he found himself good at enough to land him a prestigious role in a graduate program in the United States. He leveraged that degree into a teaching role at a local college in his hometown, eventually moving up the academic ranks until he reached tenured professor at one of Brazil's leading educational institutions.

He spoke English eloquently, with a thick yet perfectly intelligible accent, and his dark, brooding eyes gave him the look of someone who knew more than they were letting on. It made for fascinating lectures – he had long been one of the Federal University of Rio Grande do Norte’s favored instructors – and combined with his endless fount of wisdom gleaned from years of study and a writing style as unique as it was readable, Lobo knew he was a perfect fit for something like this.

He wasn't expected to be the star – Brody would fit that role well, especially by what he saw in the pilot episode sent to him. Colin and Anna Johansson were the perfect counterparts to his leadership in screen time, offering wry humor and doses of information interspersed throughout.

Lobo would get a little screen time himself, of course, but his role would largely be to provide those tidbits of information regarding the history of this region. That he was a true expert in that subject would only lend credibility to the show.

"I was hoping we could get started with the B-roll as early as tomorrow morning," Brody said. “But I feel like we're already gelling as a team, so there's no reason to waste time. Antonio, I know you’ve put together a list of places to see – should we go over it now, try to make an agenda?"

Antonio slid his hand into his jacket pocket, running his other hand through his longish locks of black hair, trying to keep the curls bright, with a little body. He found it strange how quickly he slid into trying to look good, to appear well put together, knowing that his face and voice would be captured for eternity. He wasn't sure what it meant to be a natural actor, but he certainly felt excited to try his hand at it. He offered another smile, one he had practiced in the mirror before coming to meet with his new group, and unfolded the paper in front of him.

"Yes," he said, clearing his throat. "The artifact representing the Arcanum was found by a local man not too far from here. It is still in his possession, and he is expecting us tomorrow morning. Perhaps a 15-minute drive north. But there is an old Portuguese fort — the Fortaleza dos Reis Magos, or Fort of the Three Wise Men — not too far from there. It is currently in differing states of repair, but does have a small museum erected out front. I would love to visit, and it is open today.”

Anna's eyes widened. "Seems like as good a place to start as any."

"My thoughts exactly. I happen to know the curator of that small museum, and she has obliged in giving us access to parts of the fort that are currently closed for structural renovations. They can't let tourists in for safety reasons, but I am told we will be able to tour about 95% of the original fort."

Anna smiled. “Sounds like a date.”

Antonio felt himself blush, even though he understood the American vernacular for what it was — and he was old enough to be the young woman’s father. He cleared his throat, recovering, then took out his phone. “I’ll send her a text. I’m sure she would be happy to show us around this afternoon, as soon as you all are ready.”


FIVE

BRODY


“In 1597, the Jesuit priest Gonçalves de Samperes designed the star-shaped polygonal outline of the fort, which officially began construction on January 6, 1598…”

Brody tried his best to listen, but couldn't help allowing his mind to wander. The tour guide spoke English well, somewhat surprising for some tiny forgotten fort off the beaten path, even if it was considered a history museum.

But Brody was thinking of other things. He knew Anna and Lobo, even Colin, would get the gist of the history lesson from the guide, and any information necessary for filming he could look up later.

Shoot, half of all reality television is scripted anyway. There was no reason he couldn't just write a short snippet of history, borrowing details from a Wikipedia article if the need arose.

He thought of his team and their job over the next couple of weeks as they walked in a tight square following behind their petite tour guide through the old fort. The woman was blocky, short, and stout, with all hard edges and straight lines. She looked like something out of Minecraft, or one of those other games kids played – Brody was no gamer, nor did he have kids or hang around them often enough to know what the video game du jour happened to be.

"We are coming up to the room João Rodrigues Colaço made his office upon arrival…” the tour guide announced.

He also thought about last night – the shared hotel room he and Anna were in. He felt like the luckiest man alive, having her by his side not just in professional settings but also after their work ended and it was time for bed. They had been dating – though that was a weird word neither of them would have used – since leaving the Solomon Islands and Kirakira about a month ago. They hadn't had time to do much dating in the traditional sense, since the network executives had sold the production studio's pilot episode, and they had begun their whirlwind tour of regional and local talk shows.

But Brody had fallen fast for the woman he had shared the screen with for the pilot episode. They had been through more than most people would experience in a lifetime, complete with narrowly escaping certain death at the top of an ancient spire where Amelia Earhart's Lockheed Electra came to its final resting place.

The tour guide was showing them Coaço’s office, but Brody couldn't even remember the General's name. Was he a General? Did she even say General? He shook his head, forcing himself to pay better attention. The room was sparse, nearly devoid of any human touch. There was a desk in the center of the room, a replica far more modern-looking than the original would have had any hope to be, and an old print of a painted portrait of the General — João Colaço — hung behind it.

He saw nothing else in the room but stone. Stone floor, stone walls, stone ceiling. It was as if this entire place had been honed from a single block of a mountain, each room a rectangular cave. He seemed to recall their guide telling them it had been built from ‘lime and whale oil,’ but he had no context to even understand how that was possible.

And it was all far more boring than the memories flashing through his mind.

Gertie, their eccentric pilot…

The mercenaries sent to find Fred Noonan's old journal – and clean up the mess behind them.

And, of course, the members of their crew that had not made it back alive.

Brody shuddered as the tour guide showed them another room across the hall. The fort wasn't massive, but it was surprisingly spacious inside. This singular hallway running around the exterior of the star-shaped building hosted most of the rooms, and there were more than Brody would've guessed looking at its exterior. Aside from the hallway and its collection of tiny cave-like rooms, the rest of the main fort complex consisted of a large foyer and entrance hall stretching across two of the star’s interior walls, with a few more large rooms on either side of it, and another hallway on that main floor leading outside, to a smaller yet still substantial rectangular building they had not toured yet. This building sat center in the star, and looked like it had been constructed far later.

The entire complex sat on a stretch of sandy shoreline on the Potengi River, and served as both a monument to human ingenuity as well as a reminder of the Portuguese inhabitation and settlement of the region.

Brody had been recalling the events in the Solomon Islands since stepping foot on the fort's property. The modern parking lot sat away from the fort, separated by a long stone walkway, and stood in stark contrast to the historic building, but from the moment their feet hit the asphalt, Lobo and Anna started going nuts over all of the history.

Brody tried to keep up at first, but he couldn't help but imagine the soldiers and sailors who had built this place, which only led him to think about their escapade in the islands a month ago.

The network hadn't so much as offered any sort of therapy or mental health assessment after their run-in with numerous near-death experiences. They hadn't bothered to ask if the three of them were okay, if seeing members of their crew get gunned down was going to cause any long-term damage to their psyches.

Still, Brody was no fool. He had taken it upon himself to check in with the other two members of his close group. Colin had seen action in the line of duty as a Marine, but Anna, like Brody, was a civilian, and had barely even held a gun, much less had one pointed at her face.

But his girlfriend was resilient. She seemed to bounce back faster than even Colin had, ready for the next adventure before they had even landed in LA.

It was a good thing, too, because not only was the network uninterested in their mental health, they were already preparing the pilot for a wide release – and not just as the means to sell the show. At some point between escaping off the top of the spire with Gertie and landing back home, the network executives who had sent them to the Solomon Islands in the first place had sold not just the pilot episode but 14 other episodes for the first season of 'Earth Uncovered' as well. It was mind-numbingly fast – completely unheard of in the industry – but Brody and the others had gotten caught up in the excitement before too long.

They barely had time to unpack before being swept up, put back on an airplane, and sent down to Brazil.


SIX

ANNA


I can't believe I'm walking around in a piece of history like this, Anna thought. It all felt so real.

It was real, of course, but she had no trouble imagining the Portuguese Jesuits and sailors filling these halls, the soldiers scurrying about to load their looted treasures onto Portuguese ships bound for the mainland.

She also knew that everywhere was a piece of history – one just had to look hard enough to find the signs. But ever since she was a girl, she’d loved museums, old buildings, and anything where those signs were on full display. She couldn't help but feel elated to be walking around a place like this, not just with the tour guide who knew the ins and outs of the fort, but with a renowned historian like Lobo himself, able to add color commentary to the tour guide's canned speech.

They were a good team, it appeared, as well. Lobo respectfully waited until the tour guide stopped speaking before adding anything, and the tour guide herself seemed to amicably accept his additions, even if she already knew what he was saying.

While she knew Colin didn't have the historical background she and Lobo shared, he seemed every bit as interested in the tour as the two of them. With each new tidbit of information, every new room they entered or walked past, Colin intently chewed his lip, taking it all in and no doubt compartmentalizing it like point-blank.

She hadn't seen hardly anyone else. There were a few cars in the parking lot upon arriving at the fort, and aside from the tour guide, she had seen two plainclothes security officers, a man and a woman, both going about their daily duties, and a single group that looked to be a European family. She didn't hear clearly enough the language they were speaking, but knew it wasn't English or Portuguese. The husband and wife seemed mildly interested in their unguided tour of the fort, but the children – probably eight or nine years old and obviously twins – looked like they had been dragged out of bed kicking and screaming and were not on a tour of an old fort but were being actively tortured.

They reached the end of the hallway and the second set of stairs leading back down into the main foyer and open hall, situated next to the open-air field which would have formed the largest area inside the fort's outer walls, and the tour guide stopped. "The scheduled tour is over now," she said, "but I would be more than happy to continue showing the rest of the fort, offering what information I know if you need it."

She looked at Antonio Lobo, apparently the de facto leader of the group to her. He smiled warmly. "We would absolutely love your presence with us," he said, "assuming of course it does not pull you away from other duties."

She laughed, a sort of snorting chuckle, and glanced down the stairs and out into the open hall. "There really is nothing to do most of the time," she said. "It's a quiet day in the middle of the week. Truth be told, you're the most engaged group I've had in a while."

Anna flashed a glance at Brody, who seemed to be lost in his own thoughts, examining something on the stone ceiling. She almost laughed. If this is what she calls engaged…

They followed the guide down the stairs, not noticing once again the family of four on the far side of the hallway, having recently taken the opposite set of stairs themselves. The twins were fussing about something, and the father looked like he was about to take them outside for a stern talking-to, or perhaps something even more stern than that.

At the bottom of the stairs, the guide and Lobo picked up the pace and walked outside to the main grounds. There was a small hallway that led to another building to the right, but Colin followed behind the two group leaders, leaving Anna and Brody at the bottom of the stairs. She started walking as well, then felt Brody's hand on her arm. She stopped, frowning as she turned around.

"Sorry, I just wanted to…” Brody began, his frown deepening. He pulled her in close, then kissed her. "That. I just wanted to do that."

She smiled, her frown disappearing. “Are you Twelve? You have to hide from Mom and Dad before you can smooch your girlfriend?"

"It's just… I guess it didn't seem… professional in front of Colin and Lobo."

She poked his nose, knowing he hated when she did stuff that. "I'm not sure anything that happened in our room last night would ever be considered professional, Mr. Flanagan. So I don't know why you're suddenly concerned about professionalism."

He smirked down at her. She was tall, but he still had a couple of inches on her. And there was something about his smile – his perfectly symmetrical face with a smile that revealed a single dimple on the right cheek – that put her at ease. She knew he was an actor, a person trained to pretend to be someone else, but in the short amount of time she spent with Brody Flanagan, she had found a kind, genuinely authentic, very real person just beneath the surface.

She had to swallow her pride after meeting him in the studio lobby over a month ago. She'd spent a little time talking to him during the boat ride to the Solomon Islands, where she'd started to realize that sometimes looks can be deceiving. Just because he appeared to be a flippant, naive Hollywood type with dastardly good looks did not mean he actually was.

Except for the dastardly good looks part.


SEVEN

BRODY


She leaned in to kiss his lips, but as Brody waited, he heard a ding. He looked down to see Anna reaching into her pocket, phone in hand.

"Weird," she said, examining the screen.

Brody rolled his eyes, frustrated at the moment lost, but waited for her explanation.

"I don't recognize the number. It's a message."

"We've got that fancy international data plan paid for by the studio."

She shook her head. "No, dork, it's not that I'm surprised I'm actually getting international messages – it's that I don't know who this is from. And it's… cryptic."

"Cryptic? What's it say?" The moment had now fully passed, and Brody shifted over so he was standing by Anna's side. Colin, Antonio Lobo, and their tour guide were already outside in the large courtyard situated in the center of the fort. He had no doubt they were still making progress touring the facility, Lobo adding commentary to the guide's rehearsed speeches.

He looked over Anna's shoulder at the phone while she read it out loud. "I need the journal. Meet later?"

"The journal?" Brody asked. His mind immediately flashed back once more to their escapade in the Solomon Islands. "Are they talking about Fred Noonan's journal?"

Next to him, Anna shook her head. "No idea. If so, I don't have it. Remember?"

"I know – the team of mercenaries stole it up on the spire. But Anna, what if –"

He stopped himself, keenly aware that Anna was looking at the side of his head, waiting for him to continue.

"What if it's not Noonan's journal they're after? What if it was never his journal they were after?"

He looked back at the woman he had been so infatuated with over the past few weeks and smiled, trying to reassure her. He knew she had feelings for him as well, but they hadn't been together long. He wasn't sure of the effect something like this might have on her. He hadn't known her nearly long enough to know how she would react to digging up old, painful memories and reopening nearly healed wounds.

And he knew she had old wounds. She had lost both her parents at a young age, a formative event that had changed the trajectory of her life. She never talked about her parents, so Brody didn't know the details, but he understood that the experience in the Solomon Islands with him and Colin had been traumatic.

They had lost people then, as well. And while the ones they had lost were certainly not parental figures to Anna, these wounds were much fresher, far more recent. He wouldn't be surprised if the last thing she wanted to think about was that journal.

"Yeah," she said, “I guess it could be the other one."

It was widely known that Amelia Earhart's navigator, Fred Noonan, had been carrying a journal. Not uncommon during that era, as it was an easy way to jot down memories, make notes, and perform calculations useful to a person's line of work. In Noonan's case, a professional aviator and navigator, a journal would be a crucial part of the job.

But it seemed this strange message could be in reference to the other journal – the one no one had known existed prior to their journey around the island of Caracara.

Perhaps this person was asking for Amelia Earhart's journal – the journal he knew Anna had found in her plane.

She swallowed. "I didn't… I thought no one knew I had it."

He could see she was flustered, her breaths already falling more rapidly.

He reached out and squeezed her upper arm, his efforts to comfort her falling far short. "That's probably still true. Who's to say they know about it? They might still be after Noonan's journal."

She read the message again, then once more. "No, I don't believe that. We don't have that journal, and anyone this interested would know that. It fell into the wrong hands, and we can assume into the hands of whoever was paying him and his men."


EIGHT

ANNA


The phone dinged again, and Anna nearly dropped it as it vibrated in her hand. She gasped, surprising herself at being so startled. It was from the same number, and the text appeared in the messaging app beneath the first.

Must receive by 8 PM tonight.

"What the hell?" Brody asked.

She swallowed again, her hands still shaking. She wasn't sure how she knew, but she had no doubt this message was in reference to Amelia Earhart's Journal.

As incredible as it seemed, there was no other alternative. Noonan's journal was in someone else's hands and had been since they'd left the island. No one at the studio had known about the navigator's journal, nor had any reason to suspect there would be foul play when the group arrived to film the pilot episode.

And while there certainly had been plenty of foul play, the third party after Noonan's journal seemed wholly unrelated to the studio and production team. In fact, some of their production team had lost their lives because of it.

As strange as it had been to get wrapped up in such a terrifying scandal, Anna knew as soon as Gertie had flown them away from the island that that chapter was closed for good. Fred Noonan's Journal had been recovered by those seeking it, and no one had even mentioned it to her since.

So it was almost entirely out of the question why someone would wait until now to ask about the navigator's old journal. She had barely even placed a hand on it, and certainly had not been able to see what was inside. If someone thought she'd ended up with his journal, they would have approached her shortly after landing in LA a month ago.

She glanced over, looking across the fort's hallway. The family of four was once again in view, having once again emerged from another interior corridor.

She caught the man's eyes as they walked toward the exit. His eyes bore into hers, and she suddenly felt unsettled. He glanced away quickly, holding the door open for his family, and then another man to enter. This man was alone but quickly shifted to the side and began ascending the staircase.

The door closed behind the family of four, and the bright daylight seeping in was replaced by electric sconces and overhead lights once again.

Anna knew her looks drew attention – she had been keenly aware of that ever since she'd reached adolescence. She was used to turning heads, even used to the unfortunately not so uncommon head that refused to turn away. The world was full of creepers and unscrupulous types who thought her looks were theirs to appreciate, but she had grown a thick skin over time.

But after this text message, inadvertently dredging up memories she had been actively trying to repress, she couldn't help but feel vulnerable, out in the open. She wanted to hide, to lock herself in one of the stone rooms and wait until she could escape under cover of night and go back to their hotel.

Grow up, Anna, she told herself. There's nothing to fear here. Don't let your imagination get carried away.

"Hey," Brody said, interrupting her thoughts. "You okay?"

She nodded, forcing her mind back to the present. They needed to get back outside, to regroup with Colin, Lobo, and the tour guide they had adopted. She was sure the trio was still deep in discussion about something historical, but eventually they would wonder where Brody and Anna had snuck off to. She knew from the looks Colin and Antonio had given her and Brody that their relationship was no secret, but she still didn't like the thought of being the subject of their attention, especially for such high school-level drama.

"Let's at least show these to Lobo and Colin,” Brody said, referencing the text messages. “They might have some ideas."

"Sure," she said, not fully engaging. As hard as she willed herself, she still couldn't shake the thought that she was being watched.

"Look, we’re okay. We're all together, just working. Next week there will be a whole team ready to go, and they're increasing the security this time around – both because of everything that happened last time, and because we're in a place that has a little higher petty crime rate."

"That's next week. This week, it's just us. Me and you, and Colin and Lobo. That's it."

It wasn't entirely true – they did have a liaison on the ground, but aside from arranging their pickup from the airport and making themselves available for whatever the team might need, they had no scheduled interactions with Henry. They hadn't seen him yet today, in fact.

"Besides, there's nothing to this – right?"

She nodded, her mind racing. Of course, he's right. Of course, there's nothing to this.

Unless…

"Anna? What is it?"

They had known each other for barely a month, yet he seemed to be able to read her like she were an open book. He could tell she was contemplating coming clean, telling him everything she knew. And why shouldn't she? She did trust him. Didn't she? He knew most of the truth, that she had kept Amelia Earhart's Journal. She had shown it to him and Colin shortly after they arrived back in California. Her ultimate plan was to donate it to the Smithsonian, or some institution she trusted could ensure the long-lost aviator's legacy.

But before that… she hadn't been able to help herself. She had gone through the journal, page by page, pouring over the mundane details of Amelia Earhart's daily life. Part of her fascination was that she felt a kindred spirit in the woman – strong-willed, determined, stubborn to a fault. And part of her fascination had been simply because of her love for the past. Something like this was a treasure trove of knowledge, not just a glimpse into the life of a woman who had lived almost a century ago, but a glimpse into the life of a woman who had changed the world. She wanted to hold onto that for herself as long as possible.

Sure, it was selfish. But she told herself that as a scientist, an archaeologist, she had the right to have a bit of fun with the old journal.

Brody knew all of that, and to his credit, he hadn't urged her to change her mind. He seemed to understand – not an archaeologist himself, he was the son of a world-renowned one. He knew his father well enough to know that the elder Flanagan would absolutely have done the same. Gift the journal to an institution of higher cause, devoted to its safekeeping and protection.

But not after giving it a good once-over.

"I'm sorry," she said, trying to gather her thoughts. "I didn't think anyone else knew about the journal. I only showed it to you and Colin. And I'm certainly not suggesting that either of you leaked it."

She raised an eyebrow.

Brody took a step back, his palms out. "I would never!"

She smiled. "Of course you wouldn't. I believe you, like I said. But I still think this text message is referring to Amelia Earhart's journal, not Noonan's. Which means someone else does know about it, and they know I have it."

"But why ask about it now?" Brody asked. "We're in Brazil, for God's sake. If they wanted that journal, they should have asked for it when you were back in LA."

Her jaw shifted, and she reached her hand out and let the cold stone wall hold her weight. "Brody, that's just it. I think they sent me this now because they know we're here. Because they know I'm here, and out of my comfort zone."

"You think it's a threat?"

"I'd rather treat it as one and be surprised, than not treat it as one… and be even more surprised."

Brody laughed. "That's a somewhat paranoid outlook, but I don't fault you for that."

He stopped, looking over her shoulder, then back down at her. "But I still don’t understand – maybe they wanted to catch you off guard, but why wait until you're in Brazil? It's not like you brought the journal with you."

Her eyes fell to the floor. "Actually…"


NINE

COLIN


"Stand over there, and turn your head a bit to the left."

"Like this?" Antonio Lobo slid to the side, dropped his head a bit to the left, and looked back at Colin, who was holding his phone out in front of him.

Colin's eyes widened. "That's perfect," he said. "Now lift your chin just a bit."

Colin was doing his best, but this was a skill set he did not have. He had never intended to end up in front of a camera, though he had been on plenty of sets before. After his military career, Colin had found himself working for celebrities, providing personal bodyguard services and general security consultation. One of those celebrities was a man who went by the name Max Stone – a well-known actor in Hollywood, though not due to any particular talent or flair for acting.

Stone had been nothing short of a jerk, and Colin dreaded every moment he had to stand by and let the man humiliate him or his team. He was a three-year-old in an adult body, and if not for the runaway success of his survival show – where no actual survival was being done, nor was Colin's actual expertise and knowledge in that field ever put to good use – Max Stone became an in-demand leading man in Hollywood.

It was because of his association with Stone, acting as sort of an assistant thanks to Stone's frustratingly obtuse understanding of the word ‘security,’ Colin had joined him on the trip to Kirakira in the Solomon Islands.

And that was where their relationship ended, since that was where Max Stone's life had ended. Colin Puddleford found himself wrapped up in the show nonetheless, becoming good friends with both Brody and Anna Johansson.

He had never been one to half-ass something, so he figured he better start making himself useful. Brody was the real talent – he had the good looks, the charm and wit, and always sounded good on camera. Anna was a natural, though she had been tapped for the role because of her expertise as an archaeologist.

Colin had simply been in the right place at the right time and found himself with a substantially larger paycheck than Max Stone had been giving him.

He liked the work, too. Running around the world filming life's mysteries and humanity's longest-held secrets was just the sort of thing he wanted to do since joining the military, and even before as a young man dreaming about the future. This wasn't exactly how he assumed it would go down, but he was certainly not going to complain.

"Try to, uh maybe suck in your gut and –"

In front of him, Lobo frowned. "This is the shape of my body. I have no other body. I was not hired for my looks."

Colin smiled. "Right, I didn't mean –"

"Perhaps you two would like to continue?"

Colin glanced over at the tour guide, having nearly forgotten she was there. The short woman had done a fine job leading them around the fort, but Colin – usually infatuated by places like this – had grown weary of the endless discussion of Portuguese sailors and soldiers.

"Sure," he said. "One second. I'm trying to get this shot blocked just right."

Their guide frowned. "You are filming?"

Colin shook his head. "No, we won't do any official filming until next week when the crew arrives. But we've all got little wireless lapel mics that connect to our phones. We were instructed to be on the lookout for good lighting, nice scenes, B-roll footage. That sort of thing."

Colin impressed himself with his understanding of the lingo. Maybe I'll make a decent actor after all, he thought.

Lobo, however, was a lost cause. He let out a breath, his gut enlarging even more, and released an exasperated sigh. "I thought I was not supposed to look at the camera."

Colin laughed, dropping the phone to his side and following behind the tour guide just as the doors to the fort's larger building burst open.

He was about to respond to Lobo's frustration when he noticed Anna burst forth into the courtyard. The look on her face told him she wasn't just in a hurry – she had something important to say.

The tour guide continued walking for a few feet before turning around as she heard Anna and Brody approaching. Lobo returned to Colin's side, also noticing Anna's flustered appearance.

"Colin, I need you," she said.

He raised his eyebrows, waiting.

She held out her phone to him. "I got a text message. Two of them. They're asking…" Her voice trailed off as she seemed to finally notice their small-statured tour guide standing just behind Colin. "I'm sorry," she said, addressing the woman. "Do you mind giving us just a moment?"

The tour guide gave a slight eye roll but nevertheless disappeared around the smaller building standing in the center of the open area.

"You got a message?" he asked, urging Anna to go on.

She nodded. "It's weird, Brody and I – it just came in. Read it."

Colin did.

"I need the journal. Must receive by 8 PM tonight." Colin was stumped. "You don't think they're talking about the Noonan journal, do you?"

She shook her head.

"How would they know you had Earhart's journal, then? I thought the only people you told about it were me and Brody? And no one even knew it existed before that.”

"You are the only two people I told. I swear."

Colin chewed his lip for a moment, letting his mind race with the possibilities. It was certainly too soon to jump to any conclusions that involved hostility or conspiracy, but it was also true that he couldn't think of any good reason somebody would send a cryptic message like this to their group, mentioning Amelia Earhart's journal.

No one knew she had been keeping a journal. And they certainly should not have known that we found it.

He knew Anna had found the journal while she and Brody explored Earhart's downed plane at gunpoint. The mercenaries after them had swiped Noonan's journal from Brody, but Anna had slipped Earhart's journal into her clothing and escaped with it. Since the group threatening them had been paid to find Noonan's journal only, no one suspected there was another, nor did they think to search her and Brody afterward.

“Where’s the journal now?” he asked.

“It’s in my hotel room,” Anna said. When Colin didn’t offer a follow-up question, she clarified. “I’ve always packed a fake bible in my suitcase. You know the type — a book with pages that have been cut out so you can hide things inside. It’s not a perfect spot, but most people don’t think to look inside. That’s where I put the journal.”

"Okay," Colin continued, rubbing his temples with his fingers after slipping his own phone into his pocket. "Let's not make assumptions before we know what's going on. That said, I think it's pretty clear someone has been following us, or at least you. They know we're here, or they would not have waited until we landed, caught our breath, and started working."

Brody and Anna nodded. Colin suddenly realized that Lobo was listening in as well – he had moved from his spot 5 feet away from Colin. But he decided quickly that if Anna trusted the man, he would as well.

He glanced over, catching Lobo's eye.

"Is there a problem?" Lobo asked.

"Not a… problem," Colin said. "A possible complication, that's all."

Brody spoke next. "You think we should try to meet up with whoever this is? Maybe they just want to buy it from her."

Colin was nodding as Brody spoke, though he knew better than to assume this text message was simply an innocent request. "I doubt they want to buy it, or they would have mentioned it in the message," he said. "But yes, I think our best bet is to come clean, to at least meet up and see who we're dealing with. We don't have to make any decisions about the journal until then."

"I agree," Anna said. "I can respond, ask them where they want to meet me."

"Actually, I was thinking I should go." Colin looked around, seeing three expressions that told him this request was a surprise, but he pushed on. "If things get hairy, I'm the one who's been trained to deal with it. That's sort of my role here, anyway, though no one wants to admit it." He offered a half-smile.

No one argued with him.

"And we don't want to expect there's any reason for foul play," he continued, "but if there is – I'm sure we don't want Anna going alone."

"I was going to offer to go with her," Brody said.

"I'm sure, but I'd rather you and Lobo stay back with her. Lay low at the hotel, but at least you'll be together."

"Why don't you all go?" Lobo asked.

Colin frowned, still not sure that wasn't the best move. "I'd rather play it safe with just one of us," he said finally. "We don't know what we're dealing with, and until we do, we don't want to risk anyone's safety."

He considered adding, ‘except my own,’ but thought better of it. While his gut told him to proceed cautiously, his rational mind told him there was nothing to worry about, that he was just being overly cautious.

Still, that's why he was here. The best asset he could offer was his background and experience. He was no actor, no film guru, and certainly not the scientific mind Lobo and Anna provided. The more he considered it, the surer he became.

"Yeah, that makes the most sense to me. Let me go alone, but I'll be in touch."


TEN

COLIN


Colin drummed his fingers on the Lexus's steering wheel. Perks of the job, he thought.

Throughout his military career, Colin had experienced travel in any number of vehicles – every single one had been far less comfortable and luxurious than the car he was in now. Sure, all of his travel prior had been paid for by Uncle Sam, but the military vehicles he often found himself in had been designed for utility, speed, sometimes even stealth.

Last on the list was the occupants’ comfort — if it were even a thought to begin with.

But the network executives funding this particular excursion were not military, and they operated in a world wholly different than that of the US military. He, Brody, and Anna had each been given a company card with a $10,000 daily expense limit, which could still be raised by communicating with their on-the-ground host, Henry, should the need arise.

The thinking behind this was simple: keep the three stars of the show comfortable, within reason.

And Colin had decided that renting a luxury vehicle was reasonably comfortable. He hadn't wanted to bother with learning the ins and outs of the rideshare system in Brazil, though he suspected it was similar to what he knew back in the States.

In truth, he loved to drive, especially in new places. It was part adventurous, part sightseeing, all while wrapped in a cocoon of luxury and high-end features.

Upon returning to the hotel after the tour of Fortaleza dos Reis Magos, the trio, still accompanied by Antonio Lobo, had solidified their plans for the evening. Anna had communicated back with their cryptic messenger, and the meeting spot had been designated for promptly at 7 PM local time. Upon researching the location and determining it to be a valid, legitimate place – a coffee shop not unlike the one they'd met Lobo in earlier that day – Colin had said goodbye to the three others and headed for the rental car company.

Brody checked in with Henry, giving him the verbal thumbs-up that all was well and they were settling in just fine. He told the young man about their excursion to the fort for research purposes, which the host would then convey to the network executives sometime tonight. Afterward, he and Anna had gone back to the room and ordered food delivery for the two of them.

On the surface, everything seemed to be progressing smoothly. Colin still felt the subtle shift in his gut, the sensation that he was missing something obvious. He had learned to trust feelings like this, so during his drive into town, he flew through all the possibilities and options.

Worst-case scenario, he was about to meet with someone who did not have anyone's best interests in mind but their own and would potentially threaten Colin and his group to get their hands on the journal. In that case, Colin felt confident that going to meet them alone was still the best call – he was the best trained of the three of them for any hostility he might encounter.

He had even downloaded an app on his phone and hooked it up at the hotel that would track his location and send it to Brody's phone. They verified that it was working properly before he left.

He hoped, of course, that there was nothing to be worried about – that whoever the person texting Anna was simply struggling with a language barrier, leading to their messages coming across as short and rude.

It still left a big question as to how this person knew Anna had Amelia Earhart's journal, but Colin wasn't entirely convinced that was the case at all — it could very well be that they simply thought Anna still had Fred Noonan's journal since more people knew of its existence and that Anna and her team had uncovered something up on the spire on Kirakira.

He wrapped his fingers over the steering wheel again, letting the smooth, oiled leather soothe his nerves. He felt the way he had countless times in the past, heading into an operation where the parameters had been defined clearly but the plan left a lot to be desired. He thought of the old quote – Everyone has a plan until they get punched in the face.

Who said that? he thought. Mike Tyson? Maybe George Foreman? No, it didn't seem like the sort of thing Foreman would say. Maybe Muhammad Ali.

He tried his best to collect his thoughts, to develop his own plan, even without clear parameters. So he made them.

Scope out the place first, he told himself. That's priority number one. While the map and reviews online said this place was a bustling café, often filled with human life up until the moment they closed, he didn't want to take any chances.

Then, figure out who we're dealing with. He wasn't intuitively a good judge of character – the way Antonio Lobo claimed to be – but he had learned to assess people instantaneously throughout his career. Usually, it was something in their eyes, a certain sort of look that told what they were after in just a glance.

And then, of course, actions spoke far louder than words. What they did next usually told him everything he needed to know, supposing he missed a clue or two.

After that, we'll talk it out. It was reasonable enough that Anna wouldn't come alone – a beautiful woman in a foreign country meeting with some mysterious person who wanted something she had raised plenty of red flags — they would know that as well, and probably expect her to not come alone.

And Colin could fall back on his military background, telling them the truth: that he came because he trusted himself and wanted to make sure there were no shenanigans.

He tousled his hair as he turned onto the side street that would cut through the northeastern portion of town. He had let it get long, far longer than he wanted for most of his adult life. Still, it was medium length, falling just a bit over his ears. He glanced at himself in the rearview mirror, still seeing the youthful, boyish face that had always belied his hidden skill set.

He used to bemoan the fact that he looked no older than twenty-two, but he had learned to use it to his advantage. In any negotiation – whether a battlefield or a corporate boardroom – he had found it helped that the opposing party underestimated him.

He hoped he wouldn’t have the need to be underestimated here.


ELEVEN

COLIN


Colin arrived at the street the café was on 10 minutes later. He drove around the entire block once but spotted nothing out of the ordinary. He was in another country, of course, so he was well aware that what he considered ‘normal’ could be quite different here.

The Brazilians he could see here seemed like everyday locals, people driving and walking to work, stores, many coming into and out of the very café he was soon going to be meeting inside. This district, sprawling outward over the north side of downtown Natal, was rather high-end. He recognized a few of the bigger stores – he'd seen those back home. There were plenty of names he didn't recognize, but it was easy enough to tell what sorts of shops they were by the clientele visiting. Smaller boutique stores filled the spaces between the larger corners, which were usually two or three-story Macy’s-style department stores, massive, sprawling, and well lit, with huge signs on both sides of their corner perch.

He saw mostly women shopping, huge European handbags and sunglasses worn by almost all of them – apparently the latest in vogue fashion. Businessmen and women strolled as well, dressed in suits and usually talking to someone they were walking with or on the phone.

There were fewer younger folks, but that didn’t strike him as odd. The area had the feel of a higher end shopping district, and he didn’t notice anything designed to appeal to the younger crowd.

It was a nice area — certainly not the sort of place Colin would have expected any sort of possible showdown.

His mind now at ease, he pulled into the parking lot situated behind the café. He followed the signs to get there. He saw signs in Portuguese, Spanish, and English informing him that parking here was restricted to only the shops in the immediate vicinity.

He found an empty space, gave the perimeter of the car one final glance, then exited. It was perhaps 20 feet to the café’s rear door, which he reached about 10 seconds later. He placed his hand on the doorhandle and began to open the glass door toward him when he felt something press against his lower back.

He froze.

"Slowly back away from the door," a man's voice said. It was deep, guttural, and clear that the speaker's primary language was not English. "Move to your left — but do not turn around."

Colin shifted. He hadn't seen anyone approach, and though he didn't have eyes in the back of his head, he hadn't heard anyone either. Either the man holding him at gunpoint was also well-trained, or they had just gotten lucky.

Colin followed the man's order, stepping to the left and letting his hands rise and touch the brick wall. Whatever language this man spoke primarily, holding one's empty palms up in the air seemed as much of a universal sign of ‘I’m not going to try anything stupid’ as any.

And while his heart was already beating faster, he willed himself to acknowledge that this could be a chance encounter – this could simply be local Natal riffraff taking advantage of an obvious tourist in a high-end area.

"What do you want?" Colin asked, keeping his voice steady. “I’ve got a bit of cash, back-right pocket. Reach in and –"

"You know I am not here for money," the man said.

Colin frowned as he stared at the brick wall. He wanted to dare a glance backward, try and see who he was dealing with. Was the man alone? Or were there a dozen more just like him standing behind him?

Colin feigned confusion. "I – I'm just here, I don't know…”

"Please do not waste my time, and I will not waste yours," the man said. The gun – or whatever hard object he had placed in the small of Colin's back — had been removed, but Colin was under no false pretenses. He knew it was still pointed in his direction. "I told Anna Johansson to come alone. I know you are working with her, so I know that seeing you here means she did not follow my instruction."

The man was doing a good job ruffling Colin’s feathers. "Yeah? Well, if it isn't too much to ask, we'd like to know who the hell we're dealing with."

There was a pause, and then a snicker. "If you are asking if you can turn around… go ahead."

Colin did, but he knew at the same instant that who he was about to see was not going to be helpful. If his interrogator was not afraid of revealing himself, it meant Colin would not recognize him.

That proved to be true.

The man standing in front of him had a face full of pockmarks. His face was a cavity, nose and eyes inset, as if someone had pressed down on the front of his head when he was a baby, his skull collapsing in on itself and reforming and hardening over time. And time had not proven to be kind to the man's skin, either. His entire face was covered in scars, mostly acne. Tiny blemishes covered the man's forehead and cheeks, but it seemed he had no shortage of scars carved into his face by a blade, either.

Overall, his face was round, almost perfectly circular. He had wispy black hair jutting up, as if trying to escape the ugly face just south of it. He had no neck, giving him the impression that the man was quite strong, if not outwardly fit. His body resembled his face and head, somewhat oval, and he wore a tweed jacket with a black button-down shirt beneath it, though it didn't look to be fitted for fancy events — nor did the man exude the professorial look the tweed coat tried desperately to lend him. It seemed loose, as if the man were ready to lash out and start running at any moment.

Or maybe lash out and punch me in the head.

Colin decided to give him the name Boxer – both because he looked like an old Boxer who had taken one too many punches, and because his forward-punching shoulders and somewhat inward-twisted arms gave him the resemblance of the dog breed of the same name.

Boxer sneered at him, though Colin wasn't sure if he was actually trying to smile or make an impression. He did his best to steady his gaze and not look too disgusted.

"Like what you see?" the man asked.

Colin knew it was rhetorical, and was thankful he didn't have to answer.

"I'm going to give you instructions," the man continued, his voice slowing and more of his South American accent – what country exactly, Colin couldn't be sure – snuck in. "There are more men, two of them watching right now. I have instructions not to harm you, but if you don't comply…"

So he’s not in charge, Colin thought. Good to know.

Colin didn't need to flick his eyes left and right to know the man was serious. Whether or not there were two other men looking at him right now was irrelevant. The man was holding a gun – that much was clear – and it was a very real weapon. Colin was completely unarmed, and though he trusted himself in hand-to-hand combat, bullets always won.

Even if he could somehow wrest the weapon from the man's grip, he got the strong suspicion his hunch was correct — that this man needed no weapon, That he could blast him with two or three punches, taking him out of the fight completely.

Colin nodded once. "Where are we going? I've already been on a sightseeing tour today."

“You have jokes. Good. I like humor."

The line was completely devoid of humor, and the man motioned with the gun to keep moving to Colin's right, back toward the parking lot.

Colin rolled his eyes but complied.


TWELVE

ANNA


"There he is!" Anna shouted. She lowered her voice in the confined car. "He’s… wait, is that a gun?"

Next to her, Brody gripped the steering wheel tighter and sped up, the tires letting out an exasperated squeal. He pulled left, heading toward the parking lot behind the small café.

They hadn't lasted at the hotel very long. When Colin had left to get a rental car and headed into town, Anna had anxiously tried waiting around with Brody. The plan was simple: wait for Colin to return.

But in reality, neither she nor Brody could follow the plan very well.

They’d left Lobo at his hotel room, entered their own, and about 15 minutes later had both agreed that following Colin was a better option. Anna didn't need to say aloud it was a more dangerous option – Brody would know that as well.

But they were of the same mind, and waiting around was equal torture for both of them.

So they'd gone downstairs to the floor where their network assistant Henry was staying, found his room, and asked to borrow his rental car for half an hour. His job was to assist them, not to question their every motive, so it was a simple matter, and since the young man hadn't planned on heading out for the rest of the evening anyway, Anna and Brody had soon found themselves in a small sedan heading toward Natal.

They didn't know where Colin was, or how long it would take him to rent a vehicle, but they did know his destination. They headed there immediately, deciding quickly that they had to beat him to the café, and thus had spent the next 10 minutes driving around the block.

During their last time around, Anna had pointed at a man with Colin's figure approaching the back door of the café.

Brody slowed then, watching along as he navigated the side street. He turned right around the parking lot, then turned the vehicle around completely and headed back the same way, in order to stay in view of Colin as he approached the café.

They had then watched, stunned, as Colin had been held at gunpoint, slowly turned around, and then marched into the parking lot. They lost sight of him for a moment as both he and his captor fell behind a large box truck, but Anna had picked him up quickly afterward.

She’d shouted just as Colin had been shoved into the back of another car – an SUV with tinted windows. If not for that quick glimpse of Colin’s face, it would have been impossible to see him through the dark windows as the SUV emerged from its parking spot behind the box truck.

Brody was silent, and she wondered what he was feeling. Fear? Trepidation? Confusion? Those were all going through her head, and while she knew Brody cared equally for their friend, she also knew he was not the kind of person to be calm and collected under pressure. This wasn’t acting — it was real life. Brody had no military background, no fighting skills. What would happen when they followed the vehicle to wherever they were taking him? What would he do?

Right now, she felt their best chance at helping him was to simply follow behind and hope Colin could manufacture his own escape plan.

Yet she knew Brody would not abandon the chase. Skilled or not, she had learned that the man she was falling for was the type of man who would never back down from a fight, no matter how unskilled or unprepared he was.

Perhaps that was a fault, but considering she shared the same trait, she couldn't be too upset by it.

In truth, she was glad Brody was here with her. The feelings of unworthiness, helplessness, shame all came rushing back in that instant. Not just memories of their time in Kirakira, where she’d met both Colin and Brody and their friendship had been tested in the mettle of shared trauma.

No, the memories piercing through her mind now were memories of long before.

Memories of her parents.

Feeling the same helplessness, the same unworthiness, the same shame. I should have been there to help them. I should have done more afterward.

"Anna?" Brody's voice was soft, calm.

She looked over at Brody and wondered how many times he had said her name. It was clear he was trying to get her attention, but she couldn't remember what he had asked.

She raised an eyebrow.

"We need to follow him, right?"

Brody was asking for confirmation, ensuring they were on the same page. She nodded quickly. Brody pressed the gas a little harder, taking the turn around the parking lot and back toward the main street faster than necessary under normal circumstances.

But she saw why – the SUV was already pulling through the stop sign and getting ready to turn right onto the busier street.

"You think they know we’re following them?" she asked.

"Not yet. But they might catch on to it."

"Any way this is some sort of misunderstanding?"

There was a long pause, and she watched Brody's face. Watched his perfectly symmetrical cheekbones tense and loosen, a man deep in thought. Finally, after turning onto the main street himself, he looked back at her. "No. I'm afraid there's not."

She swallowed. She knew he was right, of course. But she hoped Brody had considered something she had missed, that perhaps there was some obvious explanation to all of this.

"We should call someone, right? Maybe Henry?" she asked. "I mean, we can call the police, but…"

"Between the language barrier and not knowing what the hell is going on, I think it's a little early to call the cops. And Henry… he’s a good kid it seems, but he’ll be even more out of his element than we are.”

She nodded again.

"I think we just need to follow them for now. This is all happening so fast, and it was clearly a setup, we don't know if the police are already working against us, helping them out, whoever they are. They knew exactly when we would arrive in Brazil, and they knew exactly when to message you. I'm not sure what they want, but it's pretty clear this operation is bigger than just one guy who kidnapped Colin."

"Not to mention the fact that Colin went with him willingly," Anna said. "I mean, I know there was a gun and everything, but… it’s Colin. I figured he’d put up a fight.”

The fact that Colin hadn't even tried to fight suggested to Anna that there were more people involved, just as Brody had said. Perhaps the large man who’d kidnapped Colin at gunpoint had threatened their friend with more harm.

They hadn't seen any others, of course, but someone like Colin – ex-military, special forces – would have certainly put up a fight, and a single armed gunman would not have proven to be too difficult for him to handle. It meant the man must have threatened Colin with far more than just a gunshot wound.

"Still, we don't know the cops are working with them, I just don't trust that theory yet. Let's follow them and see where this goes. If they wanted to kill Colin, they would have just driven by and shot him."

Anna reeled back a bit. Brody was right, but it seemed like such an abrupt and terrifying thought. How quickly things had changed – they had been having a good time, Brody even flirting with her, a promise of more to come, and then… this.

She swallowed again, this time feeling unsettledness rising in her throat. The memories came in waves, stronger than ever, memories of her parents and their deaths intermingling with the memories of the deaths of all those they had witnessed in Kirakira.

Frankly, she had surprised herself that the harrowing experience hadn't affected her as powerfully as she would have thought. Now, she realized she had been repressing all of it. She had compartmentalized the experience into an area of her brain she now knew had been reserved for memories of her parents and their demise.

She felt Brody's hand on hers, a light squeeze. She glanced over at him as he drove, noticing the SUV a couple of cars ahead out of the corner of her eye. Brody was a great driver, and had spent plenty of time off closed course training tracks for film and television roles.

But this wasn’t a closed course, and this wasn’t a role.

"I'm okay," she said.

She said it again to herself, silently. And she knew it was a lie.


THIRTEEN

BRODY


"Next right," Anna said.

Brody glanced over at her in the passenger seat wearily. He was following the SUV, giving it plenty of space. The busy Natal traffic made it easy for them to proceed undetected – or so he hoped. He had never been in a car chase before, though he suspected it wasn't terribly different from what he'd seen on TV.

Just make sure there are enough cars spaced between you that they don't suspect anything.

He really hoped there wasn’t more to it.

He hadn't seen the SUV turn, but after glancing at Anna, whose eyes were still staring straight forward out the window, and then seeing the SUV's broadside heading away from them, he slowed. He quickly darted into the next lane, then made the right-hand turn smoothly but quickly.

His phone screen stared back at him from the dashboard, where he’d mounted it and pressed record after getting inside. It had become second nature, pressing the button to film and just holding the phone out in front of him, or placing in on the travel mount stuck to the dash.

And since it had become second nature, he was no longer worried about its presence. There was no script, no prepared lines, no talking points. Just him, Anna, and a phone to record their conversations.

He doubted any of the film would be useful — he was currently recording through the wide “fish-eye” lens, intending to capture both of them at once — but he figured it wouldn’t hurt to at least get their audio as they planned the next steps.

"Where are we?" he asked.

Anna glanced down at her phone – she was using the maps app to track their progress, and to see a generalized view of where they were in regards to Natal and the surrounding area. It was difficult to make any educated guesses about where they were headed but it felt good knowing they could at least see their location on the screen.

"Beats me," she said. "Seems like an industrial district. Could be anything – abandoned warehouse, office building, that sort of thing."

Brody could see the water from his window on the left side of the vehicle, and since Natal was and always had been a port city, he figured this district might serve as some sort of port-side industrial area. As they drove, he noticed signs in Portuguese with logos that looked like boats, a fish, waves — all lending credibility to his guess.

There was no longer a car between theirs and the SUV they were following, so Brody slowed and did his best to drive normally. It was impossible to tell what the driver in front of him was thinking – perhaps they had already suspected they were being followed and had taken this route to throw them off the scent, or to stop nearby and apprehend them as well.

Brody knew Colin was in the SUV, so he would be damned if he was going to let them get away with their friend. Anna had tried pinging Colin’s phone, which not surprisingly had been turned off, likely taken by the very man who had kidnapped him.

"They're turning again," Anna said.

He could see the SUV turning left now, heading into another parking lot. This parking lot had no sign hanging above it, nor did the building next to it. The SUV drove through the parking lot, looking like it was going to plow into the side of the building, but Brody realized it was driving down a side street just past the actual structure. He followed it into the parking lot, but didn't follow it around the side of the building.

He had a hunch this building was their final destination, and that the SUV was driving around to the rear side of it to begin unloading. He could see from Anna's map that this building backed up to a channel, and there was no road to connect it to the rest of Natal other than the one they had come in on.

"They're either arriving at their destination, or they're moving Colin to a boat," he said.

He didn't see the point in getting out and walking from here while carrying their kidnapped friend, so he figured those were the kidnappers’ most likely options.

"What should we do now?" Anna asked.

Brody wished she wasn't so reliant on his opinion. He had no idea what to do. He hadn't had any idea what to do since they'd watched Colin get kidnapped and shoved into an SUV, then taken on a wild goose chase around Natal. If any of them should be the one to call the shots, it was Colin, especially in a situation like this.

That he was the de facto leader of their ragtag group of actors meant nothing in this situation.

He shrugged. "I'm still not confident about going the police route," he said.

She smiled at him. "Me either. So… should we get out? Maybe walk around the building once or twice to see what's going on? If we get caught, we can just claim we got lost – that we're American tourists. Isn't too far from the truth."

Brody frowned, chewing the inside of his lip. "It just doesn't leave me with a lot of confidence, but I don't know that there's a better option. Neither of us have weapons, either, so if we do get apprehended we can always pretend like we don't know Colin."

"He's smart enough to know to play along," she added.

Brody opened his door, then rolled his eyes. "He should have been smart enough to not get caught in the first place."

Anna snapped a glance at him over the hood of the vehicle. He closed his door slowly, trying not to attract attention with unnecessary sound.

"You and I both know it should've been me in that position," she said, her voice scolding. "None of us had any idea to suspect anything, and Colin was going there on my behalf, remember?"

He nodded. "Right."


FOURTEEN

ANNA


Anna followed slightly behind Brody as they rounded the corner of the warehouse. She saw the water in the distance, heard seagulls squawking over whatever birds argued about at night. It wasn't exactly a pretty location, but the ocean had always been a special place for her.

From a young age, she had spent plenty of time on beaches and oceanside cities around the world. Traveling with her archaeologist parents, as an only child, Anna had often found herself walking along seashores in every corner of the globe, picking up interesting-looking shells while she waited for her parents to finish their daily duties. They would picnic on the beach many evenings as well, and when their work took them to inland places far away from the ocean, she pretended the wide expanse of whatever terrain she found herself in was the sea, imagining creatures darting just under the surface, looking for a snack.

And as many fond memories as the ocean’s tides carried back to her, it brought back heavier ones, as well. Her relationship with the sea and everything that came with it was bittersweet now.

The ocean was the reason Anna had been forced to make her way in the world without those same loving parents.

They had died when she was only 13. During a freak storm while en route to the Galapagos Islands for a research trip, their boat capsized and sank, killing all 12 researchers and crew members on board.

As Brody turned the corner, her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out and read the screen. "Brody," she said.

Brody stopped, turning slowly.

"I got another message. Same number."

Brody waited.

She read it aloud. Do you have the journal?

"Do you think they know we're here?" Brody asked.

She answered without looking up from the screen. "I can't think of any other explanation. They waited until we were just about to get to Colin. Like they've been tracking us the whole time."

Brody shrugged. "Not out of the question, considering your phone's been on this whole time. Heck, we've even been using GPS while we tracked Colin on the map."

"What do you want me to say?" she asked. Her fingers were already flying over the keyboard, however.

Who the hell is this? she typed.

She sent it, and the reply came back only seconds later. Do not proceed if you want your friend to live. Do you have the journal?

Her heart caught in her throat. Up to this moment, she had held out hope that this might all be some elaborate joke, some way of getting them into the mood to film what the network hoped to be a serious television show. She knew it was far-fetched — that Colin had been kidnapped, that he was in danger — but this message made it real for her.

"They just threatened Colin," she said.

"What?" Brody strode forward, reaching her at the corner of the warehouse and reaching an arm out to place onto hers. She felt its warmth, but it didn't do much to ease her worry. She held the phone out for him to see, waited for him to read it.

She felt Brody's hand tighten around her arm, just a bit, but it was enough.

He's angry.

She had known Brody for only a month, but she had already experienced the full gamut of his emotional capacity during their time in Kirakira and the Solomon Islands, as well as back home, where they’d spent just about every waking moment together after their trip. She knew he was intelligent in a quirky sort of way, witty and smarter than one would assume. She knew he was a deeply caring person, as well. She had never met his mother, and his father had died long before they met, but she could tell he had been raised well, taught the tenets of human decency.

She also knew that he was prone to anger as a first resort. Where Colin was capable of being more calculating, more collected during times of duress – likely because of his training and military background – Brody was more rash and had a short fuse. It wasn't that he would lash out in anger, but she knew he seethed in moments like this, both angry because of the situation and angry that he felt helplessness in it.

She felt the same helplessness now, felt the wave of emotion as memories of her parents came back.

I was helpless then, and I'm helpless now.

She swallowed, then clenched her jaw and looked up at Brody.

The difference is, now I know about it.

Her parents’ deaths had been a surprise – the worst kind of surprise a kid could receive. But Colin had been kidnapped right out from underneath them, from under their noses, and they had followed the SUV to its destination. They were close to finding him again, but most importantly, they knew it had happened.

And that means we can do something about it.

"We're going to get him back," Brody said.

She shook her head. "I'm not even upset about that – I mean, I am, of course. But Colin can handle himself, and I wouldn't be surprised if he could get away somehow on his own. Right now, I’m more interested in making these guys pay. And I want to know why. I want to know what they're after, because it can't just be the journal."

Brody stared at her. A new message had appeared on the screen in her hand.

You have 30 seconds to respond.

She did not know what the threat was. Would they kill Colin? Torture him? But she knew the answer to the question they’d asked.

No, she typed.

She didn't have the journal, at least not on her person. Perhaps that had been a mistake, leaving it behind in their hotel room, but in the moment, she’d felt like it was safest hidden in the room — even Brody didn’t know she’d left it behind. Was she stupid to think that? Surely they — whoever they were — knew where they were staying, and perhaps the hotel was already crawling with this evil cryptic messenger's henchmen.

Her thoughts turned to Antonio Lobo and their youthful concierge, Henry, both still in the hotel. She hoped they were safe, that their proximity to the rest of the group wouldn't put them in danger.

She wondered if by bringing the journal with her now she could have ended all of this – just hand it over and they would give Colin back.

But she knew that was too simplistic. These people were after more than just the journal.

She wondered what secrets lay inside the journal — that’s what they really wanted. Surely this wasn't about money, about selling the journal at auction. Though it was a priceless historic artifact, she doubted Amelia Earhart’s journal would fetch more than a few hundred thousand dollars at an auction house. Maybe half a million for the most wealthy collector, but was that enough to commit a crime like kidnapping and potentially torturing or killing someone?

She shook her head, remembering her initial thoughts as she’d examined the journal.

She had already flipped through the journal, interested in the historical context it could provide — and because she was a self-declared ‘history nerd’ — but nothing inside had struck her as overly secretive. There was a chance she had missed something – she hadn't spent much time with it, after all – but she couldn't imagine what would cause this sort of reaction.

The response came a moment later.

You have one last chance. Bring the journal to the same location we agreed upon at 10 pm tonight. We will be waiting.


FIFTEEN

BRODY


“Back to the car. Now.” Brody urged Anna forward with a slight push on her lower back. She stumbled at first, but then walked briskly toward the car. "Why – Brody, shouldn't we at least –"

Brody shook his head, then replied audibly. "No. It's fine. They're not going to kill him until they get the journal."

"Kill him? You think they're going to –"

"I hope they don't," Brody said, cutting her off. “Point is, they're not going to do anything until they get their hands on Earhart’s journal. I'm worried they're going to torture Colin, or threaten us, if they don't. They’re holding him there overnight. Uncomfortable, but he’s alive, and they’ll keep him that way, so long as we comply.”

"So you're just going to… give it to them? Just hand it over, like nothing?” She asked.

They reached the car, and Brody wasted no time pulling the door open and settling into the driver's seat. Only this time, he didn't feel comfortable at all. He knew what was on the line. What was at stake.

“It’s not nothing, Anna. We can't risk messing with these guys. We have no idea who they are. What they’re capable of.”

"I agree," Anna said, also entering the car. "I'm just saying – could we at least see what’s going on back there? Colin’s in there somewhere. Right now.”

"Whoever these guys are, we know they're watching our every move," Brody said. "They know we're here, and they know we just arrived. They sent that text exactly when they wanted us to see it. I have a feeling they don't like to be messed with — and ‘messing with’ includes us checking in on Colin. Our best bet now is to get back to the hotel, get that damned journal, and hand it over at 10 o’clock tomorrow morning.”

Next to him, Anna frowned, looking straight out the windshield at the corrugated steel wall of the warehouse. She’d told him already that she’d brought Amelia Earhart’s journal to Brazil, and he knew she didn’t have it with her now. That meant it was in their hotel room somewhere, likely hidden in a place she thought was safe from prying eyes.

Brody backed out, then eased the car forward and headed out of the parking lot. The tires screeched as he turned quickly onto the side road leading back to the main highway toward Natal. Finally, Anna spoke.

"What if I don't want to give them the journal?" she asked. "What if what they’re really after is something inside that journal, something that leads to… I don't even know… something bigger?”

Brody squeezed the steering wheel, but looked at her. "I know."

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about the journal. I already know they want something in it — or something they think is in it, or leads to something valuable. My dad used to joke about stuff like this – how most people thought archaeology was all Indiana Jones — searching for and finding lost treasures and ancient secrets — when in reality it was all about just due diligence, paperwork, and careful study. On rare occasion an actual dig, maybe pulling up a couple finger bones or a pot sherd or something else super boring. Most people thought it was high-stakes, high adventure all the time. They wanted it to be that, so that became the expectation.”

"But…?”

"But my dad always joked about it. He always said, tongue-in-cheek, that that’s what it could be. He alluded to the fact that sometimes – very rarely, but sometimes – archaeology was exactly what people wanted it to be. That it was — potentially — something bigger, deeper, more mysterious. It was something special. The sort of thing that makes kids want to become archaeologists in the first place."

Anna was silent for a moment. “And you think this is something like that? That Amelia Earhart’s journal is pointing to something bigger, deeper, more mysterious?”

Brody smiled, though it felt forced. "How could it not be?" he asked. “These guys want Amelia Earhart's journal. Why? No one even knew it existed before we found it. If they have anything to do with the people who wanted Fred Noonan's journal, they believe there's some secret in one of them. That by having them both, whatever secret they're hiding can be discovered.

“Maybe it’s not about both journals at all, and Earhart’s journal really is the only one they’re after. But the point is: there's a secret. And they want it. So the implication is that —”

Anna cut him off. “That we need to figure out what that secret is before they do."

He smiled.

Anna's eyes widened. "At which point, we can just give them the journal, because we’ll already know the secret inside of it.”

Brody winked at her. "Precisely."

She reeled back. “Ew. Don't wink."

"Don't wink? What do you mean? I just winked. That’s like… a normal thing for people to do.”

"I mean don't wink. It’s not a normal thing for normal people to do. It’s a normal thing for weirdos to do. It makes you look like a douchebag."

Brody actually laughed out loud. He knew Anna better than anyone, even though they’d just met. She was a kind, genuine woman, her layers of strength and experience kept hidden from the world beneath an innocent-looking surface she’d worked hard to craft. He also knew what she had first thought of him. In the hallway at the studio where they'd briefly met, and then later on their way to the Solomon Islands on a boat, where they’d had a chance to actually talk for the first time.

And he knew he very much fit the bill as a typical ‘Hollywood douchebag,’ with perfectly coiffed hair that gave it the look of ‘accidentally tousled’ and a face Brad Pitt would be jealous of — plain enough for viewers to easily pretend they were him, yet deceivingly congruent enough for them to not even be close.

“There’s one problem with your assessment,” he said.

Anna frowned. “What?”

“I am a douchebag.”


SIXTEEN

THE SHEPHERD


The Shepherd picked up the phone and dialed the number that had been written down for him, the number of his chief lieutenant, João Palau. The juxtaposition of his role – maintaining this faction within his ancient order and all the leadership duties that entailed and the modern technology he used to do it — never ceased to amuse him. He was a very serious man normally but allowed himself these small pleasures.

The phone connected immediately. Palau’s voice on the other end offered no introduction.

"Yes?"

The Shepherd smiled into the phone, trying to affect his tone so that the man would not sense his displeasure. "Things are moving more quickly than expected," he said.

"Yes, they are. What do you need me to do?"

Like him, this man on the other end was quite capable and quite serious about his role. Palau’s job was to protect the group, to uphold its values even in a world fallen by sin and debauchery. No small order, of course, but that was why this man was a true gift.

Military-trained, João Palau had experienced the worst the world had to offer and come out the other end still a devout believer. He had proven himself time and again, first for his country – out of loyalty and because of the man's own character more than any jingoistic tendencies – and then as a soldier for the order, passing all of the early indoctrination tests with flying colors.

Still, while the Shepherd believed they were at war with the fallen world, it was often a war of attrition, not of action. The Order’s soldiers were not sent to fight or kill but rather to enforce and educate.

Though it didn't mean fighting and killing weren’t ever tools they used. Enforcing and educating sometimes required an iron fist.

The Shepherd swallowed, clearing his voice. "I need you to apprehend the group. Figure out what their plans are. They have been accosted already, by a player we are still learning about. Others are collecting that information for me, so don't worry about them. Focus on our target.”

"The Arcanum," Palau confirmed. "I agree; there is nothing more important to our work. But we risk exposing ourselves if we interfere with their little project now."

"Their little project is not so little – I've looked into their financials and it is a legitimate operation that will have dozens more people here in the country as early as next week. By letting this play out, we risk having to expose ourselves to even more people."

There was a pause, then the man continued. "That makes sense, fine. What are your orders specifically?"

The Shepherd closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. He hadn't had time to give this much thought but couldn't fault the man for asking – he was well-trained, knew how to follow orders. He wanted to know precisely what the mission parameters were.

The Shepherd was no military man, but he tried to live by the same values on display by the highest-ranking men and women in the military. Thorough, detailed, and articulate. He believed these were the values that allowed men and women to climb the ranks in the military, and they happened to be the same values that had allowed him to climb the ranks in the Order as well.

The Shepherd had fought his entire life – not with weapons but with words – to get to where he was now. Infighting was rare in his group, mostly because the men making up the ranks of the Order fell into already well-defined hierarchies and categories.

They were like a colony of ants – one queen, one leader. Every other ant had a defined job, a role bestowed upon them by birth. Unlike with an ant colony, however, climbing the ranks in the Order was not impossible. He was proof positive of that fact.

He had served the Order diligently for the last decade as its leader, and a decade before that as one of its staunchest supporters. His daily life was devoted to the cause, to the overall mission. And though he was not able to spend every working hour for the order, he had designed a lifestyle such that every breath he took was dedicated to it nonetheless.

"Do not hurt them. You can threaten them with violence, but I would prefer it to remain subtle, unspoken."

“We can make that work."

"Do not reveal our numbers. Take no more than three men. We don't need an army for this. Just a show of strength, of dominance. I would like them to fear for their safety enough that they continue forward, continue toward the Arcanum."

Again, Palau confirmed.

"Finally," the Shepherd continued. “You are not to reveal the Order's involvement in this project at all. I know I've said we risk exposure and I know you are concerned about risking our exposure, and I want to explicitly tell you not to even mention that there is such a thing. I don't care what assumption you give them, just that they are not led to believe there is a religious order chasing after them. If they suspect..."

"Correct," the man on the other end said. "If they suspect us, it will be an easy enough job to connect the dots. They're actors, but they have expert help among them. Enough academic knowledge to uncover what the Arcanum truly is and what it's capable of."

"Enough," the Shepherd said, silencing his soldier. "Yes, you are correct. But I don't want to risk exposure, even over a phone call. You know the details and the parameters, make it happen."

"I will," Palau said. "They will fear retaliation if they do not continue forward."

With that, the call ended, leaving the Shepherd alone with his thoughts. He looked out the window, gazing at the city. The world outside was unaware of the machinations at play, of the ancient secrets that were on the brink of being uncovered.

He knew the risks were high. The Arcanum pointed to secrets that would change the world. It was imperative that they stay ahead of the group, guiding them without revealing their hand. The balance was delicate, but necessary.

The Shepherd knew that the fate of his ancient order, and perhaps the world itself, hung in the balance.

“There is one more thing,” he said. “I need you to get something for me.”

“I’m listening.”


SEVENTEEN

COLIN


The Boxer stared at Colin as if he were under a microscope, intrigued by his every movement.

Not that there was a lot of movement. Colin's wrists were bound to the chair with zip ties, his ankles bound to the chair's own legs as well. His head was free, and they hadn't otherwise harmed him, but any itch or scratch had to remain unscratched – he was all but glued to the chair.

Still, he had been in worse situations, and he knew a few zip ties wouldn't be enough to hold him back. Hell, the chair he was in was made of old wood – that had been The Boxer's first mistake. He’d had two men drag Colin into the empty warehouse and toward a side room, nothing but concrete floor and steel walls, with a dilapidated drop ceiling in place overhead, an old fluorescent two-light fixture the only illumination.

The two men had fastened him to the chair, and Colin almost laughed out loud when he saw the equally dilapidated state of the chair.

It would take him all of five seconds to break free, either by snapping the zip ties quickly with an inward or outward motion of his wrists or ankles, or by using his feet to push him up slightly, then crash down onto one corner of the chair, getting a leg at a diagonal angle which would easily snap it. From there, it would be short work to completely free his legs and arms.

But… what then? He had no plan of escape – knew that The Boxer had at least two guys with him, but likely more outside in the main warehouse area, and no doubt plenty of mercenaries for hire only a phone call away.

Movies and TV made this part seem easy – just get out of the chair, then the answer will reveal itself in time. Reality was a bit different. There might not be a way out – all of the warehouse doors could be locked from the outside, for example.

Or a veritable army of gun-wielding mercenaries could be pointing their weapons at the door this very instant, just waiting for him to take advantage of the crappy chair and weak bindings.

So he sat, biding his time as The Boxer stared him down. Any intimidation factor The Boxer's looks had given him had worn off after being dragged here at gunpoint. Colin wasn't about to say they were friends, but The Boxer's hard, worn exterior was now old news.

Not to say this guy just a big softy on the inside – Colin hadn't been able to penetrate the man's cold personality just yet, but he had a feeling the dude had some childhood traumas to work on.

But his inability to crack The Boxer’s cold exterior was not for a lack of trying. The Boxer opened his mouth to ask him another question – another useless factoid he was after – and Colin offered him a genuine, wide smile.

The Boxer shut his mouth as Colin spoke. "Look, I'm no fan of your interrogation methods, but I am happy to talk, clearly. That’s what you want, right? Cool So, if you’ll just tell me what you're really after – whatever you think is inside this journal you want so badly — we could possibly work together. I'm just a grunt of the operation, as you no doubt know. But we've enlisted some useful assets – Anna Johansson, for starters. Doctor Anna Johansson, and not the medical kind. The history nerd kind.”

"She was the one I originally reached out to," The Boxer said.

He said it in a way that implied he was frustrated to have to deal with Colin at all, but Colin didn't play along. "Obviously she's not here now, so you've got me to deal with. You've got my phone, so you know I have a way to contact them. Tell me what you need to know, and I'll ask her. Easy peasy."

The Boxer squinted at him.

"By the way, what's your name? I've been calling you –" Colin cut himself off before he revealed his little secret. He was unsure how The Boxer might react to the nickname Colin had assigned him, though he had to imagine the man had been called worse. This guy truly had to be one of the ugliest specimens humanity had to offer. His face was even more weathered than it was pockmarked, and Colin couldn't see a single square inch of skin on his face that wasn't covered in a scar or wrinkle of some sort.

And he wasn't just being unfair because of his situation – this man was grotesque. His eyes seemed sunken in, as if someone had taken their palm and crushed his face when he was just a baby, before his skull had hardened into its final form. His lips were permanently curled upward, like a miniature Joker's mouth, and even more scars seemed to cause an infinite pursing as the skin around them healed outward.

He thought of DiCaprio in 'The Revenant', after being lost in the dry, snowy forest. Lips so chapped that swimming in a vat of Vaseline wouldn't do a single bit of good.

That last thought made Colin chuckle.

"Something funny?" The Boxer asked.

"Still not going to tell me who you are?" Colin asked, his smile fading.

This time his captor chuckled. "And what good would it do me to give you information?" he said, his accent returning in full force. "It is clear this is not the first time you've been in a similar… situation. You are good, but I have men who are better. Whatever we need, we will get. Even if it requires extraction."

Colin feigned alarm. "Oh, no,” he sang in a high-pitched voice. He then shifted in the chair and lowered his voice again. “You're going to torture me? I've literally just told you I will give you what you want, you just have to tell me what the hell you want." His voice was clipped now, and he tried not to sound frustrated. "I mean it, too. Try me."

“Okay,” The Boxer shrugged. “What is Earhart's journal hiding?" he answered without hesitation.

Colin let out a breath, then opened his mouth revealing a wide set of perfectly white teeth. "Yeah. You’re going to have to be a bit more specific. I meant I would tell you whatever I knew. Unfortunately, Anna hasn't told us –"

"Which is exactly why we wanted Dr. Johannson instead."

"Okay, I see your point. Fair. But work with what you've got, no? What do you think is in the journal?"

The man stared at him a moment longer before responding. "A secret. One that has been lost with her plane for almost a century."

"Now that is a television show I could watch. Have you ever thought of acting? You know, I was recently on the pilot episode of a show filming the exact thing you're looking for –"

The Boxer moved with speed that surprised Colin. He slid the few paces over the floor to close the distance without making a noise, and his heavy, meaty fist met Colin's jaw an instant later.

He saw stars, felt the rising pain of a traumatic shock injury as he worked his jaw over. The punch was hard, but Colin knew instantaneously the man had held back. He guessed it was maybe fifty or sixty percent of the man's full power.

The Boxer, indeed.

“Ow,” Colin said, leaning on the syllable. "The hell was that for?"

"We don't have time for antics. You came instead of Dr. Johansson; that was not what I wanted. But as you say – work with what you've got. Fine, in that case – do not waste my time."

Colin couldn't argue with the man's logic. "Okay, deal. To be honest, I have no idea what's in that damned journal. I’ve never really seen it. I didn't even know she still had it – but that's the researcher in her; she can't just pass it along without spending some time with it.

"But as much as you want to believe there's some secret inside, she would have seen it. She would have read about it, which means she would have told us about it. I’m positive she poured over the entire thing, every page, one at a time. She wouldn’t be able to help it. But I'm not at all convinced she found anything inside that would be important enough to justify kidnapping her. If she had, she would have told me and Brody Flanagan about it. Hell, we would have figured out how to add an extra little bit at the end of the episode we filmed."

"Thank God she did not," he mumbled.

Colin looked at him strangely. That was a slip. He hadn't meant to say that, but what did it mean? Was he glad Anna hadn’t found something in the journal? Or glad that if she had found something, they wouldn't have filmed that revelation and broadcast it to the world?

Colin nodded to himself. That has to be it, he thought. This guy thinks there's some dark secret inside that journal and doesn't want the rest of the world to know about it.

He stared at The Boxer for a long pause, working over those thoughts before continuing. "Anyway, if she would have found something like that – something revelatory – she would've at least told us. Told somebody, I guess."

"I believe you," he said.

"Really?" Colin raised an eyebrow. "That's a first. See, we're making progress."

The Boxer smiled, the disgusting gesture revealing teeth that did nothing for either his good looks or charm. "This is why we wanted the journal. This is why we still need the journal."

"Who's 'we,’ my man? Tell me who you're working for, and I might be able to help you get it faster. ‘Cause right now, my friends think you're torturing me, possibly killing me. If you expect Anna to just hand over her journal, it might work better if they knew I was alive. Safe and sound and all that."

It appeared as though The Boxer would answer his question, but he suddenly pulled a vibrating phone from his pocket. “We will continue this momentarily,” he said.

Colin frowned. Apparently this guy’s beholden to someone, he thought or else he wouldn’t have interrupted his little tortur-ey fun-time.


EIGHTEEN

BRODY


Brody and Anna drove back to the hotel mostly in silence. Brody's mind raced, trying to determine the next best course of action. He wanted more than anything to call the police, or even stop by a local precinct, following one of the signs labeling one on the side of the road. But without knowing exactly who was behind all of this – who had captured Colin, and who ultimately was pulling the strings and forcing the thug's hand, he couldn't trust that the police weren't in on it.

He knew no one in Natal – or Brazil, for that matter – and wasn't sure if there was any sort of local organized crime scene here. He knew that corrupt cops might be the least of their worries, but it was still one of them.

They had decided to just go back to the hotel to have a quick powwow with Antonio Lobo and Henry, their only two allies remaining. Back at the warehouse, Brody had wanted nothing more than to rush in and start throwing punches to try and free Colin, but he would only be putting himself and Anna in more danger.

As he pulled off the highway and began heading back toward the road their hotel was on, he watched as a car pulled off the road behind him. In a moment as it passed through the light of a streetlamp, he saw it clearly. He recognized it as one that had been behind them for almost as long as they had been on the highway.

He checked his speed but continued moving, easing the rental car into the right lane to get ready to turn onto the street their hotel was off of.

As he did, another car pulled in front of him.

Brody frowned, then looked in the rearview mirror once more. The cars were identical, save for different numbers on their Brazilian plates. They were both dark gray sedans, with a matte finish that didn't seem to reflect any light. It wasn't exactly an odd paint choice, just uncommon, and he suddenly felt as though these two cars pulling in front of and behind him were no accident.

Anna seemed to sense his discomfort. "What is it?" she asked.

He pointed at the car, then said, "There's one just like it behind us, too."

Anna's eyes widened. “They’re following us?”

"Too early to tell, but it seems like too much of a coincidence. That ugly guy who nabbed Colin probably told his henchmen to follow us, to make sure we were heading back to the hotel and couldn't cause more trouble."

The car in front of him had slowed, though not by using their brakes. They were about ten feet in front of Brody, traveling about 30 miles an hour down the road when suddenly the gray sedan lit up its brake lights and came to a near-immediate stop.

Brody reacted quickly, slamming his own brakes to the floor and lurching to a screeching halt. He'd stopped with a few feet to spare, but when he glanced in the rearview mirror he winced. "Anna, get –"

He tried to warn her, even reaching a hand out to put it on her chest to try to cushion the impact that he knew was coming.

It wasn't a hard hit, but it was abrupt. The car behind them smacked into their rear bumper, which ping-ponged them between the rear and front car. It wasn't hard enough to cause damage to him or Anna, but he did feel his neck smack back and forth onto the hard headrest.

Neither airbag had been triggered. Brody was about to open his door, his fingers grasping at the handle, when he sensed the presence next to his driver-side window. A shadow, darker than the night sky around it, loomed over him, and he caught sight of the black-clad man, at least 6 feet tall, his shoulder higher than the roof of the car, approaching.

And then Brody’s window imploded, sending glass pieces cascading over his lap and onto Anna as well.

He shut his eyes involuntarily, covering them with an arm. When he opened them again, the man's elbow returned back through the window, and the man's face came into view.

Unlike the ugly guy who had accosted Colin, this man was handsome, with dark features and deep-set eyes. There was no color to them past the neutral gray tone. He could pass as South American, but Brody got the impression he was of European descent. His hair was graying around the edges but mostly jet black, slicked over like a comb-over, though his hair was full and thick.

A scar ran from the man's left ear to his lip, ending just beneath his nose. He squinted in the daylight as he watched Brody and Anna brushing glass off their laps.

“The Arcanum,” the man said. “Do you have it?”

His voice was low and smooth, and there was a distinctly Eastern European slant to it, though his English was perfect.

Brody frowned. "The – what?"

He knew what the man was talking about, as the Arcanum was the very artifact they were all down here to film — and with any luck, create an enticing television episode around.

But Brody was confused that the man had asked about it and not this journal everyone seemed to be after.

He hadn’t thought the Arcanum would pan out to be much of anything, really. The man who’d found it claimed it was a priceless piece of early Portuguese settler history.

In fact, the man who had found it – a farmer living on the outskirts of the rainforest northwest of their location – had even charged the network a pretty penny for them just to be able to film it.

To Brody, the farmer came across like a greedy jerk who wanted to exploit the network, but he also had been surprised that the network barely balked at the price. For them, it was a small price to pay to be able to film a piece of history such as this that no one else had seen before, even though it was meaningless junk.

Not just junk, he thought. Apparently, junk that’s in demand.


NINETEEN

ANNA


Henry had arranged for their group to meet with the farmer the next morning. The farmer claimed to have found a priceless piece of lost history… though the only pictures anyone had seen of it so far were the ones the old man had sent to the network executives, who then passed them on to Henry and the team.

In the picture, Anna had seen just a triangular piece of pottery, obviously a smaller piece broken off a larger chunk. It was possible there were pictograms or even writing on its edges, but it was nearly impossible to make out any details in the image.

True to stereotype, the farmer — a technophobe and Luddite — didn't own a modern cell phone, resulting in the unusably low-quality pictures.

Anna had laughed aloud when she’d first seen them, realizing the network had been played. The farmer had likely created the piece himself, scrawling squiggles all over it before firing it in a kiln and burying it underground, only to dig it up later. People had done such things for centuries, hoping to cash in on the ever-flowing cash that funneled in from every direction of the antiquities market. Museums paid top dollar for items of real worth, but they also employed well-trained curators who could quickly identify a work's authenticity.

By sending just a picture of dubious quality, no one could verify or truly question the piece's authenticity or value… yet.

Anna would know at a glance if this thing was real or a cheap imitation.

But this trip wasn't about real archaeology; it was about filming a television show. Anna knew most reality TV was heavily scripted. Though their show was slightly different, having no official script but certain talking points that had been provided by a team of writers hidden in a Hollywood basement. Her and Lobo’s role in this particular episode would be to discover the authenticity of the ceramic triangle, with Lobo providing academic background, Brody looking attractive on camera, and Colin scrutinizing the piece and questioning the farmer.

If it happened to be a fake, no problem — they’d film for a week and let that be the ‘reveal’ for the episode’s conclusion.

It was all bit over the top, but it would make for good viewing.

And they would get a Brazilian vacation fully comped by the network, of course.

But now, sitting in the passenger seat of a rental car with glass sprinkled over her lap, an imposing giant of a man asking about this previously inconsequential arts and crafts project, she wondered if her assessment had been too premature.

She was surprised she had the clarity of mind to take out her phone and start filming, but she wanted to capture this moment — not necessarily for the episode, but because she felt more comfortable knowing whatever was about to happen to them had been recorded.

She looked at Brody, then at the man who’d broken their window, still hunched over and nearly leaning through the window. "The Arcanum? You mean that little sliver of pottery? No, we don't have it. What the hell is your problem? Are you insane?"

As she spoke, her voice increasing in volume with every word, she felt fury building in her chest. First Colin, now this. These people are batshit crazy.

She wanted to know what these clowns were really after.

The man simply smiled back at them. "I suspected as much – you haven't been here very long, and I suppose you have plans to meet with the owner of the piece?"

It wasn't inflected, but it was clear the man was asking a question.

Brody answered. "Tomorrow." His reply came through clenched teeth, but he thankfully didn't reveal the exact time or location of their meeting.

The man nodded slowly, finally leaning back out of the window and taking a step backward. Anna saw the silhouette of a hardened, fit man in his mid-50s, carrying himself like he was in charge of a bank, not like someone who could smash a window with his elbow. She assumed he was military or a trained mercenary. He seemed to enjoy smashing windows as a hobby — it certainly hadn’t hurt him, as he was not even rubbing the elbow he’d used.

She had to imagine it had to be at least bruised, if not broken.

"What’s wrong with you people, anyway?" Brody asked, picking up the thread Anna had started. "First you nab Colin… now you’re threatening us directly?”

The man frowned, but it was only momentary. He resumed his stoic gaze within a second. "I was not made aware of the change in your situation," he said.

"The change in our… the guy was kidnapped, you dick."

The man wasn't fazed by Brody's outburst. "As I said, I was not made aware. My apologies for adding more pressure to your situation, but I'm afraid it is of the utmost importance that I get my hands on that sliver of pottery."

Anna leaned over. "Why? What do you think it is?"

The man cocked his head to the side. "What I know it is, is priceless."

"You mean, if it's real."

At this, the man smiled. "I can assure you it is quite real, and that my colleagues are very keen to see it up close. Please bring it to me tomorrow, immediately after your meeting."

Anna could tell Brody's hackles were raised, but he didn't lash out. She felt the same, but their best play right now was to try to get as much information as possible. "We can't just take it from him," she said. "He made it very clear it would not be leaving his possession. What makes you think he's going to let us just borrow it?"

"That much is not my concern," the man said. "I don't know who the person is who has the Arcanum or I would go visit him myself."

"Sounds like you should," Brody said. "I'm tired of being everyone's gopher."

"You've been asked by another party for the Arcanum?" The man asked, looking genuinely surprised.

Anna chewed the inside of her lip for a second, neither responding. He doesn't know about the Journal? That means…

He's not working with the people who took Colin.

Brody met her gaze, and she realized he had reached the same conclusion. Whoever this man was — and whoever he was working with — it was not the same group that had kidnapped Colin and was after Amelia Earhart's journal.

She rolled her eyes. This just got a lot more complicated.

"Let's say we do get this stupid thing," Brody said. "How should we find you?"

The man was already turning to leave, speaking over his shoulder. "No need to find me. We will be ready to receive it as soon as you have it in your possession.”

As quickly as he arrived, man disappeared like a wraith. The car in front drove away, and Anna saw the black-clothed man entering the driver's side of the vehicle behind them. He backed away from the accident and then pulled around their car, following the other gray sedan into the distance.

We will be ready to receive it, she thought, silently repeating the man’s words. That sounds a bit foreboding.


TWENTY

JOÃO


"Report."

The Shepherd was succinct, as always. He appreciated that about the man – leadership with no unnecessary chatter.

João Palau had spent a lifetime taking orders, and he was adept at it. He had also given quite a few, knowing the best way to handle them was to keep them straightforward and simple.

Direct orders left no room for small talk, and there was no place for small talk in the midst of an operation.

Thus, he was more than happy to comply. "I believe we've scared them enough," he stated. "We found them near the hotel, heading back. They seemed still shaken up from the encounter with the other party, though I didn't delve into details. Initially, they thought we were that other group, but my feigned confusion at the absence of their third member made them pause."

"I see," the Shepherd responded. "So now they know for a fact we are not the same group. That there are two groups pursuing them. Correct?"

João nodded. "Yes. I considered letting them continue to believe we were the same group, but I felt they would soon realize the truth. This way, they understand the urgency and precision we expect, and if we don’t get it..." He trailed off, continuing after a pause. “I let it stand because I believe we can use this to our advantage. If they know two groups are after them, it will solidify their resolve to comply."

“Indeed. And have you any more information as to who this other group is?”

“I do not,” he answered. “But it seems they are not after the Arcanum. They’ve apparently kidnapped a member of their team. If that and the Arcanum are somehow related, that relationship is still unknown.”

The Shepherd listened on.

“You have other soldiers working to uncover who else is after the Californians?” he asked.

“I do,” the Shepherd said. “No need to concern yourself with this other party unless they are actively interfering in getting the Arcanum. If they find whatever it is they want, so be it. If not… so long as they do not get in your way, they are of no concern to me or the Order.”

“Understood. Again, I believe this may work to our advantage. Keep them confused, guessing. We can use their fear against them.”

"Hopefully," the Shepherd mused.

João sensed skepticism in the Shepherd's tone but didn't dwell on it. "They are unprepared for this chase," he said, doubling down on his theory. "They’re actors, not trained military professionals. The one member of their group who would be trained to handle a situation such as this was kidnapped by this other party. That means the other two are running scared, very much in the ‘flight’ stage of ‘fight or flight.’

“By pushing them to continue the search for the Arcanum while they’re aware of another pursuing group that’s already made a move to threaten then, we can potentially guide them to our desired outcome.”

"I trust your judgment," the Shepherd affirmed. “But do not forget that it is not two others — it’s three.”

João released a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. Of course. That was a variable he needed to consider.

"However,” the Shepherd continued, “this changes our timeline. It appears this other group is as eager as we are to get their hands on something the California group has.” The Shepherd paused, fumbling with his phone. When he resumed speaking, his voice was lower. “And you did not say exactly what it was they want. You are sure they are not also seeking the Arcanum?"

João smirked. "No, that's the intriguing part. They aren't after the Arcanum – I think this other group doesn’t even know it exists. If they do, it's not their primary interest. And they seem to be foreigners, not native to Brazil. Only here because this group is here. I suspect they're looking for something from our targets' previous venture in the Solomon Islands."

There was a longer pause. “I see. Having a third party involved may indeed be advantageous to our interests. It keeps the California team alert, at the very least. Pushing toward our objective. But remember, we cannot afford any delay. Time is not a luxury we possess.”

"I understand," João assured. “But operating against a ticking clock is my forte. Live for the Order."

“Live for the Order," the Shepherd echoed, but his words sounded hollow.

The call ended abruptly. João turned off his phone and pocketed it. He walked back to his car, where he’d left it parked after his interaction with the California group, then addressed the man standing by. He was another soldier of the Order, currently a middle rank. Trained and committed, but not yet ready for promotion.

He had passed his initial tests, so he was capable of being used as a knowledgable asset to the Order, and João was currently using him as a driver and navigator.

João gave him the Shepherd’s directive, then told his subordinate what their next move would be.


TWENTY-ONE

THE SHEPHERD


If this is real…

The implications were staggering. The Shepherd leaned back in his chair. He was the leader of the Order of the Magi, a secret subset of the Jesuit Order, which itself was a fraternity of men within the Catholic Church. He had set the phone on the desk and was currently browsing the web to see if any new information had been uncovered.

Unsurprisingly, there was nothing new to be found on there. To the outside world, the Arcanum was just as enigmatic and unknown today, as it had been yesterday and seemingly forever before that. It was a missing piece of history, created, stolen, forgotten. Part of him believed this was nothing—that their search would be fruitless as it always had been. For centuries, his fraternity had been searching for the Arcanum.

The Shepherd was a realist—he wasn’t naive enough to think that this artifact was the real thing. He wanted it to be — had worked for longer than a decade with the assumption that it was real, out there somewhere. But another part of his mind doubted this could be the real thing. He also knew that it was wise to doubt, wise to question. Why should it show up now, after all these years?

Why should it show up during his leadership of the Order? It was too good to be true, too lucky. Too coincidental.

If the Arcanum was real, and it was still here in Brazil, he would be hailed as a savior. Not the Savior, of course, but one suddenly wielding the same power of the Lord and Savior on earth. It was very likely he would be sainted, at least in the small, secretive group within the Catholic Church. Sure, he might not attain the glory of the saints who had gone before him, but sainthood and glory were the least of the reasons he was after the Arcanum.

Like those who had gone before him, as well as the men who served with him now, the Shepherd believed the Arcanum wielded very real power. It was both a map and a vessel—an instruction manual to use the object for the ultimate good.

He did not care about glory, and did not care much for leaving a legacy.

He cared about power. Not just the power that such an object would bestow upon a man, but specifically the power something like this could do for a man like him. It wasn’t about the ability he would have to wield it, it was about actually wielding it.

As a young boy, the Shepherd had been a fan of comic books. He consumed the stories within as quickly as his mother could provide them. He appreciated the depth of character development the authors of the comics would create, the tension they would build from chapter to chapter.

But his favorite parts of any of them were when a character would use the power bestowed upon them. It was one thing to threaten the world with a villainous use of power; in his mind it was a wholly different — and better — thing to actually see the superheroes and supervillains use it.

He didn't just want the Arcanum; he needed it. Perhaps this was why his ascension to leadership of the Order happened so quickly. Prior to two decades ago, he was devout, but still a layperson. He had not spent his entire life serving the church, making his rise through the society — and eventually in the Order — that much more remarkable.

He had taken the vows as a Novitiate of the Society of Jesuits fifteen years ago, then proceeded through his First Studies and Regency, eventually getting tapped to fast-track his ministry and theology components of his studies, and take his Final Vows and become a Jesuit only eleven years after.

The Shepherd had discovered the Order within the Jesuit Society on accident, while he was working as a college professor. One of his mentors during his Masters of Divinity studies had clued him in to the small local sect of Jesuits that practiced their faith in a slightly different way.

He was at first intrigued, but when he discovered the reason for their faith — the true meaning behind their secretive sect — he was hooked.

This was an Order he could not only support, it was one that could provide him the means to wield the Lord’s power on Earth.

And the Shepherd believed his rise through the ranks, eventually leading to his ascension as Shepherd of the Order, had been bestowed on him directly by the hand of God, given to him for one purpose and one purpose alone: to find and use the Arcanum once more.

And after all this time, he felt confident that if the Arcanum was truly here, truly within reach, he was the man to acquire it.

He was the man to use it.

He closed the laptop’s lid and spoke a silent prayer, hoping to once again borrow some of the Lord's power. His soldiers were hard at work already, but this was a concerted effort that would take everything the Shepherd had. He was no military man, and therefore work like this needed to be left to professionals.

But professionals still needed leadership, and he willed himself the strength to provide it.

As he sat with his eyes closed, his thoughts fell back in time, over two decades ago. Long before he’d taken the vows of chastity, of poverty, of obedience.

Quiet laughter, small feet hammering down hardwood stairs.

A beautiful woman's voice calling out from the room in which piles of presents sat beneath a decorated Christmas tree.

He tried to force the memories away. Try to force his mind to focus on the present, on his prayer and meditation.

But it was too late—though the memory could be pushed away, the pain it stirred within him could not. Others had told him that time could heal all wounds, but none of them told him how painful even healed wounds could be.

He felt it now, physically as always, a clenching around his heart inside his chest, that was very real.

As real as the burning, searing…

He felt the fire on his skin, felt it reaching him, licking him, teasing him with its heat.

He had been human then, just as he was now. Powerless then, as he was now. No human could withstand intensity like that.

No human could force themselves to run through flames like that.

And so no human could have saved them.

Tears were falling freely now, unwanted but not unwarranted. It had been many years since he allowed himself this feeling of release, this vulnerability. Over a decade since he’d let anyone else see it.

He had sworn his life to the Society of Jesuits shortly thereafter, ingratiating himself with the local leadership, and eventually the secret Order within their ranks.

Little did he know how quickly he would find the Church to be almost as familial and loving as the family he had lost.

Almost…

The Shepherd stood, stretching his aging back. He would find this power, whether this Arcanum was the real deal or not. He had no other choice. No other way. He didn't just want to believe—he believed because he knew the truth. He knew the power it held within, and knew what it meant to wield it.

He grabbed another object off the surface of the desk and brought it to his lips. Once again amused by the juxtaposition of his ancient order and beliefs and modern-day technology, he smiled. The vape pen was crude, a poor imitation of the original native form of the drug he was about to consume. He missed the elegant, hand-carved bone pipes he’d used in the past, two decades ago, when he’d first learned of the drug.

But he had to admit these newfangled vape pens were efficient. He didn't need the fires, the chanting, the native dance, and ritual.

He just needed the drug.

He sucked in a breath, held it, then released. He repeated the process exactly two more times, knowing the proper dosage that would alter his mind yet not cause him to become incoherent or lead to pass out completely.

The plant he was burning and smoking was native to the region, though largely unknown to the outside world. It had been a well-kept secret of the native populations that lived in the forests to the north for thousands of years, used similarly to the ayahuasca found in other parts of the continent. But unlike ayahuasca, this plant was more subtle, more streamlined. It pinpointed a few neurochemicals in the brain without affecting the rest, assuming the dose was correct. The high it offered was quite dissimilar to the high from other plant-based hallucinogens—not that he would know from experience—but it was quite effective.

The drug calmed his body, and he began feeling the microscopic particles spreading through his chest. He felt a weight being lifted off of him, his eyes sparkling with the newfound clarity the drug provided.

He longed for one more puff from the pen, but knew his dosage well and knew the repercussions were he to partake in too much.

He said another prayer, this time louder, this time more adamant. He willed the Lord to take away the cravings, to take away the addiction, to take away the pull of the drug's appeal. He willed the Lord to give him this clarity without needing the drug at all.

It was a vain effort, he knew, but the habit of prayer was never a bad thing.

When he finished, he felt perfectly clear and settled. He knew it was wise to abide by his ritualistic dosage and no more. He needed to be himself, needed to be completely lucid. There would be a time when he could partake and enjoy the completeness of the ritual brought on by the exuberant drug, but that time was not today.

He was even more clear about his mission now. He believed the Arcanum had the potential to be real, and he would not stop until he knew for sure.

He needed the power it brought, the power it promised.

The Shepherd had made a promise long ago… and he vowed to keep it.


TWENTY-TWO

COLIN


Colin groaned.

That was a long night.

And the first thing he’d thought of as he woke was I wish I had my phone to film this.

He wondered if this was how actors and filmmakers always felt — wanting to capture every moment, no matter how dire, as it could one day make great footage. And since his job here was, technically, to be filming a television show, he felt having some B-roll of him strapped to a chair after being kidnapped would only make the episode more entertaining.

The second thing he thought of after waking was his father. Retired SAS officer, his old man perfectly fit the stereotype of a crotchety old Brit. Though Colin considered himself American, as he had been born in Maine, he had picked up quite a few of his father's British quirks.

The one maxim from his dad echoing through his mind now was, Never complain, never explain. The mindset that gave Brits their characteristic ‘stiff upper lip’ was the one he felt himself inclined to repeat in his mind now.

You’re still alive, he told himself. Don’t complain.

He had served in the US military, but much of the tradition and history of his nation's Armed Forces had taken their cues from their direct predecessors, the English armies and navies. Though relations between the two countries, at least in militaristic terms, could be described as ‘friendly competitive,’ Colin had lived this competitiveness daily. His father was every bit the traditional British Colonel as Colin was the American special operator.

They had spent countless hours sharing stories, reliving their glory days, and generally making up for lost time — each trying to one-up the other with a highly exaggerated tale of some mission or another.

Colin had missed his father’s presence as a young boy, but his dad had left the service and retired in the United States to take a political handshaking job, bringing his wife and two young boys to the States. Colin’s father had been in his mid-40s at the time, having had Colin a bit later in life, so much of the man's active duty career was lost to Colin, having taken place mostly before he was born.

Now in his 80s, his old man loved catching up and prying into Colin's life, both during and after his own time as a serviceman. And while there were a few things Colin was not at liberty to discuss, much of his service had been of the relatively tame sort – training, deployments, playing cards and video games to all hours of the night inside a dusty tent in some faraway place.

But he was thinking of his dad now, wondering how he would go about telling this particular story. He didn't think he was going to die here – that didn't seem to be the Boxer's goal, or the man already would have done it – and he had his doubts about the Boxer's henchmen roughing him up any more than he already had.

If it took a few more of the Boxer's punches before they gave up and let him go, then so be it. Colin was no Wolverine, but he was plenty resilient. The pain focused him, steeled his nerves. It gave him direction.

He tested his body, working out a few kinks that had set in overnight. With each aching joint creaking in annoyance, Colin planned his escape. That was the conclusion he had come to – that his dad never would have gotten himself into a situation like this in the first place, and if he had, he would have done everything in his power to escape.

Colin smiled, imagining how he’d tell his old man about this one. Maybe he’d amp up the early parts of this story — that Colin had been apprehended at gunpoint by not one, but four, men. That he’d had no choice but to surrender.

And he decided he would escape, no matter what. There was no need for hyperbole for that one — escape was going to happen.

Colin had no wife or kids waiting for him at home, and while he certainly didn't want to die today, he absolutely did not want to have to go back home, tail tucked between his legs, and explain to his father that he had spent his time moping and planning for a perfect opportunity rather than using his grit and determination to break free.

So when the Boxer had come in to wake him up and presumably start in once more with the interrogation, Colin began planning his escape. The Boxer left shortly afterward to make a phone call, and Colin listened in. He heard the Boxer saying he had Colin in custody, that they were still looking for the journal, and that the rest of the Boxer's men were out following Brody and Anna.

Colin listened attentively, hanging on every word the Boxer spoke. If Anna and Brody were being followed, that meant they were in far more danger than Colin was now. And just like he had his doubts about the Boxer's ability or desire to follow through with his veiled threats of torture or execution, he also doubted the Boxer's foresight regarding security and fortification.

This whole ‘mission’ of the Boxer’s seemed hastily thrown together. And why wouldn’t it have been? They probably had to wait for the trio to arrive from California, then plan their attack once they landed.

And while the Boxer cut an intimidating silhouette, he had the presence and appearance of a successful thug. A well-trained bouncer. Not someone who should be put in charge of a massive paramilitary operation and the logistical nightmare that would entail.

Colin bided his time, waiting for the right moment.

He hadn’t gotten a good look at the building they were currently in, but he knew it was a port-side building. A warehouse that had been constructed for some other purpose besides holding prisoners. The walls were thin – made of corrugated sheet metal, and internally they weren't much stronger. The doors were single-core, meant to keep noises to a minimum and offer a bit of privacy, not to keep prisoners from breaking through them. Any locks on the external doors might pose a threat, but Colin had a feeling the Boxer would not have told his men to lock him inside with Colin after they left to chase after Brody and Anna.

So he sat, listening to the Boxer's one-way conversation outside the room, hearing his father's voice in his mind. Get up, son, he could hear him saying in his stilted Americanized English accent. You can do better than this. What's one man going to say against an agile young Puddleford?

While Colin had always hated his last name, his father acted like it was the greatest name in history, and always leaned in on the word when he spoke it aloud.

“Right, Dad," he said. "The Boxer's out there making a mockery of me. I’m zip-tied to a shabby old chair in a warehouse that has two millimeters of steel between me and the outside world.”

What are you going to do about it? the voice in his head asked.

He rolled his eyes. "Dammit, Dad." As he worked his wrists to get them into position to break free, he made sure the Boxer was still talking. He worked his ankles around the outside edges of the chair legs.

He needed to hurry. Colin heard the Boxer finishing up the call, the telltale inflection of the man’s voice cluing him in that he was about done. Only then did Colin realize he was speaking English. Whoever he had on the other end either didn't speak Portuguese, or the Boxer was faking the conversation, for Colin’s benefit.

He could be baiting me, Colin realized. Letting me think there’s no one outside with him, daring me to escape.

He thought for a moment about that — was trying an escape worth the risk?

His father’s voice didn’t even have time to start up again. Colin knew his answer.

As the Boxer ended the call and turned to re-enter the room, Colin steeled himself, preparing for his next move.


TWENTY-THREE

LOBO


Antonio Lobo gave his silent prayer as he left his motel room. He walked toward the end of the hall, then got on the elevator. He was only on the third floor, but the elevator allowed him to avoid the stairs. He had no interest in burning more calories today.

He had struggled with his weight all of his adult life, but as the years wore on, his body did not respond as well as it used to. He rode down in silence, waiting for the ding letting him know he had arrived on the hotel's lowest floor. He was hoping to grab a candy bar and sports drink from the vending machine before Brody and Anna arrived. They had called not long ago, letting him know they wanted to meet in the hotel's restaurant as soon as they were back.

Brody's voice had seemed clipped, short, and though he didn't give details over the phone, Lobo could tell their trip had not gone well. Colin was still missing, and it sounded as though Brody and Anna didn't know what to do next.

He truly wished they could find him, get him back safely.

As soon as the elevator doors opened, he heard commotion — far too much noise for the otherwise quiet hotel. Lobo stepped out, forgetting to perform his silent prayer ritual. He glanced left and right, finding that the majority of the commotion was from hotel guests standing and talking in hushed voices on both sides of the hotel's lobby.

In the center of the lobby, corralled around what had to be the hotel manager and a front desk clerk, he saw the cause of the commotion. A group of paramedics and police were standing around the lobby furniture. Two heavy-looking armchairs had been pushed to the side to give more room to the group of first responders. He saw a stretcher, erected and standing on the side of the group closest to him, but it lay empty.

Lobo immediately forgot his hunger and walked across the half of the lobby still unoccupied, heading for the front doors. He wasn't sure if he wanted to go outside and ignore the commotion or find out what was going on. He chose the latter option, however, realizing that Brody and Anna would want to know what all the fuss was about, and therefore he did as well.

Before reaching the doors, he turned left and found a man standing alone, leaning against the wall. He was holding a box of cigarettes, with a lighter in the other hand. Lobo guessed the man had been on his way out to smoke but stopped to watch the proceedings.

"What happened?" Lobo asked in Portuguese.

The man flicked his eyes up at him, and responded in the same language. "Somebody died, I think."

Lobo couldn't help but raise an eyebrow. "Died? You are sure?"

The man scoffed. "I don't know anything for sure. But they haven't moved the stretcher, and they're talking to the police. I don't think this is a situation the paramedics can do anything about."

Lobo recognized the man's point. He turned and watched the group of officers standing around, two of them talking quietly to each other while the other three interrogated one of the hotel personnel. The man and woman, dressed in nice clothes he guessed were the manager and someone who worked at the front desk, both seemed stricken with grief.

Eyes wide, the woman even had red streaks around the corners of her eyelids.

Yes, something terrible had happened.

"How long ago?" Lobo asked.

The man cocked his head to the side, as if annoyed, but answered. "15 minutes ago? That's when the police got here. I was out smoking when they came in. I followed them in but they haven't let anybody go back to their rooms."

Lobo nodded. That explained why there were people gathered around the outskirts of the lobby. They probably didn't want to alarm anyone, so they hadn't announced a full evacuation of the hotel, and whatever investigation would ensue had not officially kicked off yet.

Lobo thanked the man and walked out the front doors. If the police were going to start questioning people, Lobo didn't want to be held up. They hadn't locked the front doors, so he hoped to be able to get away and catch Brody and Anna before they left the parking lot to come inside.

They pulled up just as he reached the parking lot. Brody's window was open, and he saw him driving. Brody slowed and entered the temporary parking overhang at the front of the hotel. There were two police cars parked in it, and an ambulance parked just on the other side in the parking lot.

"What's going on?" Brody asked. He pulled the car to a stop, and Lobo met him at the hotel entrance and leaned down to be able to see him and Anna inside. He was about to place his hands on the window when he realized it had not been rolled down after all.

"Is your window broken?" Lobo asked.

Brody offered a half smile. "It's been quite a day already," he said.

Lobo nodded again. "Seems to be that way in there, as well. I heard someone died."

He thought he saw Anna's eyes widen a little bit, but she recovered quickly. "How do you know?" she asked.

Lobo quickly recounted his interaction with the smoker inside, then started toward the rear door. "Let me in and I can tell you the rest, though I'm not sure there is much more detail I can add."

He heard the door unlock, and he opened it on the rear passenger side. Once inside, Brody turned to face him.

"Where should we go?" Lobo asked. "Seems smart to get away from the hotel while the police figure out what happened, but you two have been driving all day. Should we find a place nearby where we can talk?"

Brody looked at Anna, then back at him. "I'm not sure there's much we can do about Colin, but you're right that we should talk about it. We need to get up to speed, see if there's anyone here who might be able to help us."

Lobo listened as Anna continued. "But no, I don't think we should go somewhere to talk. We're all here now, and there's somewhere else Brody and I want to go."

Lobo looked at the broken window once more, saw the shards of glass sprinkled all over the dashboard and Brody's and Anna's laps. Pieces of it had fallen in the cracks between the console and the seats, trickling back to the floor where Lobo sat.

“You were attacked? By whom?” he asked.

"I would say… forcefully questioned," Brody answered. "But that's beside the point. Some guy stopped us on the way back and asked us for the Arcanum."

"The Arcanum?” Lobo asked, registering shock on his face. “Who was he? How did he know⁠—"

"We don't really know anything," Anna said as Brody drove out of the parking lot and back onto the road they had come in on. "But he made it very clear that there would be a lot more trouble if we didn't give it to him. Brody told him we would be meeting with the farmer who has it tomorrow."

Lobo thought for a moment, then cleared his throat. "So you want to go now," he said. "To see if you can get it, or at least figure out what it really is, before then."

Anna turned around in the front seat, and he immediately saw the fear in her eyes. "We'd still like your help, if you're willing. We don't know anyone here, and I haven't been able to get in touch with Henry. I'm sorry to spring this on you now, but —"

Lobo held up a hand and offered a genuine smile. "I wouldn't have it any other way," he said. "I've been cooped up in that hotel room all day, and I'm ready to do anything that might help. And anything that might help prevent any more trouble."


TWENTY-FOUR

COLIN


Colin moved with precision and speed.

He made his way to the door, yanking off the last remaining zip tie that he hadn't yet snapped. It had slid off the arm of the chair when it broke free from its wooden seat, allowing him freedom.

He then stood against the thin metal wall, listening as The Boxer ended his call, imagining the large man standing just as Colin was on the opposite side of the interior wall. The Boxer wasn't speaking loudly, but his voice reverberated into the room, giving Colin the impression of depth and space – he knew the warehouse interior was large, and mostly empty.

In fact, he hadn't seen anything at all upon being dragged inside. The bright daylight caused his eyes to adjust as he'd entered the dark interior, and he only had a few seconds to glance around before they shoved him into this room and tied him to the chair.

As he’d realized before making his move, there was still a chance The Boxer was playing him for a fool. A chance he was waiting outside with his gun drawn, scores of men just like him pointing at Colin, hoping he would fall for the man's ruse.

But he thought it was unlikely – if The Boxer were trying to get him to react, to get him to break himself free and attempt an escape, he would have simply walked outside and shouted for everyone else to clear the room. He would have made his solitary presence in the warehouse much more obvious.

And then of course, what purpose would that serve?

Colin got the impression The Boxer did not want Colin to escape, or attempt to. For whatever reason, this man had orders to keep Colin alive, at least for the time being.

But Colin had not made a career soldier out of himself by taking unnecessary chances. He calmed his breathing, closed his eyes, and counted to ten. He listened intently, trying to hear The Boxer's movements. Was he still against the wall? Was he checking messages? Was he walking around in circles?

Unfortunately, after The Boxer's conversation, the man had gone completely silent. He hadn't noticed what type of shoes the man was wearing, but he assumed they must be some sort of soft-bottom loafers, or The Boxer was uncannily good at sneaking around without trying.

Colin heard the handle turn on the door, and he tensed.

This is it, he told himself.

He didn't want to fight The Boxer – that seemed like it would be a losing proposition – but he also thought he could get the jump on him and outrun him.

And as long as there was an escape from the larger warehouse building to the outside, he had myriad options. He could sneak by and make a run for the port, hoping to get lost in some of the boats and seaside industry he had glimpsed.

Or he could run the other direction, trying to get lost in the numerous warehouse buildings and structures on the opposite side of the road.

First things first, however: he needed to get away from The Boxer and outside. He waited for the door to open fully, knowing that the man wouldn't be able to see the empty, broken wooden chair on the floor until he stepped almost all the way through the doorway.

He did just that, a moment later craning his head around to see the chair, the large man's mouth falling open like a largemouth bass. It snapped back shut again as he noticed Colin moving toward him against the wall in his peripheral vision.

Colin had stopped sneaking and was now sprinting, closing the three-foot gap left with a single lunge, bringing his arm and hand up and aiming for the man's exposed neck. It would be a solid blow, one that would incapacitate any unsuspecting victim for at least ten seconds. If he hit him hard enough, Colin might even be able to crush his windpipe and send him down for the count.

But none of that happened.

As Colin's arm swung through the air, The Boxer reacted incredibly fast, ducking his head to the side and letting Colin's flattened hand fall harmlessly against the hard part of his skull above his ear.

Colin winced in pain, pulling his hand back and opting for a secondary punch with his left. But The Boxer continued to surprise him. He turned, taking Colin full-on as if inviting him in for a hug.

Colin's punch hit unbelievably hard muscle beneath the man's clothing – is he wearing body armor? – and Colin's eyes widened as The Boxer sneered at him.

It was the man's version of a smile, and Colin knew what that meant. He hadn’t surprised this bastard at all.

The Boxer swung upward then, a left hook catching Colin just under his jaw, where he had hit him on the opposite side of his face earlier. Colin was able to deflect the fist into the metal wall at the last moment, but just barely. The man's huge hand scraped Colin's chin as it slammed into the metal and dented the corrugated steel.

Colin knew good luck when he saw it, and he ducked under the man's arm as he reeled back in and darted out into the warehouse.


TWENTY-FIVE

COLIN


Colin didn't look back – he ran like his life depended on it, and at this point, he was quite sure it did. Had that fist connected properly, Colin wasn't sure if the man would've knocked him out or knocked the life completely out of him. The Boxer roared, though it didn't sound like he was in much pain.

He turned – Colin could tell by the volume increase in the sound of his voice – just as the roar became laughter. Colin frowned as he ran, taking the first exit he found – a bar across a door the door he had come in on – and was relieved to find that it flew open easily.

Why the hell is he laughing?

The laughter continued as Colin once again forced his eyes to adjust to the bright daylight outside as he planned his next move. He ran straight forward, into the wide alley space of asphalt that separated the parking lot on his right from the pier to his left, then finally stopped for a moment to catch his breath and get his bearings.

The door swung closed as quickly as he had thrown it open, and the laughter was cut off.

Okay, I made it. Now what? Frankly, he hadn't expected to be able to get this far this easily. He had been surprised by The Boxer's reaction speed, but Colin had been prepared and made his escape without his ego getting in the way and forcing him to try to fight the monster.

But then the man had laughed at him as he left. He didn’t seem upset at all that he escaped. Why was that?

Colin saw a shadow, too, bouncing off the brick wall of the building in front of him. Unlike the warehouse he just left, this brick wall formed the exterior of a smaller, yet still substantial building to the south. He wasn't sure what was inside, but it didn't matter, as his attention was pulled toward it because of those shadows.

He turned to the right, facing the parking lot and the west, hoping to see Brody and Anna waiting for him. He knew it was a long shot, and it certainly was not his friends looking back at him.

Instead, it was two other men – both emaciated and thin, scrabbling forward on feet that barely left the ground when they moved, the toes of their worn shoes dragging over the asphalt with a sickening scratching sound.

And they were clawing forward, their arms outstretched as if trying to grab him, though the entire thing was happening in slow motion. They weren't moving quickly, but they were certainly moving directly toward him.

“Uh… hey.”

He wasn't sure what to say to the local homeless population of Natal, but he figured he would try speaking in English, just in case.

“I’m, uh… sorry if I'm in your way, I was just moving through —”

Colin yelped as the man to his left closed the remaining five feet of space in an instant, suddenly lurching forward and grabbing Colin's shirt. His eyes flew open, suddenly smelling the homeless guy.

The reek of trash and decaying meat – was that his breath? – hit him hard, but Colin was more focused on the strength the man exhibited as he yanked Colin's shirt and pulled him toward him.

What in the fresh hell…

The man uttered a few words, a single sentence in Portuguese, but even then it sounded stilted, old. It was like an incantation, not necessarily directed at Colin, but with a commanding tone anyway.

The second man was there as well, joining his stinky homeless partner a moment later. Colin backed away, but the man's wrist was clamped onto and around the three buttons of his polo shirt. He felt the man twist, the shirt collar tightening and choking him.

He reacted on instinct, smacking upward with the same force with which he had tried to incapacitate The Boxer.

This time he hit pay dirt as he heard the man's arm crack, the ulna broken. He winced again, though this time it was an apologetic one, suddenly wishing he hadn't permanently hurt the guy.

They're just here looking for handouts, and I look like an easy target, he told himself.

The wrist released Colin's shirt and he stumbled backward, but the men both continued scratching forward. He saw the man's hand hanging limp, the broken wrist now useless. That was the first time he noticed the man's eyes – they seemed to stare through Colin, as if not even seeing him.

And in spite of the pain he must be feeling, he hadn't stopped his weird incantation, the strange Portuguese guttural sounds falling out like he had swallowed a tape recorder after pressing play.

Did he even feel that?

They were on him again, both of them now, and Colin reacted once more on instinct, elbowing the man on his right directly in the chest – hard enough to break his sternum, but only serving to push the man backwards a few feet where he then continued his unstoppable forward crawl – and then he struck the man on the left in the side, feeling ribs crunching beneath the surface.

There was hardly any meat around his bones, and Colin once again felt remorse for hurting these guys who clearly just wanted a meal. But none of the men gave him any sign that they had felt pain or even felt his blows at all, aside from the involuntary reaction of getting pushed backward.

But he wasn’t about to be incapacitated by a couple of stinky hobos.

He let out a breath, a soft sigh. Guess I’m going to have to make this hurt more, he thought.

He struck again, this time hitting the man's throat, and the incantation slid to a halt.


TWENTY-SIX

LOBO


He had heard of the Arcanum once, reading about it in a brief mention from an old Portuguese communiqué. The document, or rather the shard that had been found, mentioned the Arcanum as "a circular ceramic plate, inscribing the details of—" and that was it.

There was nothing else in the document referencing the Arcanum directly. The section that Lobo had read claimed to be from a pile of documents found in a shipwreck off the coast of Brazil. This shipwreck, dating back to the 17th century, had been a significant discovery, containing a trove of artifacts and historical documents.

Since the documents had been packed inside a wax-sealed crate, most of them had survived the centuries underwater in differing states of preservation. Nevertheless, water and pressure eventually won, seeping into the box as the wax wore away and saturating the materials inside. But the box itself had held up well and preserved the artifacts inside. Though some of the paper had disintegrated and floated away, or become silt lining the insides of the box, enough of the documents remained legible for researchers to put together a manifest of the ship's contents.

That was the main reason the Arcanum had been lost to history: the rest of the ship's haul was extremely valuable. Specifically, it contained enough gold to make anyone jealous, siphoned off from the native populations that lived in the mountains on the western side of the continent. Some of these objects had actually been found in the same shipwreck, including gold busts worth millions, coins, decorations, and historical figurines crucially valuable to Inca history, fabricated from materials like jade and gold.

Some of these items sat in museums, while some had found their way onto the antiquities black market. All of them were of interest to the academic community, which is how Lobo had come to hear of the shipwreck's contents.

He had researched the Arcanum as deeply as possible before meeting with the group from California, though that entire process had taken all of 15 minutes. Besides the snippet of text transcribed and digitized online, there was simply no other mention of a Portuguese Arcanum, Inca Arcana, or anything with that name.

Making matters even more challenging was that the word 'Arcanum' seemed to be a placeholder for the object itself – whoever had documented it on board the ship simply inserted the old Latin word 'Arcanum' instead of whatever the ceramic plate was supposed to be. 'Arcanum' simply meant old, arcane, lost knowledge, and so it was likely that the person who had detailed the ship's manifest on these pages simply wrote down whatever he saw.

Sure, it was strange to see the word appear again when the network reached out to him, claiming a farmer somewhere northwest of Natal had found the Arcanum on his land. This struck Lobo as strange for two reasons. First, it was odd that the farmer would use the same term used in the ship's manifest to describe the Arcanum. Why would he choose a seemingly mundane placeholder name for the very same object? Second, how did the Arcanum – if it was the same one apparently lost in the Portuguese shipwreck – end up on the farmer's property?

It seemed reasonable that the farmer had somehow stumbled across the same online resource Lobo had found and decided his artifact was arcane enough that its forgery might raise enough interest to garner a good price. It still didn't explain how the Arcanum ended up on the farmer's property, far inland from the coast and certainly hundreds of miles from the Portuguese shipwreck itself: it was never there in the first place.

Lobo was almost positive this farmer had fabricated the entire story, gleaning bits of factual data to back up his assertion that this ceramic plate – now triangular – was the same one lost on a Portuguese gold ship.

At the end of the day, it didn't matter. Lobo was not present to lend credibility and an academic mind to the equation – he was present to film a TV show, and lend credibility to that. That the Arcanum was fake had no bearing on the show's ability to be made; in actuality, it would make the show that much more believable if it turned out the Arcanum had been fabricated by the farmer and Lobo, Anna Johansson, and his other cohosts could prove it on television.

Nevertheless, Antonio Lobo was very excited to meet this farmer. He didn't know what the man farmed, or anything else about him, but he assumed the man was not a historian, nor was he a closet archaeologist. He either didn't know what he had and had attached a semi-believable story to it in order to attract attention to himself, or he had fabricated the entire thing out of whole cloth. Either way, Lobo wanted to meet him and see this thing for himself. He couldn't help feeling a bit of adventure dwelling inside him. The church had been a fine place to exercise his historical interests and academic mind for many years, but serving the order was still a far cry from fieldwork and performing actual science.

His professorial duties didn't do much to calm his adventurous desires, either. Standing in front of a class lecturing was nearly less than half of what Indiana Jones did, after all. What a story this would make, if he could actually see, touch, and feel this small piece of history, real or not. He could already think of three openings for possible lectures, all three intriguing and engaging for different reasons.

The story of the Arcanum, as fragmented as it was, had lingered in his mind. But Lobo was a man of reason, and he reminded himself to temper his excitement with caution. The likelihood of the Arcanum being an elaborate forgery was high, and he knew better than to let his imagination run wild. Yet, as he pulled up to the farm with Brody Flanagan and Dr. Anna Johansson, he couldn't help but feel a surge of anticipation. Whether a groundbreaking discovery or a clever hoax, the Arcanum was a mystery, and Antonio Lobo was determined to unravel it.


TWENTY-SEVEN

LOBO


The sun trickled through the canopy and sprinkled light onto the ground around Antonio Lobo's feet. He looked up at the tops of the trees far in the distance, once again—and as always—in awe and inspired by the jungle's foliage.

For many Brazilian natives, living near or in the Amazon rainforest was just the mundane unity of day-to-day life. The forest was a life form people lived in and among, a force of nature that had to be reckoned with and respected, but was otherwise just a normal part of existence.

But the wonder of it all never ceased to amaze Lobo. From a young boy playing on his grandparents' land near Manaus to coming back during breaks throughout University in the United States, he always tried to get up here to see and feel the forest's presence.

He crunched over the canopy's litter—more foliage and drying leaves that had fallen out of the jungle and would now fall to the drier climate. He followed behind Anna Johansson and Brody Flanagan, who walked side-by-side with the farmer who owned this land. The man seemed nice enough, but Lobo saw immediately the twinkle in his eye as the three parked and exited the vehicle. He had the look of a used car salesman, waiting for just the right moment to launch into his practiced spiel.

He knew the man wasn't trying to sell them anything other than the veracity of his claims, but the very truthfulness of the Arcanum's background would mean a potential large payout for the farmer or nothing at all.

He had already been paid the lump sum requested, but the network had likely implied there could be more if the Arcanum was, in fact, real. Their show would be filmed nonetheless, but Lobo suspected the farmer would seek a huge payout after completion — if the network wanted to hold onto the artifact for themselves.

So they played their roles and walked on, listening to the farmer explain the origins of his family, how they had come to be here farming this land, and all the tiny little side stories the man had deemed worthy of their time. It was somewhat of an annoyance—Lobo and the others were feeling rightfully stressed about the situation with Colin and their encounter with the strange man afterward—but they had agreed on the way over they would play along.

The farmer needn't know any of their troubles, and they certainly didn't want to burn a bridge before they'd even crossed it. For now, they needed the farmer in their good graces, so they listened attentively and gave genuine nods of approval every now and then.

But Lobo was a bit more suspicious than Brody and Anna of this man, hence his holding back and keeping his distance. He examined the property with a keen eye as they walked, seeing nothing out of line, nothing out of the ordinary.

He figured this man was indeed a legitimate farmer, someone who had been here with his family for decades, and that perhaps he could have found something he thought was of historical worth. Why couldn’t that be true?

Things were found all the time, all over the world. Some older than others, but this area had absolutely been settled by tribes of natives long ago, the Portuguese conquistadors following shortly thereafter to stake their own claim—and, inevitably, to eradicate those very natives who called it home long before them.

There was so much history here to unpack, with or without fancy little artifacts. Lobo knew much of the history—at least the broad, sweeping generalizations—and some of the minutiae as well, so he didn't need that same background presented to him by a lowly farmer.

But the farmer seemed committed to putting on a show for his guests. He turned to the left, heading down the footpath leading into the outskirts of the jungle. They were still hundreds of miles away from the largest of the rivers that formed the Amazon, though there were thousands of tiny creeks and streams that ran over the land, sometimes pools where species of fish gathered, all interacting with the larger Amazon ecosystem in their short lives.

Lobo followed them down the path, immediately feeling a ten-degree shift in temperature as the shade of the forest engulfed him, but the increase in humidity had the opposite effect on his skin, making him feel warm. The farmer pointed out certain trees and logs that had fallen, though he couldn't hear his explanation for why they were important.

He looked down at the footpath, wondering if the farmer had carved this himself or if it had been here before even his family had settled the area. They followed the path for fifteen minutes, not seeing any other form of human structure or no other form of human involvement in the area other than the path until finally, they emerged into a small clearing.

Lobo stopped short. His mouth fell open slightly, stunned.

I did not expect this.

Standing in the center of the clearing was a very well-preserved fort. He wasn't sure the exact nature of its build, but it did not look to be something natives would have created. It seemed to be made of stone—likely hardened mud encasing a wooden structure beneath it—but he could see larger stones that had been rolled into place to form the base of all the walls. One wall was missing, but its contents were spilled out over part of the jungle floor to his left.

He started moving again, pulling up to where the others had stopped, just as the farmer launched into his explanation. “…And my grandfather found it when they were clearing land for some of the fields we just walked through," he said. "We believe it was built shortly after work on the fort began, and I suspect it was some sort of outpost or meeting point the Portuguese soldiers traveled through here."

Lobo's mind raced. This made the farmer's entire claim much more plausible. There was no way the man could have built a fort like this unless he had been trained by Hollywood set designers—it was very much a real, old, Portuguese building.

And he would not have had reason to fake it, if he were actually telling the truth. Maybe the man had found some piece of long-lost Portuguese history. Whether it was the actual Arcanum remained to be seen.

He knew the farmer was saving the best for last, and that they would eventually meander out of the forest and back to the farmer's home, where he kept the Arcanum to reveal to them after his tour.

But Lobo no longer minded the waste of time traveling over the farmer's land and looking in.


TWENTY-EIGHT

COLIN


Colin needed to get away, and fast. He had left the two drug addicts back in the alleyway but decided to head toward the port waterfront instead of running back to the road. He had seen The Boxer still standing in the doorway of the warehouse, seemingly unfazed and unconcerned about Colin's escape.

But he had brought his phone up to his ear and was currently barking orders into it.

The fact that he seemed unconcerned meant Colin was not in the clear yet. Even after fighting off the two weird locals, The Boxer was calling reinforcements. These men would like come from the road, and he wasn't sure what car they would be in.

He didn't want to risk flagging down the very people chasing after him, only to be recaptured and brought back to The Boxer's sheet metal lair.

So he turned left and sprinted for the water.

About halfway there, he looked over his shoulder and saw the two men who had attacked him still standing idly by. He could no longer see The Boxer, but had no doubt the man was hidden inside the building, calling the play as he watched Colin get away.

But why weren't the two men chasing him? Why had they attacked him and then just let him leave? Maybe they were like guard dogs—docile until stirred up, willing to kill if you trespassed but not giving you the time of day once you were off their property.

And they hadn't made any motion to The Boxer — no acknowledgement of his presence — nor had the man so much as called out to them. Were they even working together? Were they just random locals who happened to be drugged out and just in the right spot when Colin burst from the warehouse?

These questions, and more, peppered Colin's mind as he made for the port. He saw his destination just to the right now: a boat.

This was a getaway, and he didn’t want to be picky, but he was glad to see a boat with an actual motor. He felt immense relief at the sight of it — a pontoon, a flat deck boat with no roof that had been tied to one of the many posts dotting the pier. The wooden dock stretched out past the pontoon, but there were no other boats on either side of it.

He had hoped to find a boat with an engine, not wanting his getaway to be at the whims of the wind or an oar. Though most yachts had twin engines, he knew better than to hope for such a luxurious vessel way over here. This was an industrial part of the town and these waters had likely never been visited by any fancy yachts during its entire existence.

As such, he had expected to find fishing boats, small skiffs, and perhaps tugboats.

This was a better option, but it was also the only option: it would have to do. Now he just hoped there were keys inside.

He hadn't spent much time around boats, but they operated similarly to cars. Get in, turn the key, start the motor.

He just had to have keys — he had no idea how to hotwire a car or boat.

He reached the pontoon and pulled the loosely tied knot up and over the post, tossing it into the bow of the boat as he jumped on board. He shuffled toward the pilot's seat, relieved to find the keys sitting on the dash. Whoever owned this boat probably used it to get to work, perhaps in one of the many buildings and warehouses on the shoreline. He looked up, wanting to make sure there were no guards or dockside workers watching him hijack someone's vehicle…

Then caught sight of The Boxer staring back at him.

The Boxer had only moved a few feet from the entrance, but he was now standing in the alleyway, his body dark, silhouetted by light around. His hands were on his hips, as if acting like a parent watching their child make a decision. ‘Don't do it,’ he could almost hear The Boxer saying. ‘Don't you dare start that boat.’

Colin wasn't sure what game The Boxer was playing — why he wasn’t bothering to chase him, or shoot at him — but he didn't care. He had been tied up and abused by the man, interrogated and questioned about things he didn't know. He had been threatened, and Colin was not about to turn himself back in to captivity.

He wasn't sure of his next move, other than it needed to be away from this freakishly ugly mercenary.

He stuck in the key and twisted, hearing and feeling the pontoon's powerful motors rumble to a start. They coughed twice then began to purr as he pressed the red button beneath the throttle and clicked it into reverse.

Immediately the boat pulled away from the dock, but Colin's eyes never left The Boxer's.

When the boat was in the center of the channel, Colin turned the wheel, still watching The Boxer's face. The man stepped forward, allowing light to his face, and Colin saw a smile there.

It was sinister, as expected, but it also seemed to be telling him something. He imagined the same parent wagging a finger, disappointed and warning against the child's insubordination.

The smile confirmed that. ‘You'll be sorry,’ it seemed to be saying.

Colin smiled back, sarcastic and meant to poke the bear of a man, but The Boxer's reaction didn't change.

Colin faced toward the open water, noticing the channel widening as it took him toward the open sea.

As he increased the throttle a bit, he wanted to feel relief. He had successfully broken free from his captor, had successfully overcome the two strange guys who had attacked him.

But he couldn't help but feel dismay. The Boxer knew something he didn't, and that gave him pause. Colin was trained to fight, to overcome, to withstand. He was trained to be resilient. But all of that implied he had an enemy to fight.

The Boxer seemed more than happy to let him go, to let him get away.

What did that mean? Had the Boxer's men gotten to Brody and Anna already? Did The Boxer view this as some sort of trade—their lives for his?

Suddenly feeling unsettled, he ignored the no wake buoys dotting the water and gunned the throttle. Two men working on the shore, hauling equipment from a boat into a warehouse, shouted at him as he passed, but he ignored them.

He knew to trust his instinct, to trust his gut. And right now, his gut was screaming at him.

Something's wrong.


TWENTY-NINE

BRODY


"It's not Portuguese," Antonio Lobo whispered.

Brody snapped his head up to look at their resident expert. "What language is it, then?"

They had finished walking through the farmer's property, marveled by the sudden appearance of an old Portuguese building that had been erected long ago on the farmer's grounds. Finally, they had turned back, leaving the jungle and heading toward the farmer's small home, where he had revealed the clay disk that had set everything in motion.

The farmer had placed the fragment on his dining room table, laying it on a brown towel.

Just like in the photograph Brody had seen, this piece was a large chunk of what used to be a circular disk. Triangular portions of it had broken off, leaving this middle section. The sherd in front of him now had two diagonal sides and one rounded side.

There were inscriptions around the perimeter of the piece that was clearly some sort of written message. Though, as Lobo had just pointed out, it wasn’t Portuguese.

That alone was worthy of note — the fact that this artifact actually did exist, and that it was not Portuguese, as everyone had suspected, was remarkable.

Lobo shook his head. "I'm not sure. Some of the less worn symbols appear to be text written much like we’d write today, with symbols that represent letters, all of which together make up an alphabet. These are organized into words and phrases, just like in the languages we all speak and write.

“But that all would have been a more modern development, suggesting that this part of the text is not pre-Colombian. Perhaps these words were written during the 16th century, when the Portuguese came here.”

“You said they’re less worn,” Anna said. “I can see different symbols, too. Older ones — ones that are more worn, and clearly not belonging to this same symbol set.”

“Correct,” Lobo said. “It is something rather remarkable, indeed. It is clear to me someone added more text later, but they took pains to leave the original inscriptions in place. And it would have been impossible to see that from the picture we were given.”

He paused, rubbing his chin. “This older text — this is clearly not a language of Proto-Indo-European origin."

Brody nodded along as if he knew what the man was talking about. He wasn't an idiot – his father had instilled in him the virtues of constantly seeking knowledge and wisdom, – but Brody did not have the intellectual mind Dr. Johansson and his father had, and certainly had never studied linguistics.

He had known from a young age that his professional career would be better suited using the gifts that had been bestowed on him: his looks, his athleticism and physique, and his wit and charm.

He wasn't a terrible student, but no one had ever accused him of being first in line for valedictorian, either in high school or during his undergraduate career as a theater major. Graduating from the University of Southern California, Brody was all but sure his academic career was behind him when he'd walked to the stage and accepted his diploma.

Now, listening to a professional historian explain his thoughts on the origins of the broken ceramic disk in front of them, he wished he would have paid a bit more attention to his father’s many lessons.

He smiled.

Dad would be proud.

“So it could be the language of a local indigenous tribe?" Anna asked.

"Unlikely," came Lobo's immediate reply. "That was my first thought, but there are so few surviving records of writing for many of the ancient tribes. The newer tribes – ones that we believe popped up in the last two centuries, split families of people from the Amazon that grew to a large enough body to be considered a unique peoples – all read and write like any modern-day citizen. Still, there are villages deeper in the jungle that prefer to remain true to their old ways, and speak the many languages of the Amazon.”

“How many languages?” Brody asked.

“Last count was somewhere north of 300,” Lobo answered. Brody whistled as he continued. “There are so many disparate languages around here, it’s actually impressive. Many of these languages have fewer than 500 speakers, and we believe it was always like that — every small tribe developed their own way of speaking, which became a unique language. We can group them together into classifications of similarities, like Arawakan, which has between 70 and 80 languages within it, but this is really just an academic exercise. Someone who speaks an Arawakan root language may not necessarily be able to communicate with another person who speaks a different Arawakan language.”

“Wow,” Anna said. “I knew there was incredible linguistic diversity here, but I had no idea.”

Lobo nodded. “I believe it came to be that way because each tribe remained small, isolated, and never developed a large enough geographic area that the language was forced to spread. So unlike Europe and Asia, where tribes banded together or fought and conquered one another until they assimilated peoples into larger and larger groups, that didn’t happen here. At least not on a continental scale. You didn’t get country-sized groups of people needing to speak the same language.”

“So what does it all mean for the Arcanum,” Brody asked. “Is this real, or just a very elaborate hoax?”

He watched as Lobo’s eyes seemed to glimmer. “Oh, I believe it is real.”

The farmer smiled.

“But I’m not sure what exactly it means — this is still a language we have no hope of understanding without the equivalent of a Rosetta Stone. These glyphs are representative of entire words — nouns, verbs, even feelings and whole phrases. Just like ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs, without some sort of rubric to compare them to, we can’t begin to understand what the inscription means.”

“But the newer language will be easier to interpret, right?” Anna asked. “Maybe we start there?”

“Maybe,” he said. “It is probable that the newer scribblings are an interpretation and translation of the older markings. As if someone came by later and decoded it for future discoverers.”

“Except we don’t know what language it is, either.”

“Right.”

"You said it was unlikely the language of an indigenous tribe,” Brody said. “But it could be possible? Are there tribes or groups in the rainforest that have a writing system?"


THIRTY

BRODY


Brody knew from his father that studying ancient civilizations was one of the key ways to learn about that race or group of people. When people did not leave much behind in the way of buildings or structures, they often still left behind documentation, a record that they had existed, and sometimes how they had existed. Cave paintings were the obvious early form of this type of communication – warnings of predators that lived nearby, explanations on how to kill said predators, and sometimes just ritualistic dances captured in simple pictographs.

Egyptian hieroglyphics, the language that had been finally cracked with the discovery of the Rosetta Stone – was a more modern version of the same. In that case, it was an entire language written in pictograph form, glyphs representing words and phrases. In almost all cases of writing found in a permanent fashion, like etched into stone, the writing itself was a recording of something deemed important enough to be captured for eternity. Scraps of papyrus and other fiber-based writing systems didn't last long, sometimes not even a year after falling onto the ground.

His father often likened the challenge faced by archaeologists and anthropologists in understanding ancient societies to someone centuries later trying to decipher our current culture solely through our social media profiles.

He joked that just as archaeologists found only the most momentous occasions—like court cases and financial transactions—carved in stone, future historians might think our lives consisted only of grand vacations and life milestones, judging by what we post online.

This selective preservation, he argued, obscured the full spectrum of daily life and human experience. Just as ancient humor and the joy found in everyday moments might have been inscribed on papyrus only to disintegrate over time, leaving us to never know about the comedians of antiquity jotting their bits and one-liners on scrolls of fragile papyrus, our own digital footprints will not convey the richness of our daily lives.

This gave archaeologists a skewed perception of historical peoples, imbuing them with an undue seriousness, a misinterpretation Brody's father always found amusing and struggled with.

"People are people," he’d said to him once. "They've always been people, and they always will be people, no matter how much technology advances. Only recently have we as a species been able to record and capture the mundane entities of life for all time – the pictures we take, the text messages we send, the emails we write.

“All of these are probably useless in the grand scheme of things, but could potentially be discovered one day thousands of years from now."

It was an interesting thought, one Brody considered long after his dad passed away. It also made him think twice before sending an email or text message of low substance. How did he want to be remembered? What would some future archaeologist say about his life after discovering his text thread with his college friends?

"It is certainly possible," Lobo said finally, after examining the triangular pottery for another minute. "I've just never seen something so… permanent and well-preserved. Not because the tribes here are incapable of such work – they are masters of craft in almost every circumstance – but simply because the tribes here are more prone to oral tradition. Stories and legends of great importance, as well as the day-to-day administrative work of running a tribe is passed down verbally. There's simply no need to write.

“In fact,” he continued, “most of the written languages here are agraphs — stemming from oral tradition and thus not requiring as extensive development. Things like the copula, or the use of the ‘to be’ verb, which underpins every Indo-European language on the planet, would never need to be included for most of these languages. They simply had other ways of expressing devices like that.”

Brody nodded again. This all made sense, and lined up with what his father had taught him. During his years on set with his father, he had picked up tidbits of archaeological wisdom and anecdotes that gave him a good glimpse into the world his father inhabited before the show Earth Uncovered aired.

"But if this was deemed something important enough to write…" Anna began. "It's certainly possible for a tribe around here to have created it?"

"I believe so," Lobo answered. "And the more that I study the symbols the more I believe they must be a language from around here. Either a tribe or a people whose writing I'm not familiar with, or one the world is not familiar with. At first glance, I thought these symbols would be impossible to decode, but the longer I look at them, the more familiar they are. I recognize bits and pieces of symbols I’ve seen elsewhere. I suspect a good linguistic historian could identify it, or at least point us in the right direction.”

“Let’s go find one, then,” Brody said.

He felt all eyes – Brody, Anna, Lobo, and the farmer's – on him. He shrugged. "What? I can't just sit around and wait for those assholes to do whatever they please with Colin."

"He's right," Anna said. "We might as well keep pushing forward with this – we came down here a week early for this exact reason. And if Colin were here, he'd want us to figure it out."

"If your friend were here," Lobo began, "we wouldn't have this dilemma."

Brody smiled. "True, but what's the alternative? We had the chance to try getting Colin back earlier, and we balked. On the way back, we got pulled over by some scary dude who broke my window with his bare hands. Both groups chasing us seem like serious groups, the kind that probably don't want us hiding in our hotel room when there's a good mystery to solve."

There was a long pause before Anna spoke again. "You think this is real?" she asked. "Not just this artifact, but what it implies? That there is some mystery yet to solve, and that's what these people want?"

Brody looked at Lobo, whose eyes widened slightly, his eyebrows raised. The man looked back at Brody, examining him, waiting for his response.

"I do," Brody said with a sigh. "I'll follow your lead on it, but my gut says that this is real. It still may be nothing – it could be just an ancient board game, for all we know – but it's more than a simple forgery.”

The farmer bristled. "It is not fake," he snapped.

"I'm not accusing you of anything," Brody said. "It's just due diligence. The point is, I believe you – I think this thing is real, and whatever it's pointing to, there are people who really want to get their hands on it."

Lobo was about to respond when gunfire cut into the room.


THIRTY-ONE

COLIN


Colin was too busy watching the two workers as they yelled at his ignorance of the no-wake rule, so he didn't notice the two boats driving toward him, turning into the channel up ahead.

His eyes flicked left and finally noticed them. He frowned, his mind trying to calculate their distance and speed. Seems like they're closing fast, he thought. Then he smiled. Surely they know this is a no-wake zone.

He pulled the throttle back and the pontoon boat immediately stopped dead in the water, the swell of wake pushing the stern up and leaning him forward. He twisted his head around, looking back up the channel toward where he had stolen the docked pontoon boat, but saw that the channel narrowed to an endpoint only 100 feet beyond. The warehouse he had left from was about as far up the channel as one could get in a boat.

That meant there was only one exit – an exit now blocked by two boats closing in on him fast. And the fact that they weren’t abiding by the no-wake rule meant only one thing.

They’re here for me.

Suddenly they stopped as well, both boats turning in toward each other as they sat dead in the water. Their positioning was perfect; Colin noticed that both speedboats – a single powerful engine on the backs of each – were long enough together to close the gap his pontoon would've fit through. Going around them would be impossible, as the shorelines on both sides were far too shallow and didn't seem to provide enough room for him to sneak by.

Even if it were possible, he doubted his skill behind the wheel of such a large, un-maneuverable vessel. He might be able to get around one boat, but he would probably careen off to the side and up onto the banks, where he'd be marooned, if not thrown from the boat and killed.

He thought about moving forward slowly, taking his chances that this was some sort of citizen police force, here to ensure the no-wake zone rule was followed by all. He knew they weren’t officials – there were no police lights or any sort of designations on the boats that told him they were government vessels.

There was a driver and passenger in each boat, four men in total. Colin assessed the situation quickly, knowing that an altercation with them face-to-face was unlikely to be in his favor. Still, he didn't know their intentions until one of them – a passenger standing on the deck of the boat to his left – reached down and picked up an assault rifle.

He couldn't see the make and model from this distance, but there was no mistaking its shape. It was a weapon, and it was imminently going to be used against him.

He ducked down, then goosed the throttle back up. Still unsure that heading directly at both boats full speed was the best option, he forced his mind into high gear.

10 seconds before impact, he thought. Two boats, both smaller than mine. I can win a fight against one, but smashing through the fronts of both of them will hurt me just as much.

Colin wasn't sure how well his boat would hold up ramming both of the opposing watercraft in front of him.

So he didn't try.

The pontoon was up on plane, moving about as fast as it was capable. He noticed the drivers reacting — far too late, of course. They both turned back and ran for the pilot’s chair in each vessel, hoping to move their crafts out of the way.

Colin timed it perfectly. Just before collision with the front ends of both boats, Colin jerked the wheel slightly to the left. The men shooting at him had stopped momentarily, likely realizing what was about to happen and opting to brace themselves for the impact.

But only the men in the left boat needed to worry; Colin aimed the pontoon that direction, smashing the front corner of his pontoon against – and through – the sleek, longer speedboat parked there.

It worked far better than he could have anticipated.

He felt the impact, but it was milder than he’d imagined. He had gone into a half-crouch to maintain his balance, his butt hovering above the seat, gripping the wheel and the edge of the boat as he sailed through the other boat.

The pontoon was heavy, flat, blocky, and yet he had been pushing it to its max speed. It was still accelerating when it absolutely decimated the front half of the speedboat parked perpendicular in front of it. The men inside were ripped from the deck and flung overboard, head over heels. Their guns flew the opposite direction as the boat began spinning slowly in the water.

The back half of the speedboat continued its slow spin, but the front half was flattened by the heavier, speeding pontoon. Colin winced as the pontoon sailed through it, pieces of debris and foam from the hull and interior flying upwards. Most of the boat, now cleaved in two, stayed intact, the front half torquing sickly and flying off to the left.

The pontoon boat coughed and sputtered after the impact, the prop hitting a patch of air as its trajectory changed, but it quickly resumed pace and continued forward as if nothing had happened.

Colin spun his head around and saw the other occupants of the boat on the right staring, gaping at him as he passed. He was already putting too much distance between them for the man to make a clear shot, but the gunman in that boat seemed to realize this was his last chance and lifted his weapon once more, as the driver began to turn their boat around to pluck their teammates from the water.

A few rounds peppered the water behind Colin, but none landed.

He continued flying away and through the channel exit, turning slightly to the right – due south – a minute later. He wasn't about to slow down, knowing that the speedboat still on his tail could easily outpace him once it started chasing him.

If he headed straight out into open water, he wasn't sure he could remain lost – the speedboat that hadn’t been cleaved in half would easily find him, and his large boat would be easy to spot from miles away.

So he gunned it down the coastline, finally seeing a good target for the next phase of his plan: getting lost. He found what looked like a small ferry – double-decker, open-air boat with rows of seats for people and a wide, flat deck where he assumed people would park vehicles, and pulled in behind it, putting the massive boat between his small pontoon and the direction he had come from.


THIRTY-TWO

BRODY


At first, Brody was confused by the sound. The real thing was always so much louder than the fake prop guns they used on sets, and he still had very little experience with things like that – he'd never been in an action movie, nor had he done any sort of military roles for television.

But once his involuntary responses kicked in, the sound was unmistakable.

"Get down!" Anna shouted, barreling into him.

At first, he thought she'd been struck by a stray bullet – he still couldn't tell where they were coming from, as the sounds of the shots were nearly as loud as all of the objects inside the house being obliterated. It was happening multiple times per second, giving him the impression the room was being attacked from all sides by multiple gunmen.

He realized then she was actually pushing him out of the way, moving toward the side of the room.

He obliged, wrapping his arms around her and helping her move behind the couch in the corner. There was just enough space for the two of them to crouch, but Brody wasn't sure they would make it. He noticed glass jars laid across the counter in the small kitchen exploding, windows shattered, and the large flatscreen television across from him now sporting a few new decorative holes.

Lobo was shouting something, but Brody could only focus his attention on Anna and himself. He didn't know what the man was saying, nor if he was asking for help. He hoped the older professor would be able to get to the opposite side of the room, then duck behind the armchair and TV in that corner.

Brody held Anna down and they crouched together, catching their breath for a moment as the gunfire ceased momentarily. He thought he heard clicking sounds – reloading, perhaps – and one of the weapons resumed its fire about a second later, these bullets flying into the kitchen proper.

Are they even seeing us? he wondered.

He was glad neither he nor the others had been shot, though he couldn't see the farmer from his position now. But he couldn't help but wonder why the gunmen were just pumping half the room with lead and completely ignoring the half he and Anna were in.

He dared a glance up, taking in the massacre. Fortunately for the humans in the room, the massacre had so far been doled out only to inanimate objects. The couch they were next to was completely shredded on its far end, the television now smoking and nearly ripped in half by a last-second stream of gunfire.

But then he saw the farmer…

The old man was laying face down on his living room floor. There was a dark pool of liquid beneath him, encroaching toward Brody and Anna's position.

"They got the farmer," he whispered.

Anna gasped beside him, but she didn't open her eyes.

"Lobo?" Brody said, daring to raise his voice a bit higher.

The response was in Portuguese at first. "Estou aqui. Seguro." Then he answered Brody in English. "I'm here. Safe."

Brody nodded once for his own satisfaction, but the satisfaction was quickly won over by absolute terror.

"What the hell do we do now?"

"Who are they?" Anna asked.

"No idea. I haven't seen anyone else yet."

A shadow appeared in the doorway on the opposite side of the living room and dining room, where the back door led to the jungle beyond and the farmer's fields. Brody was peeking over the corner of the arm of the couch on his end, doing his best to guard Anna from view – and from any more gunfire.

The shadow became a profile, and then a man. The man was holding a short, stubby submachine gun at his hip, but it wasn't pointed at anyone in the room. There was a strange expression on the man's face, sort of an upturned sneer or confused grin. The man's eyes seemed bloodshot, open wide in fear.

Or excitement.

He looked deranged, but at the same time starved. Now that Brody could see him clearly as he stepped into the dining room and kitchenette, Brody could see he was rail thin, his clothes loosely fitted over his skeletal frame.

The man glanced around nervously, his eyes never closing back to their normal size. With his free hand, he scratched the back of his neck.

Is this guy some sort of tweaker? He wondered if the guy was on drugs, if there was some sort of fluid poison running through his body.

He looked around at the room once again, seeing the total devastation and the dead farmer on the floor. Unless they were targeting the farmer and his house, these guys are pretty terrible shots.

As if confirming, Lobo grunted from across the room and smiled at Brody, flashing him a thumbs up. He could see the man's eyes were wide, also terrified, but Brody appreciated the professor's attempt to at least try convincing Brody he was okay.

… But we still have a major problem. That tweaker wasn’t alone.


THIRTY-THREE

BRODY


While he hadn't seen anyone else yet, the sheer amount of gunfire and the sporadic direction the shots were coming from placed at least three or four men outside. Were they all like this guy? Strung out druggies?

He wondered if this was some sort of gang that roamed the outskirts of the city and edge of the jungle, looking for opportunistic prey like the lone farmer and his land.

If they were looking for stuff to steal, it's probably all destroyed now, Brody thought.

The tweaker saw him then, and began walking forward.

Or, rather, stumbling forward.

The man's gait was uneven, unsteady, as if his next footing would completely fail and he would go face-first into the linoleum. He crossed through the tiny dining space and into the carpet in the living room, looking down at his feet as if carpet was a brand-new sensation for him.

Just then, two more tweakers joined the vacant spot in the doorway. They looked almost identical to this man at first, thin and ragged features, as if the skin was slowly melting off their skulls. They also held stubby little automatic weapons.

As they came in and Brody's eyes clarified the image, he saw that they weren't identical after all. They'd been through the same situation that caused them to be strung out drug addicts, clearly, but they were very much different men. One stood almost a head shorter than the other, the shorter man with a more rounded face, though he was equally gaunt. His skin was lighter as well, in contrast to the taller man's deep brown exposed hands and arms.

The first tweaker looked over his shoulder at his two compatriots, and Brody caught a quick glance at the man's expression as his head rolled around.

He looks confused, Brody thought. Next to him, Anna spoke. "Who the hell –"

She didn't finish the sentence, but if the noise had startled any of the three newcomers, none of them responded to it.

The first man walked back into the dining area and waited for his two partners to join him. They leaned in close to each other, as if ready to whisper something, but then broke their huddle and all turned to face Brody and Anna.

Then the first man – their leader, apparently – spoke. His eyes continued darting left and right, up and down, as if not sure which of the objects in the room was a human he should be addressing.

The words fell out in stilted Portuguese, but lacked all of the smooth grace Brody had come to expect from the language. Though he didn't speak the language, he had heard enough – and, he had to admit, had tried learning a bit before their trip – but none of these words sounded familiar. Still, something about them said he was listening to a language that had been exposed to Portuguese, at least some localized dialect or vernacular version. Perhaps combined with one of the larger categories of a local indigenous language.

There was a long pause, and finally Lobo spoke from the other side of the room, this time in the more modern-sounding Portuguese Brody was familiar with.

The tweaker leader seemed confused at first, but then stumbled forward and nearly tripped over the dead farmer's body. He stopped there, then turned back to the table, motioning with his weapon. His two friends smiled and looked at the top of the table.

Where the Arcanum tablet lay.

They're here for the Arcanum, Brody realized.

Anna sucked in a breath but didn't speak. They watched together as the three men huddled around the table, waiting for their leader to give them an order. The short man finally reached forward and touched it, then grasped it carefully. He set his weapon on the table, holding the Arcanum with two hands. He looked up at the others and turned back toward the door.

Less than a minute after it had all started, all three men were gone, a submachine gun laying on the table where the farmer's Arcanum once sat.

Brody let out a breath, then turned to Anna. He wanted to ask if she was okay, if she needed anything. He also wanted to dart outside and apprehend them – at least see if there were any others or what their getaway car looked like. Any information he could glean would be useful.

But instead of getting to ask Anna anything, she spoke first. "They took the Arcanum," she said.

It wasn't a question, but a statement of fact. He looked her in the eyes now, seeing the resolve there. She had watched the man die – nearly struck down by their bullets herself – and all she could think about was the artifact.

This is crazy, Brody wanted to say so out loud but knew better. They needed to get back to the hotel, to find Henry and call this off. To get back to the states where they could debrief with their network team and explain how truly insane the situation had been.

But he knew in that moment, looking at Anna's face as she steeled herself against what had transpired, he knew they were going to be here a bit longer.

She spoke again. "We need to get it back."


THIRTY-FOUR

ANNA


When the gunfire started, Anna feared for her life. By the time the gunfire ended, she was ready to end someone else's life.

She wasn't sure how or why the switch had been flipped, but it absolutely had been. She felt a steadiness she hadn't felt before, not the adrenaline-fueled terror she had felt in the Solomon Islands after being chased by mercenaries, but a sort of steadfastness, a deep-set belief that she would be okay so long as she continued pushing forward.

For most of the attack, she kept her eyes closed, hunched in the corner, Brody's arm over hers as if it would do anything in the way of protection. She had seen Antonio Lobo hustle to the opposite corner of the small room, near the TV and armchair. Neither piece of furniture ended up unscathed, but she had heard Lobo respond to Brody and knew he was safe.

When she finally opened her eyes, her gaze cold and even, examining the three strange, drug-addled men who entered and shot the place up, she had made her decision.

Her words came out calm and confident. “We're going to find out what this thing is, once and for all. I'll do it alone if I have to."

She knew Brody wouldn't abandon her here, but she also knew his instinct would be to get away, to run. Under normal circumstances, she assumed that would be her decision as well. But her blood was boiling, her anger building.

First Colin, now this.

She looked up and saw the farmer, dead. Blood soaked into the carpet around him, and slowly the puddle encroached outward. The men had come in, and besides the short snippet of strange Portuguese-style indigenous language she had heard, hadn’t spoken to them.

She hadn't understood a word the man had said, but that was partly because she hadn't heard him clearly. His voice was guttural, muttered, and she was at the time crouched behind the couch pillow, which dampened the sound even more.

But she had seen the smiles on all three of their faces after finding the Arcanum the farmer had left on the table. After picking it up, examining it.

And then they’d left without another word.

It was clear they had not been sent here to kill them – had they been, Anna, Brody, and Antonio Lobo would be as dead as the farmer. No, they had come for the Arcanum – as if it were some dark force pulling the strings behind these druggies, luring them into its web, forcing them to go to any length to get their hands on it.

And why had the farmer not been spared? Was that just collateral damage?

She couldn't begin to understand the details yet, didn't have enough information. They had either shot through the windows and hit him on accident or had purposefully killed the man who had found the Arcanum artifact. She wasn't sure which, but neither option mattered.

They were still alive, which meant only one thing: whoever wanted this Arcanum wanted Brody, Anna, and Antonio Lobo to continue their hunt. But whoever that was also now had the Arcanum in their possession, which meant the Arcanum itself wasn't the only thing they were after.

There was something else here, something she wasn’t able to understand yet. The missing piece to the puzzle.

They had the artifact — which ostensibly would tell them something about the past, once decrypted. Some sort of map to another piece of history, or some sort of object still lost, still valuable enough to search for. That was what they wanted – not the Arcanum itself, but what it pointed to. What it represented.

She thought to the pictures on the phone in her pocket. Pictures of the Arcanum, in close-up detail. They were clear enough now since she had taken them herself, right there on the table when they first entered the room. Whoever was chasing them – and willing to use deadly force to put the fear of God into them – believed Anna’s team had more information.

That was why they had been spared — because she and her team were still useful to this group.

Brody stood, reaching out a hand and once again asking if she were okay. Once again she ignored him, her mind elsewhere, turning over possibilities.

"They know we know," she said.

Brody looked at her strangely, but was soon joined by Lobo.

"They know what?" Lobo asked.

She found her voice and spoke louder. "Whoever this is – whoever shot this place up and killed this man – knows we know about the Arcanum."

"But they have the Arcanum now," Brody said. "They have what they came here for."

She shook her head, looking at Lobo and then at Brody in turn. "No," she said softly. "They came here for the Arcanum, yes, but they also came here to send us a message."

Lobo frowned, watching her carefully.

She continued. "Whatever this thing is – they believe it's real. We now have to also proceed as though it's real, because we've seen what happens when we don't. We've seen what happens when we don't play their game."

She looked around the room, saw the destroyed television, torn couch cushions, the infinite holes in the drywall. Whatever disaster mitigation company the homeowner's insurance firm would send out would have a field day here. It was likely an entire gut job – rip everything down to the studs and start over.

She certainly wasn't happy the farmer was dead, but had he lived, it would be a huge headache for him to clean up this mess.

She continued. “This thing – this artifact – is pointing somewhere. To something. I don't know what it is yet, but whoever took it knows that we can figure it out. They’ll assume we snapped a few pictures, examined it up close. They’ll know we’ve got as good a chance as any at figuring out what it’s pointing to. That's why they left us alive, and didn’t kidnap us. They want us to keep looking.”

"What about Colin?" Brody asked.

She thought for a moment, letting her shoulders sag. "That's a different group. The man who approached us on the way back to the hotel seemed surprised by it as well, which tells me we're right to suspect there are two groups at play – one that wants the Arcanum, and has an army of strange, drugged-out guys with guns working for it — and whoever that big, ugly guy is working for. He wants Amelia Earhart’s journal.”

Brody was pinching the bridge of his nose.

She noticed him breathing in, holding for a few seconds, and letting it out. Trying to calm his nerves. "It's a lot, but we need to assume we're being chased by two different groups, two different factions that each want something different. Somehow we've ended up in the middle of both."

"We should go back and –"

Anna shook her head, straightening her back. "No, we're not going back, and we're not going to play into their hands. We push forward, we figure out just what the hell we're dealing with, one step at a time."

Lobo cleared his throat. "And what of your friend? Should we try to rescue him?"

She thought for another moment. This was the dilemma she'd been considering as well. Finally, she answered. "I don't think so. Colin's safe because they don't have the journal yet. I don't suspect that will change anytime soon, but we know these guys with guns are getting restless. They already killed someone – and for what? We have to figure this out, and quickly."

She turned to Lobo. "We need to find out what the Arcanum points to."


THIRTY-FIVE

JOÃO


As a soldier for the Lord, João believed his true reward would be in heaven. But that didn't mean he was immune to the temptations of earthly ones.

The Shepherd was close to his goal, which meant his soldier in charge wanted to push even harder. The end was in sight. A journey that spanned multiple lifetimes – generations upon generations, leading back to the very birth of their Lord Jesus Christ – was almost over.

Finding the Arcanum, albeit in multiple pieces, was quite fortunate. For many decades his order had believed the Arcanum to be here in Brazil, or at least nearby off the coast in a shipwreck or buried somewhere in a box of treasure.

The vast reaches of the Amazon rainforest made finding it like looking for a needle in a haystack, and that was just the northern half of the country. But now, finally, that search was over. Through serendipity and no doubt more than a few blessings from above, the Order had its hands on the Arcanum.

João had gotten the call shortly after he’d arrived back at the hotel. His next step was to wait for the group, to surprise them once again and get them to keep moving, keep pushing forward. They were almost finished with this group, but not yet.

With the help the group was receiving, he knew they would be the Order’s best bet at finding what the Arcanum actually pointed to.

The old texts — apocryphal, all — hinted at the power it pointed to, but no one from the time of Jesus until now had been able to prove it.

He wanted to believe the rumors, the secrets that the Arcanum provided, but until he saw…

João had often recited the overused expression, seeing is believing, but as a man of God, he also believed the opposite: believing is seeing.

And now, with signs that the Arcanum was real, in their hands, and might actually point the way to the Lord’s best-kept secret, he believed.

For that is the ultimate goal. The final prize.

The call had come, expectantly, from one of his subordinate missionaries. Another soldier, albeit one at the lowest level in the Order, halfway through his first rites. Men like his charges were no better than cannon fodder, pawns meant to be used to swarm the enemy. They had been on the initiation drug for far too long, and its deleterious effects had set in almost a permanent state.

Their brains were like mush, rotting. They could function, but they were zombies. Their communication was stunted as well, their words sparse, choppy. What little they did speak, they preferred to recite ancient incantations they had read while in their meditative drugged states, upon which the words imprinted on their mushy, impressionable brains had hardened into persistent memories.

The Order used men like these – men who had not passed the earliest tests – to do the grunt work. They were a human scare tactic, sometimes more than that. He had sent two of these soldiers to find Colin, since he wanted to keep eyes on the third man in the group that had come from California. Colin Puddleford was the only of the three João knew had any military training whatsoever, and therefore was someone to keep an eye on.

That there was another group searching for them meant he had been wise to not let Colin out of his sight.

Since the group that had taken Colin had brought him to a warehouse on one of the channels around the port area of Natal, João had sent two of his high-ranking Order soldiers – men quite capable of rational thought and basic intelligence, unlike the lower-level initiate solders – to close off any possible escape route by water. If Colin was as adept and trained as the brief on him claimed, closing off the route by land and by sea was a wise move.

But as of yet, he hadn't heard back from any of those four men. The phone call he had just answered was from the two subordinate soldiers sent to follow the group to the farm where the Arcanum's discoverer lived.

The phone call had been brief – as was to be expected from men like this. "I hope you call with good news," he had said.

“Arcanum,” the reply came. “It is with us."

João smiled then, and hung up the phone.

Good, things are proceeding exactly as planned.

With the exception of Colin's kidnapping, of course — that had been completely unexpected. João believed the Shepherd was correct in figuring that this third-party was no more than just a nuisance at this point, and that the situation could possibly even play into their hands, depending on what they ultimately were after. If they also wanted the Arcanum – surprising, considering almost no one knew it existed, and certainly no one knew what its purpose was – then they might have a problem. But it was more likely this was a local Brazilian gang trying to take advantage of potentially wealthy Americans out of their element.

It didn't matter; João knew this third group was not going to be in the picture for long. He had many more soldiers like the ones he had sent to find Colin, both men who had passed through the lowest rites of the Order and had fully entered the brotherhood, and even more who had failed the first trials but were now lifelong initiates — and Soldiers of the Order.

As he sat in the car, he thought back to his own time as an early recruit. He had joined the Catholic Church at a young age, hoping to become a priest. Back then he was so naïve. Becoming a priest, potentially even an Archbishop one day, committing his life to the Lord — it was the only route he knew.

He was devout and loved the tradition of it all, so he assumed priesthood would suit him. He learned quickly he was wrong. Not only did priesthood and all the rigor of proper Catholic tradition bore him, he had discovered other routes forward.

Other ways he could serve his God.

Ways that turned out to be perfectly matched to his gifting.

The Society of Jesuits was like a fraternity, a welcoming group of Catholic men that offered a social and localized opportunity the larger church did not. Still, it counted among its ranks thousands of men, and had factions within it each focused on a different aspect of Catholic life.

The Order was one such faction. A much smaller group, albeit still impressively large, of men devoted to finding and uncovering the secrets of their church's past. Sometimes they were at odds with their church – the Vatican Archives loved to keep certain things tightly wrapped, accessible only to the highest and holiest of practitioners. Other times they were happy with the Order’s – and the Jesuits’ – interest in Catholic history and archaeology. They would often fund excavations, partner with the Order on excursions and educational trips, and was never hesitant to take credit for a find that exalted the Church in the eyes of the public.

The Order was like a school operating within a larger university. They were mostly self-sufficient, save for a few key ares, and they always had to ‘phone home’ to their superiors. Ultimately, the Pope.

But like the Vatican and all the other Catholic-based fraternal orders and organizations within the Church, the Order had its own secrets. This Arcanum was one of them. Seen an enigmatic pet project by those who had heard of it, its near mythological status to the zealous members of the Order, even those within the order knew the full extent of what it was, what it meant.

What it pointed to.

João felt a tingle as he realized how close they were now. Nothing like this had ever been found, not in the history of the Order.

And nothing ever would — because it could point them to something no one thought could actually exist.


THIRTY-SIX

BRODY


"They're gone," Anna said.

Brody nodded. "Of course they are. They have what they came here for."

He looked over, her figure silhouetted against the bright daylight in the jungle beyond, the halo effect it gave her speaking louder than words ever could. This was a woman on a mission, and nothing he or Lobo could do now would stop her.

"It's just…" she stuttered, then found her voice. "It's just strange. Those guys were on drugs or something, right? I can't imagine them successfully driving away. I figured we'd come out here and see their car wrapped around a tree."

They had left the farmer's small house a moment ago. Brody had not been surprised to find the long driveway empty aside from their own vehicle.

But now that she’d mentioned it…

"You're right," Lobo said. "It does seem odd they could come in, shoot the place up, steal the Arcanum, and get away so quickly, considering the state they were in."

Brody noticed Lobo was shaking, one hand extended and resting on the doorframe of the farmer's front stoop. The same adrenaline that was coursing through the professor's body was also working its way through Brody, but he knew the older man was also still recovering from the shock of the attack.

"Maybe they had a getaway driver," Brody said, taking a few steps forward to head toward their car. "Doesn't matter. We're not chasing after them."

"But they have the Arcanum," Lobo said. "And so do we," Brody said. "At least pictures of it."

He pulled out his phone and verified that the images there were high-resolution. They were. The lighting — natural daylight spilling in from the farmer's now demolished windows – had been enough to illuminate the scene better than a photography studio could. He could see the piece of ceramic sitting on the table clearly, and up close.

By zooming in, he could even see the fine detail of the strange symbols and language circling the center of the swirls and lines of the main piece.

"And it's not the entire Arcanum, anyway," Anna said, continuing after Brody. "It was just a piece. We have no idea where the rest of it could be. And we have no idea if it's even necessary to find the rest of it."

“That’s not… entirely true," Lobo said.

Brody stopped short, turning around to see Antonio Lobo only now stepping down off the patio. They waited, watching as Lobo trudged toward them, regaining his composure and stature as color slowly returned to his face.

He cleared his throat. “Years ago I saw another piece like it, though at the time I had no idea what it was. I didn't even remember I'd seen it until I saw this Arcanum piece in person."

"You think it's a piece of the full circle?" Brody asked.

Lobo nodded. "I'm sure of it now. I didn't put it together until I saw the Arcanum with my own eyes. The color in the picture was off. In the low-resolution image we've all seen of this piece, it looked far more reddish. Almost like the image was tinted with a red-orange hue."

Brody nodded. "I know what you mean. I was surprised the Arcanum piece we saw back there wasn't so… orange. I assumed it would be based on that picture."

“This other piece,” Anna said, “the one you saw years ago – it looked like a piece from the one on the farmer's table?"

Lobo confirmed. "Yes, it was the exact same color, which tells me it was formed from the same material used for this tablet. Its shape didn’t strike me as particularly strange, but I wouldn't be surprised if it fits onto one side of the piece that was just taken. Still, even with the two pieces matching perfectly, the Arcanum will not be complete. There were at least two missing pieces, remember.”

“Right,” Anna said.

Lobo continued. "But finding it is likely the next step. We can look at the images of this piece on the way, perhaps even decipher some of the symbols around the edges."

"On the way?" Brody asked. "How far away?"

"Near Rio.”

"That's halfway across the country.”

Lobo smiled. "When you come to my beautiful nation, you cannot leave without experiencing true Brazilian culture.”


THIRTY-SEVEN

BRODY


They drove back to Natal in silence until Brody broke the reverie. He was once again behind the wheel, Anna in the front seat, and Lobo in the rear. "I think it's time to call this in."

Anna looked at him from the passenger seat. "You mean, phone home?"

He nodded. "The network – the authorities, whoever – needs to know about this. Those guys actually shot at us. If they were trained any better, they would have hit us. If they weren’t high, or… affected by… whatever they were on..."

“But the network is back in California," Lobo said. "What can they do? Don't you want to call the police here instead?"

Brody thought for a moment. Yes, he wanted to call the local authorities. But he still wasn't sure about the people who had kidnapped Colin. What did they truly want? And were the police working with one of these groups? Or both?

"I'm still not sure about the police, or any government here. We simply don't know enough to know who to trust. But I know the network didn't send those people to shoot at us. And I'm willing to bet Henry and his bosses want to know that their show is likely going to be canceled."

Anna frowned. "Still, they can't exactly send help. This isn't a military operation, Brody. What's the network going to be able to do?"

"For one, get us on the first plane out of here."

“We can book a flight on our own,” Anna said. “And we're not leaving without Colin.”

"And the Arcanum…" Lobo said, under his breath.

Brody locked eyes with the man in the rearview mirror. "I don't care about that stupid artifact. We were sent down here to find it… to film a television show. One that’s only a thought because my old man made it popular years ago. It’s about money, Lobo. Not real history.” He paused. “And besides, all that's gone to hell. I'm with Anna that we need to figure out who can help us get Colin back. But then we need to leave."

“No, Lobo's right," Anna said suddenly.

Brody looked over at her as he drove.

“Look, I want to leave as much as you, but I want to do it after we’ve figured this out. Everything we've done so far has led to us being attacked or apprehended or antagonized somehow," she said. "Because of the Arcanum, or that stupid journal. Believe me, I'm ready for this to become the vacation I thought it would be, for us to be able to relax and enjoy Natal and Brazil. But it's not going to be that way until we figure this thing out."

"If we leave, we⁠—"

"We risk them following us. We risk them hurting Colin, or one of us. And Lobo lives here. You think they won't try to get to us through him?"

Brody hadn't considered that. If he, Colin, and Anna left, they couldn't expect Lobo to come with them. This was his home.

A home he shared with people who clearly wanted to do them harm if they didn't get what they wanted.

"The very fact that we are not dead suggests that they want us alive, but they want us to continue trying to figure this out."

Brody listened, but didn't interrupt. He wanted to poke holes in her argument, to tell her she was wrong, to want to believe she was wrong.

He couldn’t.

Anna continued. “I think we should call them, let them know what's going on. But maybe leave out the parts with the guns and the kidnappings."

“We could call Henry instead," Brody said.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” Anna said. "He's our liaison, our man on the ground here in Brazil. That's his job, right? There's no reason we couldn't call some of the network executives, but their hands will be tied anyway. Henry's here – if there's anyone who can figure out what local authorities we might be able to trust, it's him. And if he can't, he's going to have to set up our flights anyway."

"Okay, let's do it. As good a place to start as any."

Lobo was using Brody's phone at the moment, examining the images in the backseat. Anna pulled her own phone out and dialed Henry's number. She put it on speaker, but the call didn't last long. It immediately went to voicemail.

"It's off," she said.

"That's odd. He's supposed to be available 24/7."

"Maybe his phone died."

Brody shrugged. She tried it again, reaching the same effect, then sent a text.

Call when you get a chance. Need to update you.

She put the phone down and looked out the window for a minute. Brody tried to enjoy the temporary silence, appreciating the quiet beauty of northern Natal and the rolling farmlands that fell away into the water to his left and slowly became the suburbs in front of him. The city was farther in the distance, but they would travel around it to reach their hotel on the opposite side, nearer to the water.

Lobo hadn't made a sound, either. He was deep in thought, examining the images on his phone, and Brody hoped he was beginning to make sense of the Arcanum.

Suddenly Anna's phone began to ring. She fumbled over and looked at it. "It's him. Henry's calling back."

"Put it on speaker."

She did, and the voice came through immediately after.

It wasn't Henry's.

It was deeper, English, but accented with heavily Brazilian Portuguese. "Who is this?" the voice asked. It wasn't hostile, but genuinely confused.

"Anna," she said. "Anna Johansson."

"Anna. Who are you trying to reach?"

"What – this is Henry's phone, right? Henry⁠—"

The man who had answered cut her off. "Henry is dead."


THIRTY-EIGHT

BRODY


"What do you mean, dead?" Brody asked.

He had pulled over near the sidewalk, finally reaching the stretch of road that would take them ultimately back to their hotel. He stopped, put the car in park, and turned fully to face Anna and the phone she still held.

"Who is speaking?" the accented voice asked.

"This is Brody Flanagan," he said. He cleared his throat. He wasn't in charge of these people, but he felt responsible. Felt as though they were all here because of something he had started. If Henry were actually…

He squeezed his eyes shut.

"Brody Flanagan," the man said, as if chewing on the words to judge their taste. "We have questions for you. Are you close?"

Brody paused, glancing at Anna and Lobo in the backseat, then back down at the phone. "We… Sorry – can I ask who this is?"

"This is Sergeant Ademir Santos, Natal Police. We know you and two others – I am assuming those in the car with you – checked into this hotel. You are here from California, preparing to film a television show?"

"Are you at the hotel now?" Brody asked.

"Yes. Are you available?"

Brody sensed the man was not suspicious of them – it was very likely Henry had been killed when they were out, thus solidifying their alibi – but he also didn't want there to be any chance they'd end up in a Natal jail cell overnight. Even if the police weren't working with the two parties after them, ending up detained would only make it easier for those groups to get to them.

"No, we are not." Brody didn't like lying, but he also needed to buy time. They needed to get away from the hotel, not move toward it.

"When can you be available?" Officer Santos asked. "If you'd like, we arrange transportation to my precinct office.”

Brody nodded. "That – that might work,” he said. His heart rate was elevated, his nervousness palpable. Lobo was staring at the side of his head, his eyes locked on Brody. He knew Anna was still scared and shaken as well, and that she would be leaning on him for support.

He needed to make a decision. Figure out what they were going to do next.

He cleared his throat again. "Fine – okay, that works. Sorry, I'm a bit shaken up over here. We all are. Can I give you a call later?"

"We really need to talk to you."

"I understand. What's your precinct?"

The man rattled off an address Brody had no interest in memorizing, and when he finished, Brody spoke before he could get peppered with more questions. "Okay, that works. I think we can get there by this evening. Not sure exactly what time. I'll call you back."

There was a pause, either the police officer trying to translate Brody's words into his native tongue or hesitant to let them off the hook without solidifying a plan. Finally, the officer confirmed. "Please keep this phone on. I expect to hear from you later."

Brody nodded, and Anna hung up the phone. The moment the call ended, Anna let out a long breath. "Henry's… dead."

"We should have asked how it happened."

She shook her head. "I doubt he would say over the phone. Why should he? But something tells me he was telling the truth – that was a police officer, and Henry really is dead."

"It can't be a coincidence, either," Lobo said softly.

"No, it's not a coincidence," Brody said. "It's the journal."

Lobo frowned, as if this were a surprise to him.

"Right," Anna said suddenly. "They’ve been after it this whole time. They must have gotten spooked by something, thinking we tried to run. Henry might have gotten in the way."

Brody began driving again, pulling the car back into the lane and heading south.

"Are we going to the hotel now?" Lobo asked.

"I don't see any other way," Brody said. "We need to get that journal. If it's still even there. We can sneak in the back, maybe through a kitchen and then use a service elevator or stairs. That place was crawling with EMTs, police, and hotel staff and visitors when Lobo left earlier, but it's been hours now. Things likely have settled down a bit – the hotel will want to resume operations as soon as possible, and the police will want to get everything back under control."

Anna nodded. "Okay, that works. We can at least do a drive-by, see how many people are still there. If it looks too busy, or we see anything suspicious, we bolt.”

"If they were after the journal," Lobo said, "won't they have found it? It was in your room, no?"

Anna turned in her seat to address the older man behind her. "Yes, it was in my room. But it was well hidden in that Bible. I doubt they would have found it unless they had all day to look. And since Henry's dead… I’m guessing they didn't have all day."

They drove in silence for another minute, Brody and Anna catching eyes at each other across the seat as they moved. He felt strangely drawn to her in this moment. It was a traumatic experience they shared, and he knew it was a test of their blossoming relationship. But she didn't seem to be withdrawing into herself, either. If he had to guess, she seemed just as willing to be vulnerable with him as he did with her. It was as if they were two long-lost lovers thrown back together once again to tackle a life-altering problem. They didn't need to speak, their communication superseded, transcended words.

He thought of his own father and mother's relationship. They had never been outwardly romantic, but their love had been one of mutual respect, the joy only found when they were together. He had always wondered what that might feel like – what this particular brand of love would be like when he found the right person.

Was this her? Was Anna the one he would share that with? Build a life with?

"Perhaps there is another way," Lobo said, breaking Brody's thoughts. "Perhaps we are too late – they have already found the journal, and we risk being apprehended by the police once we arrive. I don’t think I share Anna’s optimism at getting away cleanly.”

Brody flashed a smile. "You running from the cops now, Lobo?"

Lobo's eyes widened slightly before he realized it was a joke. “Of course not. It's just going to slow us down. I know you know that, but it's worth saying aloud. We had a plan to find the rest of the Arcanum, to chase down what it really means. We agreed that Colin would be okay anyway."

"Yes," Anna said, "but that was before we found out Henry was killed. If they didn't get the journal, they have no reason to keep Colin alive anymore. And if they didn't get the journal, they'll have even more reason to torture him to get to us. To get to me."

Lobo didn't respond.

"We have to get there, if only to find out if they have the journal. That's the only way we can save Colin now. The Arcanum has to wait."

Lobo was visibly disappointed, but he didn't argue. Brody knew both were right – they were in a sticky situation. Technically, two sticky situations. Both were presenting them with no good options, and it was taking everything Brody had not to pick up the phone again and turn himself in to Officer Santos.

How much easier would this all be if he could come clean, tell the officer why they had been traipsing around Natal and Brazil looking for an ancient artifact and trying to get their kidnapped friend back?

He knew that would only lead to more questions, questions he couldn't answer.

Like why these people want the journal and were willing to kill for it. And why the Arcanum was suddenly so important to another group, one likely willing to kill as well.

He thought of the farmer, lying dead, face down on his own living room floor.

Make that two groups willing to kill to get what they want, he thought.

And we're right in the middle of it.


THIRTY-NINE

COLIN


What used to be a staple in small and large cities around the world from the early 2000s on was now a dying trend. Internet cafés — a beacon of connectivity at the dawning of the new millennium — were now all but obsolete. Most developed nations had widespread internet access, rendering the need for such cafés moot.

Even in developing countries, affordable internet made the idea of going out, taking a detour downtown, and paying for internet access on someone else's outdated computer less appealing than simply staying home and surfing the web there.

But when Colin stumbled across one after fleeing into the densely packed section of downtown Natal after parking his pontoon boat behind the larger ferry, he breathed a sigh of relief. He had no cash or cards on his person, which meant getting one or the other would be difficult without internet access.

Now, as long as he could use his hard-earned powers of social engineering to convince the shop owner to give him temporary access, he could transfer money to pay for his internet time and find a bank that would let him withdraw funds to acquire a burner phone.

As much as he was excited to get in contact with his friends and let them know he was okay, he was also eager to flex his social hacking muscles a bit. He was no expert, but had spent a few semesters at a community college, paid for by the military, learning and practicing the art of convincing other people to do what he wanted.

So, he was a bit disappointed when he entered the café, the garishly loud bell jangling overhead, and saw a sign that said ‘first 15 minutes free, no credit card needed.’

It was in English, too, which somehow amplified his disappointment.

Here he was, thinking he was about to become Jason Bourne for the day.

The café owner, a lanky man in his fifties, greeted him warmly as he entered. Colin noticed he was the only patron inside, and that the owner seemed a bit more excited to have business than Colin would have preferred.

But he chalked it up to a man’s enthusiasm for a dying business model. These sorts of places weren't serving as large a demographic as they once did.

He smiled and gave a slight wave as he entered, then sat at the first machine to his left. It was an ancient-looking Windows PC, and he briefly wondered if it even had internet access.

He rolled his eyes. He’d always been an Apple guy.

Hopefully I can still find the Start button — do they still call it that?

But when he shook the mouse to wake the machine, he was once more disappointed. No Jason Bourne-style social engineering or Swordfish-style hacking for me, today.

A giant button on the screen said ‘Connect’ in all capitals, and after giving in, he was met with a desktop and a dialogue window informing him his connection was beginning imminently, and his 15-minute timer would start then.

Expecting the old-school modem noise, he was pleasantly surprised when the connection was established silently, and a countdown timer appeared.

The owner disappeared behind a black curtain, leaving Colin to his business. He made short work of it – thanks to rehearsing the steps he needed to take and the sheer speed of the connection – and was out on the street eleven minutes later, shouting a thank you to the owner, who had not reappeared.

The free fifteen minutes must be killing business, he thought.

While on the computer, Colin had also looked up the nearest bank branch with a Natal presence that could forward him some funds, then headed in that direction. Another half-hour later, and after convincing the bank’s office to print something out that proved his identity, he had $500 in his pocket and was headed toward a corner electronics store he had passed on the way to the bank.

After haggling with that store owner for a few minutes — finally satisfying his Bourne-esque urges — he became the proud new owner of a not-so-cutting-edge-looking Motorola phone, which he was quite sure had been outdated the day it was released 15 years ago.

But it promised him a cellular connection, and that's all he needed. He didn't want to waste money on a smartphone — he just needed one that could make calls. While in the internet café, he had accessed emails and memorized Brody's and Anna's phone numbers, writing them down on the printout just in case.

Now, he dialed Anna's number into the phone, saved it, then did the same with Brody's. This would make things quicker going forward, if he ended up needing to hang onto the phone for longer than expected.

Once this was complete, he considered his next move. Standing at the street corner and getting a feel for his surroundings, he guessed he was about two miles from their hotel. The distance was walkable, and he could be there in 20 minutes if he hustled. But he also needed to communicate with his team, let them know he was okay and where he was.

And, selfishly, he also wanted an update on their progress, to put his mind at ease and know that they too were safe.

Hovering over Anna's number for a moment, he considered how he might take advantage of this situation. They thought he was still with The Boxer, and The Boxer was probably busy finding more men to throw at him now that he had escaped. That meant The Boxer and his team – whoever they were – would have their hands full trying to track Colin down.

Would the hunt for him make Brody and Anna safer? Should he wait to reach out?

He shook his head. No, I need to check in. It was impossible to know exactly what to do next without talking to them first.

There was a small chance Brody and Anna had been intercepted as well, trackers placed on their phones, and whoever was after them could listen into Colin's call. But he wasn't going to release sensitive information over the phone, just tell them where he was and ask for a ride.

He would take the risk of giving away his location since it wouldn't matter anyway if Brody and Anna had been captured as well.

All these thoughts raced through his head before he pressed ‘Call,’ knowing it was the best move. The phone rang for what seemed like a minute before he heard Anna's voice. It was echoing, like she was on speakerphone, but it was quiet, with no background noise.

"Anna?" he asked. "Is that you?"

"Colin?" she replied. Another voice jumped in. "Hey, man, it's Brody. Holy hell — are you okay?"

He smiled. "I'm fine. Had… quite a morning, actually. I'll tell you all about it, but where are you? Mind playing Uber driver?"

There was a brief pause. "Not at all," Brody said. "It's me, Anna, and Lobo. We were near the hotel, but… we haven't been there yet."

Colin sensed there was more to their story than Brody was letting on, but he knew they would swap battle stories soon enough.

"Do you have a way to send me your location?"

"The only way I can do that is by giving it to you verbally." Colin laughed. "My phone might as well be from the 1800s."

"Noted. And I hope you're hungry. We're all famished, and pretty damn excited to hear from you. You have to tell us how you got away from that crazy ugly guy."

Colin laughed again. "You got it. But it will have to be fast food. I didn't just get away – I let him know I got away. I'm expecting to run into a few more of his henchmen, so I'm going to try to duck out of the way for a bit and wait for you guys."

He looked around, identifying a few buildings that could serve as landmarks, and gave Brody the name of one of them.

There was a longer pause, then Anna's voice came back on. "Looks like that's only about five minutes from here, and traffic is light. Stay safe, we'll be there soon."

Colin ended the call, then headed across the street to a coffee shop advertising a phenomenal chai latte. While he was also famished, he knew a quick caffeine boost couldn't hurt. He entered the coffee shop, prepared to blend in with the locals for the next five minutes.


FORTY

COLIN


"Catch me up," Colin said.

He had jumped in the car just after receiving his chai latte. He hadn't even had time to take a sip before his phone buzzed. His new, ancient phone buzzed with a call from Anna.

"Happy to," Brody said with a smirk, but something tells me you've had no shortage of adventure as well. Want to go first?"

Colin was seated behind Brody, next to Antonio Lobo in the backseat. The older gentleman smiled and offered a hand as Colin entered, but otherwise hadn't spoken.

Colin acquiesced and filled them in on his romp with The Boxer, getting away, and the chase through the canal. He had almost forgotten his short fight with the two weird, drugged-out hobos or whoever they were, so he filled them in on that tidbit at the very end.

He noticed Brody and Anna sharing a glance while he did.

"What's up?" he asked. "Did you guys run into those weirdos as well?" he asked.

"Couldn't have been the same guys, and there were three of them… at least. But yeah, we experienced the same sort of thing. Clearly on drugs, clearly not all there."

"They shot at us," Lobo added.

Colin jerked his head to the side. Perhaps this was why he’s been so quiet. "You're all okay, yeah?"

Lobo nodded quickly. "Shaken, but still alive. Live to fight another day, right?" he offered with a smile.

Colin returned it, then laughed a bit. "Hopefully, we get the chance to fight. I feel like we've been chased and attacked, and I'm ready to start fighting for once."

"You and me both," Anna said.

"So, what's the plan? You guys got shot at, but did you get a chance to meet up with that guy who has the Arcanum?"

"He's dead. We are fine, but he's not. Those assholes shot the farmer in his own home."

Colin stared straight ahead at the back of Brody's head as he spoke.

"They got away with the Arcanum, as well. I guess the upside is we know it's real, at least real enough that everyone seems to want to get their hands on it. That tells us there's probably something at the end of this slowly unfolding nightmare."

"Something I want to find," Anna said.

"Sure, I see the upside," Colin said. "But between that and the journal – the two groups trying to kill us or scare the shit out of us in order to get their hands on them – I'm not sure there's a lot of benefit for us. Should we go back to the hotel, meet up with Henry, and schedule a way out of –"

"Henry's dead," Anna said. Her voice lowered even more, and Colin could tell her resilience and strength were wrestling with her fear. "The police called me. Don't know how it happened, but Lobo saw them inside the hotel when he left, and we saw the ambulance and police cars outside when we picked him up."

Colin's mouth opened. "Dead? The poor kid.”

"That just about catches you up," Brody said. "Unless you've got a better idea, Anna and I – and Lobo, of course – really want to figure this out. Whatever this is about, figuring out where the Arcanum points seems to be our next logical step."

"I agree," Colin said. "If the group that kidnapped me was after the Journal, it's likely they're the ones who killed Henry. And it's also likely they've already got the journal, which means our best bet at staying safe and staying ahead of this thing is to figure out how the Arcanum plays into this."

Anna and Brody shared another glance. "Our thoughts exactly," Anna said.

"So, what does that mean?" he asked. "Where are we headed now?"

“We were heading to the hotel before you called,” Brody said. “But apparently a murder in that area is no small thing. The place was slammed, and police were swarming. We were trying to figure out how to get in, get to Anna’s room…”

“There’s no way you could have gotten back out without being detained,” Colin finished.

“Exactly,” he said. “Even if we used a kitchen entrance or something, and didn’t get spotted going in, they know Anna and the rest of us are associated with Henry. They’ll be watching her room like a hawk, at least until tonight when they have to start pulling officers back to their regular scheduled duties.”

“Yeah,” Colin said. “I know back in the States, police forces usually give an active crime scene 24-48 hours to wrap up a case. After that, it’s considered cold enough to hand off to their detectives, if there’s enough interest. So it makes sense to wait — the cops won’t be tearing through our rooms looking for clues. It’s likely they’ll just wait for us to turn up for questioning.”

Brody gave him a knowing glance in the rearview mirror. “Turns out, an Officer Santos is waiting for that exact thing.”

Colin smiled. “Not surprised. What’d you tell him?”

Brody shrugged. “I was scared, so I leaned into that. None of us did it, and I don’t think they think we did, but they obviously want to question us. I figure we can make them wait a bit longer — worst case they get an earful about these two groups who have been trying to kill us for days…”

“Perfect,” he said. “I agree. We can’t be in trouble for something we didn’t do. And the network back home can’t help us at all. Getting the cops involved to help us now will only slow us down, cause they’ll want us to explain everything, slowly, while we’re safely guarded in their precinct offices.”

He took a breath. “So where does that leave us? You’re still going after these guys who took the Arcanum, right? Any leads?”

Antonio Lobo answered. "I have an… acquaintance. A professional friend, if you will. He manages the Indigenous Collections Library, which is an absolute treasure trove of ancient Portuguese and Brazilian documents. If I recall correctly, they found a piece of the Arcanum many years ago, or at least it somehow became a part of their collection."

Colin raised an eyebrow. "That's… pretty helpful. You didn't think of this before?"

He tried to keep his tone light – he wasn't antagonizing or interrogating the man – and he hoped Lobo wouldn't take it as an offense that it had taken until this moment to reveal that he had already seen another piece of the Arcanum.

Lobo shook his head. "I did not think they were one and the same – I explained this to your friends earlier. Suffice to say I believe it now, and seeing the Arcanum in person at the farm sparked the memory. Anyway, if it is of the same design, it may help us figure out what it is pointing to."

"That's the second time you guys have implied this is pointing to something else – you think the Arcanum is a map?"

"Of sorts," Lobo confirmed. "We don't think the Arcanum is the prize itself. We believe it references something greater, something more powerful."

"Powerful?" This time, Colin couldn't hide his skepticism.

Lobo smiled at him across the back seat. "Power is in the eye of the beholder, of course. The group that is after the Arcanum believes it has power, so it does. And in order to understand what they're after, we need to understand the Arcanum and what it's pointing to."

"If whatever it's pointing to is extremely valuable, that value can give them power," Anna said. "Even if they're just black-market antiquities dealers out for a score, we don't want them to find whatever it is they're ultimately trying to find… for the same reason."

Colin looked over at Lobo, who seemed to agree with this assessment. "I get it," Colin said. "So we head to this museum. Reach out to the person Lobo knows there, and see if we can find their piece of the Arcanum.

“This, all the while staying in front of The Boxer and whatever faction he's with, unless they've got the journal already and are no longer interested in us."

There was a pause, but then Anna turned around and answered him. “Yes,” she said. “Exactly.”


FORTY-ONE

BRODY


The group chatted and caught up as Brody drove. They reached downtown Natal, circling around its banking district. For a city of nearly a million, the area seemed more like a collection of suburbs and smaller towns than the large portside city it was.

"I forgot to ask," Colin said. “Where exactly are we headed now? The museum’s here in Natal?”

Brody smiled and let Antonio Lobo answer the same question he and Anna had asked earlier.

"Unfortunately, no. But it will only be a short trip, I'm hoping."

Colin whistled. "That's quite a drive." He frowned. "I'm trying to remember my geography – what cities large enough to host a museum and university that are only a 2-hour drive from here?"

Antonio laughed. "There are none. We aren’t driving."

Colin's eyes widened. "Got it.” He looked at his friend. “You're taking us to the airport?"

"Unless you've got somewhere else to be," Brody said. "This week we don't want to go back to the hotel, for obvious reasons. So whatever you're wearing will have to suffice for now. Rio has more than enough options – you'll find something to wear if you need to change."

"Rio de Janeiro?" Colin asked, surprised.

"Seems crazy, but air travel is so much easier these days. Plus, the airport here is small – we'll hop on a plane within the hour and land in Rio shortly after that." Brody glanced to his side. “Also, my window's broken and there's glass all over the floor. It'll be nice to get another rental when we're there."

"Do you think the network will care?" Colin asked.

Anna turned and looked at him. "Do you think they'll care that one of their employees was murdered? That's probably what will keep their attention for the next week or so. The way I see it, this filming they were planning is never going to happen. I've been taking iPhone and GoPro footage every now and then, just like they told us to, but unless they want to make an episode completely out of B-roll, I don't think we need to worry about the network cracking down on us."

“And we are still looking for the Arcanum," Brody said. "Plans changed, but that's to be expected. They gave us a daily per diem for a reason – flights are cheap anyway, and Rio has better food."

"You think it has any of those salty worms?"

Lobo glanced over at Colin, but didn't speak. Brody laughed. "I'm sure you'll be able to find a grub worm fix somewhere there, yeah."

Brody saw signs for the Governador Aluízio Alves International Airport and took the next exit onto Avenida Firmino Moura. As he slowed, he noticed a car pulling off the highway behind them. It followed them for a couple of blocks before Brody spoke again. "Maybe I'm just a little antsy from what happened earlier," he said. "But I think we're being followed again."

Anna twisted around in the seat and stared at the vehicle behind them. Unlike the others from before, this was a brightly colored, blue sedan.

Brody was still headed for the airport, which he could now see looming up ahead, but he pulled the car to the right and ducked behind a smattering of buildings with aerospace logos emblazoned on their front. He reached the end of this tiny block and began turning left when he saw the sedan following them down this side street.

"Too much of a coincidence," Colin said.

Brody noticed Lobo making the sign of the cross, a silent prayer he no doubt had made countless times today already.

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "Brace yourselves. Last time we ran into them, they weren't messing around.”

“How do you think they found us?" Anna asked.

Brody shook his head. "Can't even begin to imagine. But I wasn't really paying attention – honestly, I didn't expect two car chases in one day. They could have been tailing us since we were close to the hotel, even following us when we picked up Colin.”

"If I had to guess," Colin said, "they picked up our tail after that. They've been looking for me since I got away."

"Doesn't matter now," Brody answered. "They're getting closer. And I don't think these guys are going to be as polite as the others."

"If by 'polite' you mean smashing in windows," Anna asked.

Brody lifted an eyebrow at her but didn't answer. His focus was on the rearview mirror and side mirrors, watching the progress of the blue sedan as it picked up speed and followed them around the aerospace buildings. Brody turned left, heading back for the main road that would take them into the airport parking lot, now no longer suspicious.

They were being followed, and they were going to be apprehended.

He had a choice to make – should they just stop, see what all the fuss was about, try to talk these guys down? Or perhaps he should cut and run, turning left instead of right up ahead and trying to get lost in the city.

He didn't like either option. He had no interest in talking to the guys who had kidnapped Colin and threatened to torture them, then shot at his fleeing boat once he escaped. He also had no interest in trying to get lost – he wasn't a professional driver, and they already knew what his car looked like. It would take far too long to find another one.

But they couldn't exactly just park and walk into the airport nonchalantly.

He was about to voice his concern, asking the others for help, when he caught sight of more movement.

Another car – this one maroon with a black leather grille cover – caught his eye. It was heading down the same road he was about to turn onto, only it was moving fast.

Very fast.


FORTY-TWO

BRODY


Brody reacted on instinct, slamming his foot down on the gas pedal and trying to swerve out of the way.

It was too late.

The maroon car smashed into the back left corner of his own, fast enough to cause damage but not so fast as to severely injure them or the vehicle. Still, he spun around counterclockwise a full turn, coming to a stop almost facing the same direction he had started.

He felt the whiplash in his neck, but knew there was no lasting injury. He quickly assessed everyone else inside the car, finding them equally stunned and dazed but otherwise uninjured.

Lobo had squeezed his eyes shut and was holding on for dear life to the handle above his head, and Brody couldn't see much of Colin.

There was more movement out his broken window, and he turned and watched as two men ran toward him. They were holding assault rifles, much like the ones Colin had described the two boaters holding.

It's the group that's chasing after the journal, he thought.

A looming shadow caught his attention next. The two gunmen were approaching his side of the car now, holding their guns out and pointing through the window at him, but the shadow was coming from the back of the car, and a quick glance in the side mirror told him what he suspected all along – the blue car that had been tailing them was driven by the same guy who’d kidnapped Colin.

The Boxer, Colin had called him, and Brody saw why. The shadow became the shape of a man, and then an actual human, although one far uglier than he remembered. His sunken face and eyes were brooding, darker now than they had been the night before.

The Boxer approached the car and placed his meaty hands over the open window. Thick, pudgy fingers extended down and almost grazed Brody's shoulder. He leaned to the side, over the console, and turned to look at the man who would run him down.

The Boxer's eyes shot backwards, to Colin, but didn't linger there. They stayed on Anna a bit longer but seemed to ignore Lobo and Brody completely.

"Where is it?" the man asked.

"Where is what?" Brody said through clenched teeth.

The Boxer shook his head and let out an exasperated sigh. His lips flapped when he did. "Kill them," he said.

The two men behind him lifted their rifles and took aim.

"Wait!" Anna shouted. "You're after the journal. Amelia Earhart's journal, right?"

The Boxer lifted his hand and stilled his hounds momentarily.

"I thought that much was obvious," he grunted. "I should still kill you all, just for the hassle of all this. I see you found your friend."

Colin didn't speak.

"Where is the journal, Dr. Johansson?"

She responded immediately. "It's in my hotel room. I hid it in my side table. I brought a fake Bible – one with pages cut out large enough to fit the journal inside. I replaced the Bible with that one. Frankly, I would've thought you and your assholes would have found it when you came by this morning to kill Henry."

The Boxer stared through the window at her for a moment. "Henry. Odd name for a young fellow." He shrugged. "And we did check your rooms. All of them. That's why we had to kill Henry – he was in the way. I assure you, my men searched every corner of all four rooms – even the one no one was staying in."

"I don't understand," Anna pleaded. "It was there. I swear. It was inside —“

Brody made a decision. While the Boxer had pushed forward, leaning partially through the window to address Anna, his men had relaxed. Brody caught sight of them lowering their weapons from behind the Boxer's massive frame, and he took advantage. He slammed the car forward again, ignoring his own body's protests, deciding that an extra bruise or torn muscle was a small price to pay.

He and the others were immediately pressed back into their seats as the powerful vehicle thrust forward. And the best part of it to Brody was the car’s motion taking the Boxer's head with it, dragging him along for a few yards before he was able to push himself back out the window.

And then the most sickening, satisfying crunch as the car's rear driver’s side tire bounced over a soft portion of the Boxer's body.

He gained control of the vehicle after swerving a bit and gunned it toward the airport.

Immediately, gunfire erupted behind him, a couple of rounds peppering the back of the car, but they were quickly out of range as Brody entered the long, swooping turn of Avenida Doutor Ruy Pereira Dos Santos — the road that would lead them directly down to the airport.

Their head start wouldn't last long – he was almost positive the Boxer was still alive – but all they needed to do now was ditch the car and get into the airport.

The Boxer’s group wouldn’t know exactly where Brody’s group was headed.

And Brody intended to keep it that way.


FORTY-THREE

ANNA


Anna wasn't sure if she should laugh or cry.

She was quite sure, however, she was about three seconds away from a panic attack. As Brody drove – rather recklessly, she had to admit – around the long curved road that led down to the parking garage in front of Alves International Airport, she tried to force her mind away from the thought of inevitable doom.

What is he doing? she wondered. He's going to get us all killed.

She remembered her own resilience hours before, her steel resolve after the attack at the farmer's house.

That feeling was all but gone now. She felt none of the strength she had before, none of the calm steadfastness she had shown in the farmhouse. She had been reduced to a little girl, incapable of managing her own emotions and, just like when she was a little girl, no parents around to help her.

She swallowed, reaching out and grabbing Brody's arm. He was busy navigating the damaged car into the lowest level of the parking garage. They needed to ditch it, to put distance between the group chasing them and the very obvious windowless vehicle they were following, so she unbuckled her seatbelt and got ready to bolt.

Brody didn't even bother finding a parking spot. He stopped the car across two handicap spaces near the entrance. A walkway led from the garage across four lanes for drop-off traffic, and then into the terminal itself.

All four doors opened simultaneously, and all four passengers got out.

Brody began to run, but Colin stopped him before they reached the walkway. "Nice and slow; don't call attention to yourself," he said.

"But –" Brody cut himself off. She knew they needed to trust Colin now; he was part of their team once more, and she was glad to have him back.

While Anna was sure Colin had never been in a situation exactly like this, he was the only one of them who had been in the military, and run through plenty of hairy situations. Colin made them walk slowly and confidently so as not to attract attention from the vacationers and travelers milling about.

The airport itself, though international, was not large — just two runways. But it was well-used by locals and those looking for a more off-the-beaten-path vacation destination.

Colin guided them toward a larger group of high schoolers and chaperones, keeping pace with them and walking close enough behind the kids’ luggage that they seemed like one large group. For his part, Antonio Lobo seemed perfectly capable of keeping up – though the threat of dying of a gunshot wound in a crowded airport probably helped.

They crossed the pathway without seeing either of the cars that had chased them here. Anna assumed they would be working their way through the parking garage trying to find the car first. She forced her breaths to slow, keeping the panic attack at bay for the time being, while Brody and Colin managed acquiring tickets.

Colin had apparently figured out how to get some cash, and this tiny Brazilian airport didn't seem to care that none of them offered identification.

We are definitely not in America, she thought. Fewer than five minutes after entering the terminal, Brody turned and handed her and Lobo their tickets, then pulled them to the side and toward the gates.

Security was light, a simple wand wave over their clothing, and then they were through and into the main terminal waiting area. She looked down at her ticket and was surprised to see the plane was already boarding. That was good – it meant they could get out of sight even quicker, but she still wasn't going to feel comfortable until they were in the air – no ugly mercenaries in sight.

The plane was scheduled to depart in 15 minutes, and they found their seats and were ready to go in under 10. She finally let out a breath, then leaned back in her seat. Lobo was directly to her right, having grabbed the window seat upon boarding.

He hadn't spoken since they’d left the vehicle, but he leaned over now and placed his hand on her wrist. "How are you doing?" he asked.

Surprised, she looked back and saw concern in his eyes examining her face. Am I this easy to read? she thought.

"I am… I was going to say fine, but I guess we're past the small talk phase now, aren't we?" She chuckled, underlining her point.

He smiled in return. "Indeed we are. I, for that matter, am absolutely terrified. I suppose I recognize that look on your face as well."

"Terrified, confused, angry – pick one."

"I understand."

She noticed beads of sweat on his forehead, and wondered how he was faring through all the exertion. He wasn't in particularly bad shape, but he certainly was not fit for his age, either.

"I just…" she began. She wondered if she was actually ready to have this conversation. She wondered if she was ready to have it with a… what was he? A stranger? A friend?

Colin was seated across the aisle in the same row, and Brody was directly to her left on the aisle. Both of them were leaned over in their seats, quietly conversing.

She turned back to Lobo. "It's just that this whole situation reminds me of when I was younger. I… I felt helpless, out of control."

Lobo nodded once, slowly. His eyes were kind, his brow furrowed. Go on, he seemed to say.

"My parents died when I was 13." She swallowed.

His wise and sage look melted into one of concern. "I'm terribly sorry to hear that," he said. "I absolutely understand why you would feel so helpless then, and why that trauma was reignited today."

She offered a gentle smile. She knew he couldn’t truly understand, but he was doing a good job of empathizing. "They were researchers – archaeologists, actually. It’s why I became one. Never spent much time on boats, but they had an opportunity they couldn't refuse, and it required travel by boat. A freak storm capsized and sunk the boat, and killed everyone on board."

She didn't need to add that there should have been life jackets, life rafts, all of that. What's done was done; it didn't matter who was at fault. Not anymore.

There was a long pause, Lobo looking out the window as if processing what she had said. Finally, he turned back to her. She had expected the conversation was over.

When he spoke, she noticed him looking at her strangely. "I lost my family as well," he said softly.

Her eyes widened a bit. "You had…"

He nodded. “Long before I became a Jesuit. Yes,” he said. “I had a wife. A beautiful, amazing daughter.”

She swallowed again, now unable to control the emotions pouring out of her.

“It was a fire,” he continued. “Also a freak accident. I tried to save them. I was downstairs, and they were upstairs. The smoke alone was enough to cause me to hesitate. The heat, though…” His voice trailed off as he choked up.

She put a hand over her mouth. "Oh my God, Antonio. I’m so sorry. I had no idea."

He nodded. “I do not speak of it much. And it was a long time ago. You never do forget, but you start to heal. In ways. Though there’s not a day I do not miss them, life goes on. And so do we. It's a funny thing, that. I've always been devout, a man of God, religious, whatever you want to call it. I'm smart, studied. I know what grief is supposed to mean, how it's supposed to feel.

“But there's nothing quite like it to prepare you for it, is there?" he said.

She shook her head, a tear escaping from the corner of her eye.

"I guess you could say that's why I'm here, that's why I'm studying all of this, interested in finding the Arcanum. I made it my life's work."

“Why?” she asked. “What is it to you?”

He looked out the window, then back at her. His eyes were different now. Where before they were soft, almost sullen, now his features were etched in hard lines, his eyes reigniting the flames of past experiences.

He spoke slowly, clearly. Made sure she could hear every word.

“Because my faith tells me they are not gone. Not for good, anyway. Wherever they are now, whatever plane of existence they inhabit — I want to find them. I want to see them again.”

“You think the Arcanum can help you do that?” she asked.

“I know it.”


FORTY-FOUR

COLIN


Colin leaned across the aisle and spoke to his friend. "How you feeling?" he asked.

Brody's eyes were closed, but Colin knew he wasn't asleep. They had discussed a few things before takeoff but mostly waited for the flight attendants to perform their duties, shuffling up and down the aisle. Now airborne, they had a very short flight in front of them, and Colin knew Brody wouldn't have enough time to sleep anyway.

He opened his eyes and looked over at Colin. “Fine," he said. “Considering. How the hell are you?"

Colin cracked his neck and rubbed his wrists where the ropes had cut into them. "Honestly, not bad. In terms of kidnapping, I've seen worse."

Brody smiled. "Always the optimist," he said.

Colin returned the smile with a huge grin. "That's my old man," he answered. "But it's not optimism, really – it's a sheer unwillingness to go out without a fight. He called it ‘stubborn resolve,’ I call it ‘stubborn to a fault.’”

"Your old man served, right?"

Colin nodded. "SAS, his entire career. Moved to America before I was born, but he was sort of like an exchange officer, permanently stationed in the states. Most of the career he had after I was born was basically driving around diplomats and helping with British-US relations, but my mom tells me he was quite the badass when he was my age."

His father had been older when Colin was born, well into his 40s. His mother, 10 years younger, met him shortly before he finished his final tour as an operator.

"Anyway, my old man fancied himself a philosopher. Most fathers are satisfied just to give their kids advice, you know? Maybe drop a dad joke here and there to let their kids know they're still cool."

Brody laughed. "I know what you mean. My old man couldn't even have a conversation with me without bringing up some tidbit of history. I remember driving to my first T-ball game when I was five and having to listen through my dad explain to me and my mom that the baseball fields we were heading to used to be an Indian burial ground or something."

"That's fascinating," Colin said.

"Not when you're five."

"Anyway, my back hurts a bit from sitting in that damn chair overnight, but they didn't torture me or anything. That ugly guy, the one I'm calling the Boxer, tried to do that thing where he comes in every hour to scare me and prevent me from getting any good sleep, but I'm pretty sure he values his own sleep more than torturing me. He left me unattended for about five hours in the middle of the night before starting up again this morning."

Brody was shaking his head. "Man, I can't even imagine enacting a scene like that. You've got some balls, my friend."

Colin threw his head back and chuckled. "Honestly, it was nothing. I was worried for you guys most of all. Lobo is not… you know… young. All of this trauma must be taking a toll."

Colin knew it was taking a toll on Brody and Anna as well, but they were seemingly taking it in stride. If they did get back to the States in one piece, he knew this was just another bullet point to add to their list of things to bring up with their therapists.

Thinking of therapy and his friends' mental health state made him think of the network behind this show — and how little they did for the team’s mental health last time. He wondered if they knew Henry was dead yet, if the authorities had pieced things together and made the call to the executives back home. What would they do? Surely this entire operation would be botched, and the suits would be madly dashing around trying to get a handle on where their actors and assets currently were.

He wasn't naïve enough to think they cared for his and his friends' safety as much as their bottom line – a scandal like getting killed while filming a TV show for the network wouldn't be a good look. Since Henry was just an employee, his death would be easier for them to sweep under the rug, to at least manipulate the public's attention away from the truth long enough for them to forget what happened.

But if something happened to me, Anna, or Brody…

"You think this will work?" Brody suddenly asked. "Flying to Rio, hunting down the piece of this Arcanum thing. You think it's going to lead anywhere?"

"No idea," Colin shrugged. "But I'm pretty sure this episode is going to get canned."

Brody laughed. "Yeah, I can't see the network still sending out a team and crew next week," he said. "Maybe a team of mercenaries to tie up loose ends, but there won’t be a camera in sight."

"This sort of thing ever happened with your dad?" Colin asked.

Brody frowned, deep in thought, then shook his head. "No, nothing like this. There were some threats, people mad he was ‘invading their lands,’ things like that, but he kept me insulated from a lot of that stuff. And it was mostly in the academic community – all the super-smart professor types who had already decided they knew the answers to certain questions and felt they had to protect them at all costs. They hated what my dad was doing – making archaeology and history more mainstream. More interesting."

"Couldn't handle the truth?" Colin asked.

"It was more than that; it was like some deep-seated need to protect their own beliefs. Something he told me once stuck with me: that people hold their own beliefs so strongly yet have no trouble doubting someone else's. From what he told me, those in academic circles were the worst offenders.

“You've got a good old boys' club of archaeologists trying to maintain the status quo, actively shunning new developments. It's not because they hate history and archaeology, quite the contrary – it's because they can't help but believe what they've been indoctrinated to believe, and everything outside of that belief system seems absolutely crazy."

Colin was nodding along. "I'm sure politics were involved, too. My dad also insulated me from a lot of the crap he had to deal with, but I knew he was dealing with it. He would come home, exhausted, weary, like he just spent a day behind enemy lines trying to stay alive. I would ask him what happened and it was… just meeting after meeting. I often heard him complain about certain people to my mother. He was a no-BS kind of guy, you know? Guys like that don't do so well around politicians and people who will say anything to get you to like them."

"I know the type," Brody said. "Strangely enough, acting is pretty tame compared to politics and academics. Sure, there's a certain amount of sucking up you have to do at fancy dinners every now and then, but the good actors get good roles; it's as simple as that. And as much as I hate to admit it, how you look and portray yourself is everything. Not much you can do about the way your head is shaped or your body is built, really. Certain people get certain roles because that's the role that's being cast, and they fit that role perfectly."

"I've got to admit, I had you pegged as just a good-looking idiot before I met you," Colin said.

Brody winked. "But you do think I'm good-looking."

Colin laughed again. "I bet it's a stereotype a lot of people have about your world. They see you and assume that because of the way you look, there must be no depth, nothing going on."

"You know I was doing diarrhea commercials before Earth Uncovered kicked off?" Colin raised an eyebrow at him. "True story," Brody said. "I was doing VO work in a studio for their ad spots. Can't remember how many my agent had me contracted for, but that was the last one I did when I got the call to audition for the show.”

Colin snapped his fingers. “I do remember that! 'Diarrhea: the one call —‘“

Brody finished the quote with him. “’— You can't refuse.’”

They both giggled for a moment when Colin noticed Anna leaning forward, staring at them. Her face was a stark contrast to Brody's – grief-stricken, as if she'd been crying. He was about to ask if she was okay when Lobo spoke, barely audible over the sound of the plane. "I think we're almost there," he said. "I've flown on this flight a bunch, and it says –"

The intercom above Colin's head came to life, interrupting Anna. "We are beginning our initial descent into Rio de Janeiro," the captain said in Portuguese. "At this time, please put your tray tables and seatbacks into their upright positions."

Colin understood only about half of what the captain said but saw others obliging and assumed the pilot's intention. He checked his seatbelt once again and then flicked a glance back at Brody and Anna. He could barely see Lobo's head outlined by the light streaming in from the window. The man was back to looking out at whatever terrain they were flying over.

He really did hope they could figure out what was going on with this Arcanum, and then with the journal. The two groups after them had proven they were willing to do whatever it took to get what they wanted, and he had the sneaking suspicion they were only going to be more aggressive the longer this took to resolve.

Brody and Anna started whispering across the aisle to one another, and Colin decided to lean back in his seat and close his eyes, just as Brody had earlier. He too had no plans of sleeping, but it was nice to close his eyes for a moment. To catch his breath.

Whatever they were about to head into on the ground, he needed to be ready.


FORTY-FIVE

BRODY


Brody drummed his fingers over the steering wheel of the second rental car they’d had in as many days. This one seemed cheaper than the first, though the price was a bit higher. He wasn't sure if that had anything to do with the fact that he was looked like a typical rich American tourist, but it didn't matter. He'd had to use some of the cash Colin had procured so the credit card transaction wouldn't flag their location and movement throughout the country to the people chasing them.

When Colin had pulled out the wad of cash, Brody saw dollar signs in the attendant's eyes, and he got the impression all of the car prices had just been raised.

But they were safely on the ground and preparing for their meeting with the librarian and curator of the Indigenous Collections of the National Museum of Brazil. Lobo hadn't offered much advice or insight so far, so Anna had begun prying a bit after they'd gotten the rental car and a quick bite to eat.

"You worked with him, then?" she asked.

He nodded quickly, his brow furrowed. "Closely for about a year, when I was at the University of Brazil. He was in charge of the museum, so I was thrust into working alongside him. We were on a project together as well. But we grew apart after; we haven't spoken much since."

Brody saw the H-shaped building in the distance, about two blocks away. Palm trees with leaves and branches almost touching the ground outlined a walkway leading up to the main entrance, and in front of that stood a statue of a man Brody didn’t know. Lobo was filling them in on the history and importance of the area, and mentioned that the statue they were approaching shared the name as the road they were on.

“We are on Avenida Pedro II,” he said. “And that is a statue of Dom Pedro II. He was born here, and was the last monarch of the Empire of Brazil.”

It made sense that what they were looking for might be here – Brody was sure there were stacks upon stacks of ancient pieces of history hidden inside and beneath the building and the grounds it sat on. Buildings and warehouses full of collections both from Brazilian and Portuguese descent.

But the main concern Antonio Lobo had was whether the piece had survived the fire that ravaged the museum in 2018. 98% of the museum's collection had been lost to the fire, but Lobo had read that part of the indigenous collection Brazil had put together over the course of decades had been saved.

It was a catastrophic loss for the history of the indigenous tribes that lived here long before European settlers set foot on the continent, but it was also a loss to those interested in uncovering their history and their place in it.

Lobo had filled them in briefly just after getting into the rental car, explaining some of the history and why the building they were going to was still under construction. But there was no way to know whether the piece they were after – a piece that could be part of the broken Arcanum tablet – was here or had been lost to the fire or the reshuffling after.

Lobo seemed to believe it could be among the 2% saved in the fire, as it wouldn't have been in an area of the museum where the unsorted collection was kept. There, researchers and historians pored over artifacts that couldn't be categorized as obviously Portuguese or indigenous or anything else – the enigmatic pieces of sculptures, ceramics, and writings from around the world. They were either too difficult, too small, or too obscure to identify.

Once an item had been cataloged, however, it would be moved to its proper place in the museum. Since this piece they were looking for would not have been recognized or known, he suspected it was languishing in the unsorted pile.

And the last report he’d heard was that the unsorted pile was part of the 2% that had been saved from the fire.

"He must be old-school," Anna said, "considering you didn't even call ahead. Does he not do phones or something?"

Lobo was looking out the window, and Brody saw his eyes darting side-to-side before answering her. "I'm afraid I must let you know something else about this meeting,"

Brody clenched the wheel tighter. Great.

"The person you will be meeting with is not a… fan of me. I mentioned we were working together on a project for a year and we haven't spoken since. The reason for that is he did not appreciate my conclusions at the end of the project. He eventually resigned his position and moved here where he started working for the museum."

Brody's eyebrows rose. "You pissed them off, huh?”

"I would not use those words," Lobo said. "But… yes."

Colin scoffed. "Well, that's great. Our best asset can't even talk to our next best asset. Hopefully, you'll be able to fill us in on how exactly we're supposed to find this thing. It'll be a needle in a haystack, I'm sure."

Lobo nodded. "I do apologize. I wish this could go another way. But I fear that if I show my face, old wounds will be uncovered once again, and all focus will shift to the row I had with this man. We cannot afford distraction, especially now."

"I see your point," Brody said. “But Colin's got a point, too. How the hell are we supposed to find this thing?"

"He's right to suspect it will be a challenge. I've heard that while the collection is nowhere near what it was prior to the fire, it has been bolstered and brought back to a still-impressive state. Yet most of these acquisitions remain in storage, awaiting their shelves to be built or their place in the museum to become available. As part of the reconstruction, you'll see when you enter."

"Not really giving me much confidence, Antonio,” Anna said.

"But," Lobo continued. “If you can find this man, don't tell him you're here for the Arcanum. To him, and the other researchers who helped build this place, that's not what the piece was. To them it will just be an artifact no one has properly identified. He'll know where those pieces are kept, which will narrow down what you're looking for significantly. Plus, he's an expert, and this is his job. Show him the picture of it, and he will recognize the shape, likely knowing exactly which box it's hidden inside."

Brody was nodding, trying to memorize the information. "Is there a reference number, catalog number? Usually, these types of things have them, right?"

Lobo and Anna stared at him oddly.

He shrugged. "What? My dad was a professional archaeologist, remember? No, I wasn't paying attention to everything, but I did hear a few tidbits here and there."

Lobo smiled. "Yes, there was a catalog number. Even for the items we aren't sure where to put. But that cataloging system would have been updated after the fire, and there would be an inevitable shuffling around. I doubt it would be of much use, even if we did have one.”

“Okay,” Colin said. “Let’s get this straight. We’re going to walk into this place, hope he’s around and available for a meeting, and then hope he knows exactly where a tiny triangular sliver of ceramic might be in a pile of objects?”

Lobo smirked. “You all keep saying ‘pile.’ It is not a pile.”

“You mean it’s more organized than a pile?” Brody asked.

He shook his head. “I mean it’s larger than a pile.”

“How large we talking, Lobo?” Colin asked.

His smile grew. The entire collection was somewhere around 20 million pieces. Ninety-two and a half percent of that collection was completely lost in the fire.”

“That leaves…” Anna rolled her eyes. “We have to search through 1.5 million pieces.”


FORTY-SIX

BRODY


The inside of the museum was ornate, designed to look old, yet the fresh paint and new fixtures gave it a modernized touch. Brody led the group through the main museum lobby, giving the concierge behind the front desk a quick nod as he peeled off to the right.

Thanks to a map Anna had grabbed online, they knew exactly where they were going. Rather than heading to the left where the ticket counter and turnstiles waited, they opted for the side of the building housing the offices and administration rooms.

A quick phone call before entering had confirmed that their target, Dr. Diogo Fernando Luiz Gonda, was here today and available to meet briefly. When he'd heard a trio of actors doing an actual TV show had requested some of his time, he had nearly fallen over himself to make himself available.

Especially when Anna teased that they were interested in getting his take on an old antiquity they believed was in the museum somewhere, and that she would have her phone on and filming — just in case.

The man's office was not nearly as well-appointed as the rest of the museum. It was stark and utilitarian, and Brody got the sense it wasn’t just because the museum was still undergoing reconstruction. The office’s interior was spacious, with a table and chairs set up on one side and a simple metal desk on the other, but there was nothing impressive about any of it.

Brody actually appreciated that; this wasn’t a man interested in his own status above all else, like those in similar positions in other countries. Men like Zahi Hawass came to mind — a man he’d met many years ago while traveling with his father. Even though he was young, he remembered Hawass being smugly full of himself, steering every sentence of every conversation toward how he was the modern-day Indiana Jones, savior of the archaeological world.

Hell, he even wore an Indiana Jones-style hat much of the time.

But Mr. Gonda didn’t seem to share Hawass’ self-interest.

They entered the room and Brody immediately saw the desk, behind which sat Dr. Gonda. He rose and beckoned them inside, offering handshakes and smiles and giving them a chance to take a seat at the table.

His English was perfect. "Welcome, friends. I am so happy to assist you today. Would you like to get acquainted here, first?"

Anna took the lead in the conversation. "We would love to get acquainted," she said, smiling wide, "but I'm afraid we are under a bit of a time crunch. Is there any chance we could walk around a bit, perhaps even see about this item in question, while we get to know each other, Dr. Gonda?”

Diogo took this in stride. "Of course, of course. And please, it’s Diogo. I’m sure you are very busy, with the film crew waiting for you now. Makeup, hair, clothing. You each have a whole team for this, right? And trailers! You must have trailers!”

Brody glanced at Colin, who seemed to be stifling laughter. "Actually," Brody said, "it's not… exactly like that. We are here to film, but this is more of a research-gathering trip."

Diogo's face fell. "I see. Still, we can talk about Hollywood, yes?"

Brody understood now – this man was a fan of the film and television industry.

Diogo confirmed this. "I love American movies," he said quickly as he guided them out the door once more. “Obviously anything involving history, but I am a huge fan of the dramas. I love your shows. I can't help it – I am a sucker for drama. What show are you filming now? Can I ask that?"

He seemed apologetic, as if unsure of what he was allowed to say or ask.

"We are filming the second episode of a show called Earth Uncovered. It's –"

Diogo's eyes widened, and he stopped in the hallway. He turned around, looking at Brody first, then Anna and Colin. "Earth. Uncovered," he said slowly, chewing on each word. "This was a show from many years ago, no?"

"My father was the host. We're doing a sort of remake, covering some of the same stories, but with a more modern feel."

Diogo closed the gap and extended his hand out once more to Brody. "Brody Flanagan," he said, stressing his last name. "I was a fan of your father and his show. I did hear he passed – I am very sorry. And I am sorry I did not recognize you. I have not had the time to keep up, considering the rebuilding and reallocation. But please, my museum is yours for the day. Any questions you have, I am here to answer. Anything you need, just ask."

He took an extra few seconds before letting Brody's hand go, then stepped back and slapped his hands against his sides, pleased with himself. Brody could see he was in heaven. A true fan, he thought.

"Thank you," Brody said. “The show is why we're here. Hoping to find something to make an episode around. I wish the network would give us a bit more time to talk to folks like you, but… that’s Hollywood. And even though it's a research trip, would it be okay if we had our phones out? Might want to capture some footage we can tie into the actual show."

"Yes, yes. That would be delightful. Perfect." He seemed to be stumbling over himself to please them. "I'm afraid you may need to sign a disclosure. I can… certainly that is okay?"

He glanced to the side, suddenly appearing caught off-guard. “There is a form… Patrice can draw it up, and –"

Anna reached forward and touched his shoulder. "Mr. Gonda, thank you. We are totally fine with signing anything you've got, and we would love to include you and your museum's name in the credits. Please don't worry about our comfort – we sprung this on you last-minute. Any help you have is greatly appreciated."

This seemed to calm him down a bit. Brody recognized the symptoms of fawning. A fan, unsure of themselves in the moment, not sure what to ask, what to say.

He gave Diogo a few seconds to compose himself. "We're looking for an item we believe was in the unallocated section when the museum burned down. We are hoping it was part of the 2% that was saved."

"A great tragedy, yes. But if it was indeed in the unallocated section, then it should be here now. Perhaps hard to find, but it should be here. All of the unallocated items were collected together and all were saved from the fire."

"Great," Anna said. "Can we see those items?"

Diogo turned and started walking. "Follow me," he said. "It is my favorite section of the museum." He turned and gave them a wink. “And not just because it is my full-time job to catalog everything within it. All of our public display sections are so beautiful… but they are beautiful the way a house is beautiful. Particular, designed, purposeful. But the unallocated items, still hidden away in our stacks, are beautiful because they are untouched, just sitting there, waiting to be rediscovered. Each item in my collection is like nature – perfect the way it is."

Brody smiled. He could see why this man had liked his father and the show. His dad had often expressed the same feelings about the work he did. He loved uncovering old and forgotten things. Digging them up, finding them in the wild, rediscovering.

He'd told Brody once there was a moment he was happiest: after finding something, prepping the site, and getting it almost all the way out of the ground. Seeing whatever it was they were working on gave him the most pride.

There was the sadness after that – excitement that the piece could live on in a museum somewhere – but a sadness that it would live on in a place it had never intended to reside.

Brody understood Diogo Gonda in that moment. He suddenly felt a resurgence of excitement, an exuberance.

We are going to find the Arcanum. Even if it’s not here, we’re going to find it.


FORTY-SEVEN

ANNA


"Can you describe the item you're searching for?" the museum curator asked.

Anna nodded. "It's ceramic or clay, maybe sandstone. Perhaps half an inch thick. We've only seen pictures of it, and they were blurry. Hard to tell exactly what's written on it, but we do believe it's some sort of pictographic writing."

Diogo Gonda frowned but stopped at the doorway they’d reached and, with an extended arm, waved them through. Ahead of her, Anna saw why the room was referred to as ‘The Stacks.’ Rows upon rows of shelves, floor to ceiling, with items stacked on each. Boxes, crates, every manner of storage container, even small Tupperware containers piled together and strapped to pallets with plastic ties.

The group spilled into the room as the curator hit a light switch on the wall that illuminated a 100-foot square space in front of them. The rest of the massive room was still cloaked in darkness, giving her a sense of how large the space really was.

And with the exception of the narrow walkways between, the shelves of crates were stacked to the ceiling in all directions. In front of her, to her right, to her left…

There had to be more than two million items in here.

She’d spent a fair amount of time in museums, though usually for school projects or research trips, and almost exclusively in the public display areas. The few times she'd been in any of the museum’s private or restricted areas were times she was interviewing a curator or employee for an extra credit assignment, or the one time she was dating that guy who worked the night shift and convinced her to come visit him at work…

She felt her cheeks flush a bit, glancing around quickly to make sure Brody hadn't seen her.

A fond memory, that one. It was a fling only – something they had both agreed upon, knowing she was about to head abroad for a trip and he had high hopes of becoming head night guard for the museum. Not the sort of lofty career path she would have chosen in a man, so she was somewhat relieved to learn he didn't expect her to keep in touch long term.

Her eyes focused on the enormous warehouse space. "This is only 2% of what was recovered?" She asked.

"Heavens, no," Diogo said. "The fire was devastating, obviously. And while we were able to save 2%, it really was a small amount. But that's because the items themselves were relatively small, compared to collections of larger museums. Museums…"

In the fluorescent brightness of the warehouse space, he flicked his eyes left and right, as if unsure of what he was about to say.

"Museums with more money," he said dismissively.

Anna nodded. "It's very competitive, no? Being in the museum game?"

Diogo laughed. “Ah, how I wish it were a game. It is like politics, football, and business, all rolled into one. Even when things go well, one must always ensure someone else isn't waiting in the wings, ready to take credit for your success. But yes, that's exactly the problem. The larger museums boast the largest collections, not because they're better or because their collection is of a higher quality. That's nonsense. It's because of donations – wealthy individuals who have chosen for one reason or another to support this museum or that, to support the curator they agree with, to support a politician using the museum's facilities to host a gala or ball."

This seemed like news to Brody and Colin, but Anna was listening attentively while already knowing what he was going to say. And she was agreeing inside. She knew her parents had struggled with this as well, but she was so young when they died she had never gotten to hear the full story. She did know, however, that institutions such as this one were constantly looking for archaeologists like her parents to help them get a leg up on their competition. Perhaps they would fund a small expedition in exchange for agreeing to host the researcher's finds and treasures in their collection.

And, just as Diogo had admitted, she imagined there was plenty of political backstabbing and academic infighting going on as well.

"Anyway," Diogo said, "this represents the 2% we did save, but also about 25 times that amount in later acquisitions. Donations from other museums and governments, benefactors taking pity on us, and state-funded purchases we were able to bring in after the rebuild commenced. But, as you can imagine, it's already too much for myself and my team. The funds we’ve received seem to be earmarked for acquisition, not staff."

This was another problem she knew was rampant in this world. Anyone with money wanted that money to be spent on things with appeal – intriguing artifacts, ancient treasure, beautiful artwork. The ‘sexy’ museum stuff, not the boring stuff like hiring new staff. No one wanted to fund a new hire or an intern program because neither of those things brought in museum visitors.

"So my team toils here day and night, it seems. I'm up to my eyeballs in paperwork trying to organize the collections we’ve brought in, as most of it is dumped in here first."

He paused, flicked his head around again, then looked at the others.

"What's up?" Colin asked. "You hear something?"

"I thought I heard something, too," Brody said.

Anna hadn't heard anything, but all three men seemed to be suddenly alert, on edge.

Diogo leaned closer, his voice lowering. She could smell the day-old coffee on his breath. “No one should be in here right now. My two assistants are at lunch right now. Whom did you say sent you here? You mentioned they knew me, right?"

She shook her head. "I just mentioned we were looking for a piece. Part of an old broken artifact, that –"

"But why would you be looking for an old artifact? Someone must've told you to come here, to come find me," his voice was near frantic, and there was an energy in his eyes Anna hadn't noticed before. Was he scared? Confused? Angry that they'd withheld information from him?

"I assure you," Colin said, jumping in. “All we want is just to see this piece, to check what we've already found. We won't be taking it from the museum, I assure you."

The curator turned his head and faced Colin. "What else have you found?"

Anna almost audibly groaned. This was the exact line of questioning they had been trying to prevent, a conversation about the Arcanum and all of the parties trying to chase it down. She still didn't like that Lobo couldn't be here with them, but she trusted him, and it seemed now she was right to. Diogo was a lot more skittish than she’d initially thought.

He stepped aside just as Anna heard the door close far on the opposite side of the warehouse-sized building. Slowly, delicately. As if someone were trying not to be heard.

“You sure you don’t have employees in here now?" Colin asked. She heard the shift in his voice, as well. All business, ready to take action. "Any other staff down here looking for something in The Stacks?"

Diogo whispered, just as another sound echoed through the room. This time, Anna heard it clearly. It sounded like someone bumping into one of the shelving units.

"No, no one,” Diogo answered. “The two working now are at lunch; I saw them leave. But someone is inside. You are sure you were not followed? Are you sure there is no one –"

Brody held up a hand. "Listen, Diogo. There's no reason to be afraid, but we haven't been entirely forthcoming with you.”

Diogo looked as though he had just been punched in the gut.

“There are a few reasons for that — namely because we're working with someone we trust. Someone we think we should follow. But… there are others involved — others we know want to do us harm." Anna saw his eyes flick momentarily. "I'm sorry we couldn't be more open with you until now, but trust us when we say we have no ill intention for you or your museum. And certainly not for the Arcanum."

Anna watched Brody's eyes widen as he let slip what they were after. He recovered quickly, but it was too late.

Diogo Gonda’s eyes widened as well.


FORTY-EIGHT
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"The Arcanum?" Diogo spat. The word fell out slowly, as if it hurt to say. "The Arcanum? This fabricated piece of mythology is why you bother me on my lunch break? Why you scare me with stories of people chasing you?"

"Not stories, Diogo," Colin said quickly. But he wasn't even looking at the group. He had his hands open wide, corralling the rest of them and suddenly pushing them deeper into the hallway they were standing next to. Anna felt herself consumed by stacks of crates, old pallets, and wooden boxes, each containing a treasure trove of ancient history.

On any other day, I would beg to stay in here, poking around, touching the old stuff.

"You don’t understand," Diogo was saying. "The Arcanum is a legend – but legends are not real. This piece — this thing — is something treasure hunters and grave robbers have been chasing for decades. But before that, nothing. Nada. No one cared that it even existed, even though its mention on that ship's manifest has confused scholars for ages.

“Tell me why that would be,” he continued. “Why suddenly there's so much interest in this Arcanum, unless someone created this piece you are after and claimed it was the same item found in the manifest. Tell me how I'm wrong."

Anna leaned closer to him as they walked. "I can't tell you you're wrong – but that's what we're here to find out. I do know that we've seen the rest of it. At least another piece of it.”

Diogo cocked his head to the side, interested. She drew her phone from her pocket and opened her photos app. "See? We visited a farmer who told us he had a piece of it, we went to visit him, and –"

"This farmer has been begging anyone who will listen to come see it," Diogo said. “He has called me directly, in fact. I didn't think anyone was stupid enough to actually do it."

Anna wasn't a fan of the man's sudden personality shift, but she recognized fear when she heard it. He doesn't believe us, she knew. But more importantly, he's afraid of what the repercussions would be if we are telling the truth.

"Listen, Diogo,” she said softly, trying as hard as she could to remain calm while she knew others were approaching – probably coming here to kill them and then Diogo after he showed them where the piece was. "We saw it. I saw it. You don't know me, but I know what I'm doing. It's real. Whatever it is – whatever it's pointing to – it's real. Not fabricated, not created by the farmer or anyone else any time recently. We believe somehow it was found off the coast in a shipwreck and brought onshore, where it made its way inland and to where it eventually found a home on the farmer's land."

She left out the part about how it was quite possible it was another Portuguese expedition that found and retrieved the Arcanum, since they had found it amongst old Portuguese structures on the farmer's land.

"At least the piece of it that we saw," Colin added. "Somehow the rest of it ended up here, we think.”

There was another noise, the sound of footsteps. They were heading in the wrong direction, and they were still far away, but it was obvious whoever they belonged to was trying as hard as possible to stay quiet, to stay hidden. They must have bumped something or had to dart in one direction or another.

When Anna turned away from the noise to look at Diogo, she was surprised to see he was looking in the opposite direction. He didn't seem to care as much about the footsteps as she did –

"You know of it,” Brody said. "You have it here, don't you?"

Diogo swallowed, clenched his jaw, relaxed a bit, then wore a smile on his face. "I'm afraid I do not, my friends. I wish it were here, if only so you could see it and I could prove to you that it is fake. That it is nothing. Alas, it is not here."

"Bullshit," Brody growled.

Anna was taken aback by his sudden aggressiveness, but it seemed to have the desired effect on Diogo. He reeled backward, almost striking the stacks behind him with his back, placing both hands up in front of him in surrender.

"I assure you, Mr. Flanagan, it is not here. You must believe me. It was here – very recently, in fact."

"Tell us more," Colin said. "And hurry up. Whoever that is, they're not going to be happy to see us having a little powwow in here without them."

Diogo nodded. “Three, maybe four weeks ago. This farmer you met with posted about his finding, all over the Internet.”

Anna knew it was hyperbole. The farmer had posted on a few forums frequented by those with an interest in antiquities and history research. Certainly places Diogo would be tuned to, leading him to believe the farmer was announcing his finding far and wide.

"He was laughed off, as you probably know already, but there were a few… a group, I guess, very interested in obtaining it. But the farmer was smart."

"We've, uh, interacted with that group before," Colin said.

Diogo stared at him for a long moment before continuing. "I see."

"Why didn't they just kill the farmer?" Brody asked. "Why not go visit him like we did, steal the Arcanum tablet, and kill him in the process?"

Anna felt her breath catch in her throat as she listened to Brody recount almost exactly what had actually transpired. Diogo didn't need to know about the farmer’s death, or the gratuitous violence, for the question itself was enough.

"Because the farmer was smart," he said. "He gave no one any personal information, and while I'm sure he was no computer genius, he had the foresight to make his posts from a public café. Anyone tracking the IP address of his account, if they could even gain access, would have just led to that café. I suspect this group has been hunting him ever since."

"That explains why he wanted to sell it," Brody said suddenly. His voice was shaky.

Anna suddenly realized why. "Yes," she added. "He wanted to sell it to us – to the network. The TV show we're doing, the episode… it all started when this guy reached out to have us make a bid on it. He knew we were far enough away and in no way related to this group chasing him, and he could get a payday at the same time."

The full realization struck her in that moment. "But he let us and the network prepare to film, meaning put together a team to come down and pretend to search for the Arcanum. Even though we actually wanted to find it, we needed to make it look like fun and games for the television show. Build the drama, suspense, all that."

Brody nodded. "And we brought on help to do it," he said.

Diogo's eyes snapped back into place, staring up at Brody. "Help?"

"Yes. The network told us they found someone also very interested in helping find the Arcanum. Someone with experience, knowledge about its place in history, and promising to do whatever it took to find it."

"Including be on TV, something he was not comfortable with," Colin added.

Diogo's head fell just as Anna heard footsteps once more. This time they were louder, and there were not just one set of them.

"We need to hurry," she said. "Can we go back out –"

The doors they had come in from flew open, only thirty feet away around the corner.

"It's too late," Diogo said. "Follow me."

He took off at a run, though it was easy enough to keep up. He rounded the corner at the end of the stack and then took a hard right, heading down another row in the same direction they had been running. This warehouse was even larger than she realized at first. It was maze-like in every way, and with the person who knew its layout best at the helm, she suspected they might actually be able to get away.

Assuming there were more than two exits.

Whoever had entered just now would have another group standing by at the opposite exit. The first group who had entered, the footsteps they heard, would be hunting them down. Playing cat and mouse, funneling them toward one exit or the other.

It had to be the other group, she thought. The one after Earhart’s journal. They were obviously quite unhappy that it wasn't in the hotel room.

As she ran, another thought struck her.

But I don't have it, she realized. I left the journal in the hotel room. It was hidden away.

"Who is it you are working with?" Diogo asked, the question bouncing down the hallway from over his shoulder. "You must tell me. There is no time left."

Anna's mind was racing, and she hardly heard the question.

I left the journal hidden in the hotel room. We were on our way back to pick it up…

She stopped. Her legs no longer wanted to move forward.

No.

It can't be.

"His name is Antonio Lobo," Colin said.
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“Antonio Lobo is with you?” Diogo Gonda asked. “He is behind this?”

Brody needed to deescalate the situation. He stepped forward, touching Gonda’s elbow. “He’s a friend. I promise.”

“I promise you he is not.”

Brody swallowed. “What do you know about him?”

Gonda shifted, but continued moving down the aisle toward the edge of the warehouse’s interior. “He was… a friend. Once. But — did you hear that?”

Brody did. It was another bumping, followed by a shout. They’re gaining on us, he realized.

Diogo pulled them all into a room near the side of the warehouse. It was still inside the larger warehouse space but had been erected as an internal space, meant for utilities, maintenance, or something of the sort. Brody couldn't tell what it was, but he was happy to oblige as Diogo led them through into the dark space.

He closed the door behind them, the four of them gathered in complete darkness. There were no windows, no lights to reach this space.

Brody was about to ask what this room was for when Diogo whispered, "Come, follow me." He felt a hand on his shoulder and allowed himself to be led forward. He felt someone – Anna or Colin – on his other side. He walked slowly, shuffling his feet and not letting his soles leave the floor for fear of tripping over something invisible in front of him. About ten steps later, Diogo squeezed his shoulder again and stopped. "Here," he said.

Brody wasn't sure what the word meant, nor what he was supposed to do, so he simply sat and waited while Diogo fumbled with something off to the side. He heard the sound of oily metal squeaking open, a hatch of some sort stretching open to receive them.

It was a hatch in the floor, and Diogo pulled his arm downward and placed Brody's hand on its edge. Brody gripped it with his left hand, feeling around the edges of the square hatch with his right as he slid his palm over its surface, finding the edges of the opening. The frame was metal, butting up against the concrete of the rest of the floor, clear that it had been added here long before the building's foundation had been poured.

His right hand found the hatch door that Diogo had opened in the complete darkness, and he suddenly wondered how familiar Diogo really was with this space. He had known the hatch was here, known exactly where to place his hands and what to turn to unlock everything.

He wondered how often Diogo was running from ugly kidnappers.

But he voiced none of this aloud, instead following Diogo through the darkness into the square hole itself, hearing Diogo's words as he descended. "There is a ladder," Diogo whispered.

Brody figured as much, and his right hand found it a moment later after Diogo was already down, and he followed closely behind. Anna and Colin were right behind him, and the three of them descended to the subfloor level in kind.

Once they were at the bottom, Brody heard footsteps climbing back up the ladder, and finally the sound of Diogo swinging the hatch closed. He waited another few seconds and heard Diogo descending the ladder once again, then his eyes were suddenly seared by the blinding light of illumination.

He had involuntarily squeezed them closed and opened them slowly to see his friends and Diogo all standing around a dark space. When his eyes fully adjusted, he opened them wider and took in the surroundings. A single bulb hung from the ceiling, a string attached to its base which Diogo had somehow found in the complete invisibility surrounding them, but everything else he saw was utterly unremarkable.

Buckets, mops, discarded construction materials like bags of unused concrete mix and paint. A makeshift desk sat in one corner, pressure-treated lumber that looked like it had seen better days, even for being well-protected down here.

"What is this place?” Colin asked. "I can't imagine it's very convenient for your maintenance crew." Diogo chuckled. "Not convenient, no. This was here before the museum. Well, before it became a museum. These grounds are all part of the estate of the monarchs of Brazil, and we are inside tunnels that were originally cut to let servants and help get from building to building.

“When it became part of the modern government, the tunnels were reinforced and expanded. But some of them, like this one, were later used for… different purposes. This one connects to other government buildings as a sewer system."

Brody looked at him aghast. "The sewer? You’ve got us running through other people's shit like Ninja Turtles?"

Diogo laughed harder, and Brody was happy he knew the reference. "No, my friend. No cocô will be swum through today. This portion of the system is dry, and has been for a long time. I believe whatever government facility sat here prior created the space to connect to the system and offer any government personnel a quick escape."
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"What can you tell us about the Arcanum piece?" Colin asked.

He was all business once again. While the adrenaline had subsided, his body was still prepared for fight or flight – whichever came first. They weren't out of the woods yet, and since they had been walking beneath the streets of Rio for a few minutes now, he figured now was as good a time as any to get whatever information Gonda had.

The museum curator led the pack and turned to face Colin, walking slightly behind. He took the phone from Anna, studying the picture for a moment. "How do you know this is part of the Arcanum?" he asked.

It was clear the pieces fit together; the jagged diagonal line of the top of the Arcanum piece they found at the farmer's house matched that of the bottom edge of this piece. Even without examining the objects in person, he knew they fit together.

But, as Lobo and Anna had explained, the coloration was off. Two different cameras, two different lighting environments, and completely different angles meant that these images could easily be considered from two separate artifacts – in fact, exactly what had happened so far.

"We don't know that the piece we came here to see is part of the Arcanum," Anna explained. "But I'm confident the one we saw back at the farm was real. Real enough to kill for."

Her voice fell at the end, and Colin noticed the museum curator eyeing her warily.

"Kill for?”

Colin sighed. He knew Brody and Anna were looking to him to make some of the decisions about what information to reveal and what to keep to themselves. "They followed us there. Once we confirmed he had the piece, another group barged in, shooting up the entire place. They killed the farmer."

Diogo gasped. "And Lobo is involved?"

"He was there, in the farmhouse with us. Hiding in the living room with us." Colin stopped, grasping Diogo's shoulder to slow him down as well. "Diogo, we need your help. Is there anything you can tell us about this piece? Where it went, what you think it is?"

The man's eyes fell to the floor of the concrete sewage lane, then back up at Colin. "It was in the original museum. I believed it was a true artifact of indigenous origin, one of the many tribes living in the Amazon and Brazil. But it was considered unidentified, and thus thrust into that collection, because it contained a language no one understood."

"Similar to old Portuguese?" Anna asked.

Diogo glanced at her, surprised. "Yes. In some ways.”

Anna continued. "The other piece had the same writings and pictograms on it. It was like a Portuguese version of hieroglyphs, but more closely resembling an indigenous language. Something of a hybrid. Correct?"

He nodded. "I see. Maybe these pieces are of the same design. Anyway, the piece survived the fire and made it to this new location. But it left shortly thereafter."

Colin stared. "It left? How does an artifact get up and leave?"

Diogo let out a sigh. "I am not proud of it. But… my job here, it is… rewarding in philosophical and intellectual ways. Stimulating, even. But it is certainly not rewarding financially, if you understand my meaning."

"You sold it?" Brody asked, Colin could hear a bit of disdain in his voice.

Diogo immediately became defensive. "I have children! My wife was sick, this piece – it was something I truly believed to be worthless. I thought –"

"You're a museum curator," Brody continued. "The very man who is supposed to protect these things. To exalt the historical significance of –"

"You think I don't know that?" Diogo spat. He took a few breaths to calm himself down. "Of course, I believe that. I exalt history and the significance of every piece. But you must understand, this piece had not been identified for years, and no one seemed to know where to put it. I figured if it simply got lost…"

"How much?" Colin asked suddenly.

Diogo stared at him. "How much?"

"How much did they give you for it? And who was it?"

Diogo nodded slowly. "As to who it was, I don't know. I thought the email I received to be a scam at first. But they were persistent, specifically asking for this piece. They attached the picture I had taken of the artifact, so there was no mistaking what they were after. I even tried to convince them they must be looking for the wrong thing – they must be wanting something else. They refused to budge, telling me how to prepare it, wrap it for transport, and put it inside a small crate. Once this was done, I was to deliver the crate to a truck that would be waiting outside. I was told to leave it there and walk away. If I did, the second half of the money would be deposited into my account."

"You trusted them?" Anna asked.

He shrugged. "The first half of the money had already been deposited into my account. After the second email I received asking about the artifact, I found half a million United States dollars in my bank account. Another half-million showed up the day after I dropped the box off."

Colin's eyes widened. "Who else have you told about this?"

They resumed walking, but more slowly. It was clear the threat of whoever had snuck into the warehouse was gone, or at least they were still trying to find this entrance to the subterranean tunnel and sewer system. It was a good time to catch their breath, to regroup, to consider what exactly they were after.

Diogo answered, "No one. No one except for you. Even my wife does not know. I told her we received a government grant to pay for her treatments."

“If Antonio Lobo was behind the previous acquisition, he would know that the piece was no longer here. Yet he was adamant that you would have answers, that you would know exactly where that artifact ended up. Which tells me he wasn't the one who purchased it from you. This might be a third group we're dealing with." Colin realized his mistake as soon as the words left his mouth.

"A third group?" Diogo asked. "Who else is after this Arcanum?"

"Another group," Colin said, not yet willing to divulge the fact that there was a group chasing after them in search of Amelia Earhart's lost journal. "We're not sure it's exactly three, but there is more than one entity trying to track us down, trying to find the Arcanum. Maybe you can help us figure out why. What is it about Lobo that has you scared?"

Diogo sighed again, this time longer. "I knew him well, many years ago. We were friends; even worked together on a few research projects."

"That much he mentioned," Anna said.

"Yes, well… are you aware of his religious beliefs? His religious background?"

"Society of Jesuits?" Brody asked. "The Catholic fraternity?"

Diogo glanced at him and smiled. "Yes, that is the public association he carries. He has always been Catholic. And yes, he is a member of the Jesuit order. But it's not the Jesuits that has me concerned. It's the Order within the Jesuit society that I'm worried about.”

“The order?”

“Antonio Lobo is in a secret order of Jesuits many people have never heard of. It operates almost entirely separate from the church and has its own hierarchy, its own rules… its own initiation rituals."

"Still sounds like a fraternity," Brody said.

Diogo nodded. "Sure, yes. And it is, but this one is more… serious. The things they are willing to do to get what they want are… not of God. They operate like an overzealous military faction enacting a coup.” He waved his hand out as if underlining his point. "This is what I fear. This is why I cut ties with Antonio Lobo almost a decade ago."

"You think his group — this order — is one of the groups after us? One trying to find the Arcanum?" Anna asked. "Makes sense, especially if Lobo is part of that group. He would have been keeping the cards close to his chest all this time, trying to keep us close enough to help him, yet at arm’s length — not ready to tell us the full truth."
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"How do you know he's involved at all?" Anna asked.

They were still walking and had passed two stairwells leading up and out of the underground system. As Diogo had explained, this underground tunnel system seemed more like a foot tunnel than it did a sewer system, and Anna wondered what political unrest had led to such an expensive undertaking solely for the purpose of offering government officials a way to move about unseen.

Diogo still leading them, answering their questions and adding his opinions. "It was one of the research projects we worked on together. He was working toward his M.Div., and I was pursuing a graduate degree in religious history. The Jesuit order, the society within the Catholic Church, was always fascinating to both of us. I knew he had been striving toward his final vows for some time before we met, and that he was somewhere in the middle of a decade-long process of becoming a Jesuit. He and I uncovered communication between two Jesuits from the early 1900s, a coded section in each letter referencing something they called the Order."

"So a secret society within a secret society?" Brody asked.

Diogo nodded. “Yes, but the Jesuits are not a secret society. And this is not uncommon, especially for larger fraternal groups. But this one seemed to have a strange purpose."

"What purpose was that?" Anna asked. "Finding lost artifacts and shooting everyone in sight that gets in their way?"

Diogo offered a kind smile. "Not exactly, but that's the same sort of fear I had after working with Lobo. He seemed more than intrigued by this order, dare I say poisoned by it. After we compared notes and found a few other coded references to the Order, he believed it was real. He believed it was something within the Jesuit society that had answers to… whatever it was he was looking for. I would not be surprised at all to hear that he swore vows to this same order after becoming a Jesuit."

“What is the Order looking for? What is it they’re trying to do?" Colin asked.

"That, exactly, I cannot tell you," Diogo said. "But consider that some people refer to the Jesuits as the ‘Soldiers of God.’ In the past, especially related to the influx of Europeans to this continent, the Jesuits were the militaristic arm of the Catholic Church. Not just indoctrinating willful servants into the Catholic Church and Christian belief system, but indoctrinating the unwilling by force."

"I know all about that," Anna said. "I studied South American history extensively. It's a shame what they did here. Entire tribes of people – lost to time because of greedy Europeans hoping to find gold."

Diogo kept walking, but there was a strange silence. "Unfortunate, of course. But no people, no group in human history has developed in a completely isolated way. Of course, I would not wish the sort of harms on my ancestors that was performed by these soldiers for God and other conquistadors. But I am a product of the intermixing of these cultures, of these groups. Most of us here are, and it is part of our shared history now.

“It certainly does not excuse the atrocities committed against the early indigenous people and their descendants, of course, but it is a fact much easier to live with when we can take pride in understanding who these groups of people are and working to prevent these sorts of things in the future."

It was a well-reasoned and articulate response. This was a man who had not just studied the same history and lessons she had – he had lived it. He had grown up in a household teaching him not from books but from culture and experiential wisdom.

His education had come from life, not just books.

She suddenly felt the urge to apologize to the man. "Diogo, I'm sorry for barging in on you like this. It’s unfair. This is more than what anyone should reasonably expect."

He turned and smiled at her. "Thank you, but I have to admit a little action is much more fun than sitting behind my desk all day, or moving boxes around a warehouse."

"And please forgive us for any judgments we held against your personal life and decisions. I do understand your reasoning behind what you did. I may have been tempted to do the same, were I in your shoes."

Diogo's smile grew. "Thank you for saying that," he said. "It genuinely means a lot to me, especially coming from you, someone who understands and appreciates this stuff as much as I do. However, I fear my knowledge of this — and my position here — has put you in danger.”

"Nonsense," Colin said. “We’ve brought the danger. And whatever this group wants – whatever they think the Arcanum can provide – that's on them. We just need to stay ahead of them, to find it and prevent them from getting it."

Diogo stopped. "Is that your goal? You think you will be able to stop them?"

Colin rocked on his feet for a moment. "I don't know if we can actually stop them, but we're all stubborn enough to try. It's unfortunate that the piece we were looking for is not in your museum, Diogo. Whatever it means, whatever the tablet refers to, it seems..."

"That's where you're wrong, my friend."

Anna watched Diogo's face shift, his expression changing to one that was quizzical, even sly.

"What does that mean?" she asked. "Where are you taking us?"

"Well, as it turns out, these tunnels connect many old buildings in downtown Rio. One of them is the museum, of course. Also the Gustavo Capanema Palace and the National Library. But another building is where the oldest library in Rio de Janeiro used to stand. It's no longer a library, but the old section has been all but boarded up and forgotten."

"All but forgotten?" Anna asked.

Diogo nodded excitedly. "It's now an office building, but the architects used the foundation of the old building and kept the original structure inside. They put walls over most of it, but there's one tiny access corridor you can get to from the building's lobby. It's unknown to the public, but still in use today."

"And you know this… because?"

"I know this because it was one of the things I discovered while working with Lobo. He grew interested in the Order within the Jesuit society, and while he didn't share some of that work with me, I couldn't help but snoop around. One night after he left the office of the university, I searched through his desk. I was suspicious at the time, thinking he was going to attempt to steal my work. I was petty, young, and fearful of the academic backstabbing that goes on. But I found a letter inviting him to a meeting. It was in the same code used in the letters he and I found referencing the Order."

"If he was already pledging vows to the Jesuits, it wouldn't be out of the ordinary for this smaller group to reach out."

"Precisely," Diogo said. "Nevertheless, I found out where they invited him to meet. A few nights later, I followed him downtown, to the very building we are heading toward now. I saw him disappear down the hallway, and then into what I thought was a closet. I waited for 15 minutes before opening the door, but I found the corridor, as ancient as it was when the building was built around it, and followed it to the end. There was a single door at the end of the corridor, locked. I didn't try opening it, but there was a symbol on it."

“A symbol?" Anna asked.

He nodded. "I've come to associate the symbol with the Order, the very one I believe is chasing you and me now. I believe Lobo is a member of this Order, within the ranks of the Jesuit society. I'm not sure what's behind that door, but a few years ago, I mapped out these tunnels and even walked some of them to get a sense of how long each one was, and where I might find myself in Rio should I take one of the staircases or climb one of the ladders."

"Then let me guess," Brody said. “The one we're going down now is going to end just underneath this new building in downtown Rio?"

"Not just the building, my friend," he said. "It's going to bring us directly underneath the inner room marked with the Seal of the Order.”
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They reached an intersection in the sewer and turned to the left. Diogo was doing a good job giving them some backstory about his research with Lobo, mostly related to the Jesuit society. Unfortunately, he knew little about the Order – it was, after all, a secret society. Whether or not Lobo was part of that group remained to be seen, but Anna had questions.

"Why would he make us run this wild goose chase if he already knew what the Arcanum was?" she asked.

"Maybe he doesn't know what it is, only that it could be useful to the Order. Maybe he knows there's something out there that has what he wants, and thinks the Arcanum might be it."

"Then why send his goons to the Stacks? Especially if he already knew the other piece wasn't in the museum?" she asked.

Colin dropped back and whispered to Anna while Diogo was explaining something to Brody. "I don't think it's a good move to reveal this other party," he said. "Even though we don’t think they’re related, we can't take the chance. If the journal and the Arcanum are somehow related…”

She nodded, agreeing. "Then why let us come here at all?" she asked. This question was directed at Colin, though it was really just a way to air her thoughts.

Why would Lobo betray them from the beginning, why direct them through all of this at all?

"Think like him," Colin said. "If he really is part of this Order that believes the Arcanum leads to something valuable, they've been after it for years. Potentially decades, or longer. If they even got so much as a taste of the Arcanum – which is exactly what happened at the farmer's place – they'll be ravenous to get their hands on the rest of it.

"Okay, but that still doesn't explain why Lobo would send us here, specifically. Especially since Diogo is probably the only person on Earth who knows as much about Lobo. That would put the professor at risk."

She waited as Colin considered this. "He wanted our help, that much is clear. It's pretty obvious he's uncomfortable with anything related to cameras or filming, or being on TV. So the fact that he was willing to play along means that this means a lot to him. When this chance dropped into his lap, when the farmer revealed that he had this thing, Lobo was chomping at the bit to get on board with our team. So he had to play nice, pretend he was our friend, at least for the first part."

"Sure, and I believe that. We had a conversation on the plane here that only caused me to like him even more. Like he was getting in our good graces."

Colin shrugged. "He could have been telling the truth, whatever he said. But this is the end game – for him, we're close. You asked why he would send all three of us here to visit with Diogo and..."

He stopped.

Anna looked at him, then saw Diogo and Brody waiting outside a small door. It was short, and while it had been placed at the top of a short staircase, it was set into a brick wall that looked out of place. It was clear to her the wall and the door had been here far longer than this underground tunnel.

"You were saying?" Brody asked, addressing Colin.

Anna noticed Diogo and Brody had been listening to the latter half of her conversation with Colin.

She saw the dread in Colin's eyes, but Diogo was already moving toward the doorway. He placed his hand on the handle, twisted it slowly.

"Do you have any ideas?" Brody asked again. "Why Lobo would send us here to meet Diogo if he already knew that second piece of the Arcanum wasn't even in the museum?"

"Diogo, stop," Colin said, his voice firm. "We need to wait just a second, to figure this out."

Anna saw the door opening wider, but noticed Diogo had removed his hand from the handle. He was no longer pulling it open.

It was opening on its own.

Actually, it was being pushed open by someone inside.

She brought her hand up, both trying to reach out and push Diogo out of the way, and react involuntarily to whatever was behind the door, but Colin was already in motion. He dove forward, reaching Brody and pushing him to the side. He and Anna were still too far from the doorway.

She understood why Colin hesitated, why he had wanted them to wait.

Antonio Lobo wanted them to meet with Diogo because he knew Diogo had looked into his private affairs. Diogo knew where the Order met, and that the museum tunnels connected one building to the other.

He knew Diogo had this information about the Arcanum and the Order — and it would be a perfect way to get them all to the right place.

He had delivered them to Diogo, who had then delivered all four of them right back to Lobo.

Who likely already had both pieces of the Arcanum.

He was tying up loose ends.

Anna realized in that moment the depth of Lobo’s betrayal. It was total, complete.

The door opened wider, and Anna saw the same man who had accosted them by smashing out their window with his elbow.

He was holding a gun, and he aimed quickly and fired.

"Welcome," he grunted under his breath.
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Diogo fell to the side, two shots through his chest. Brody saw his eyes widen, a bit of blood drip from his mouth. He fell to the side, in shock.

He spasmed once, and died.

"The rest of you, move inside," the man said. “Now.”

Brody recognized him as the same man who had broken their window, tried to intimidate them, and had generally been a pest.

Strangely, he was now wearing a robe, as if he had been preparing for his tenor solo at church choir rehearsal — not shooting people dead in subterranean tunnels.

And it seemed this pest had moved beyond trying to annoy them and had moved full-on into physical threat territory.

Next to him, Colin roared and charged at the door. The man brought his gun up, holding it with one hand while wagging a finger with his other. Colin stopped short, just at the bottom of the three steps that led up to the door.

Brody could hear his friend breathing, knowing the adrenaline was pumping through him. He was trained to think clearly in situations like this, so the fact that he had stopped and decided not to press his chances at rushing the mercenary meant he didn't think they had much of a chance at survival if he did.

"What the hell is this about?" Colin growled.

The man frowned, then smiled, still pointing the gun directly at Colin's head. "Come inside, we will explain everything. This is not the end of the journey, but we are very close."

Close to what?

Anna was suddenly by his side, her hand wrapped around his arm. Without realizing he was doing it, he reached his arm around her waist and pulled her in close. He didn't speak, but he willed his thoughts toward her.

We're going to be okay, he thought. We just need to stick together. Just need to figure this out.

She batted her eyes up at him, tears glistening in them. She sucked in a breath, no doubt terrified, but he still saw the steel resolve he had come to know and love.

Love?

The thought took him by surprise. In spite of all this – in spite of a gunman who had just killed a good man and new friend, in spite of the other group of mercenaries trying to chase them down on their quest for the journal, and in spite of Antonio Lobo backstabbing them and betraying their trust, his mind was flooded with thoughts of Anna.

Do I love her?

He knew shared traumas brought people together faster than anything else, and these events certainly qualified as one. But did that mean it was a facade? Did that mean this wasn't really love, only just a shared temporary bond between two humans suffering together?

He didn't have time to ponder the answers. The gunmen waved them inside, and Brody saw three other men holding guns inside the doorway. He thought he recognized them as the three who had been at the farmer's tiny house, the ones who had stolen the Arcanum and shot up the living room and kitchen.

Only now they, too, were wearing church robes.

He stepped up the three stairs leading into the ancient corridor and found himself in a tiny foyer. Crackling wallpaper peeled away from the walls, revealing yellowed glue from a time long before. There was a lamp on a side table one of the men was standing in front of, and Brody could tell it was as ancient as the rest of the place.

It was like he was walking through a living museum, a place that had not been touched for over a century.

He walked the gauntlet between the rows of men standing sentinel, but he noticed their eyes flicking left and right as he did.

They were still on whatever drug they were on before, he realized.

He felt his body tense, not trusting them. He didn’t want to cough or sneeze or otherwise make a noise that would startle the gunmen into reacting and shooting them all on sight.

Thankfully, no one made a sound as he, Anna, and Colin followed the leader of the gunmen through the foyer and to the right, down a slightly longer hallway. There were doors on both sides, but he headed for the one straight ahead and stopped in front of it. This hallway was much like the foyer – old, weathered wallpaper that had not done well against the test of time, but there was no furniture, and the only light was provided by an electric fixture that looked like it had been installed by the first electrician who had ever come to Rio de Janeiro. It flickered, as if it were trying to emulate the effects of a candle, but Brody knew it was just old, also on its last leg.

The door seemed just as old as the one they had entered through, but this one had a symbol on it.

A cross, with a swoop on either side giving the impression of a cross superimposed on the infinity symbol. It was stylized, and it too had been weathered so much as to almost be hard to depict.

The Seal of the Order.

Besides the cross, it was nothing like the seal the Jesuits used.

This must be the same symbol Diogo found on that door in the more modern part this building.

He wondered then if they were still underground or if they were now at street level, surrounded on all sides by modern city life.

The man knocked three times, with a pause after the second. He waited three seconds, then footsteps approached from the other side. The sound of a huge latch opening echoed through the tiny hallway, and finally, a sliver of light appeared from inside the doorway. It swung open, revealing a man dressed in long, brightly colored robes.

Anna gasped, and Brody's eyes widened.

Antonio Lobo held the door open for them while the tall gunmen stood to the side. The three men who had come with him blocked the exit behind them, ensuring all they could do was move forward through the door into whatever strange hell this was.

Lobo spoke, his voice remorseful. "I regret things had to play out this way, but I'm afraid there was no other way."

"What's this about, Lobo?" Colin asked.

"All the answers you seek will be revealed. Please, follow me."

With that, Lobo turned and let his robes flow behind him as he walked deeper into the brightly lit room.
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The room they entered stood in stark contrast to the cramped, dimly lit hallways and the nondescript entrance corridor they had traversed.

This chamber, while not modern by any means, had clearly been meticulously maintained over the years. The walls were adorned with freshly applied paint that brought life into the space, and the wallpaper, stretching above the elegant wainscoting on two of the walls, showed no signs of age; it was as vibrant and intact as if it had been applied yesterday.

Light emanated from sconces affixed to all six walls, bathing the room in a soothing orange glow. The room's hexagonal shape was peculiar, with a doorway mirroring their point of entry on the opposite side, and each of the remaining walls featured altar-like side tables that seemed to hold significance.

The dome-shaped ceiling commanded attention, primarily because of the opulent chandelier that hung from its center. The chandelier, while slightly out of place, added a layer of grandeur to the room, despite Brody's realization that it served as a garish display of religious or organizational superiority. This room, much like certain sacrosanct spaces within Catholic churches designed to house the tabernacle and other holy elements, was evidently crafted to awe and impress visitors.

Brody couldn't help but notice the meticulous attention to detail that had gone into designing the room. The side tables, for instance, were a study in luxury and craftsmanship, with their velvet and leather trimmings secured by polished brass caps. The shellacked tabletops were smooth to the touch and shone under the light of the chandelier and wall sconces, reflecting the room's rich, ambient light.

As Lobo led them through the center of the room, Brody observed the sparse arrangement of furniture — chairs aligned and facing one of the walls, suggesting this space was used for gatherings or meetings of some importance.

"What is this place?" Anna's voice broke through Brody's observations, filled with a mixture of curiosity and apprehension.

Lobo paused upon reaching the room's heart, turning to address their questions. The door shut firmly behind them by Lobo's associate, effectively isolating them from the three dazed soldiers left standing guard in the hallway. This action suggested that either the man felt confident in his ability to control the situation alone or that additional forces — perhaps more drugged-out priest guys — were stationed beyond the room's other door, ready to intervene if necessary.

"This room is but a humble meeting space," Lobo began, his tone measured, revealing nothing of his intentions. "As you are aware, I am deeply affiliated with the Society of Jesuits. However, my connections extend beyond into a smaller, more focused group within, one we simply call the Order."

"The Order," Anna interjected sharply. "The man your asshole associate shot – Diogo Gonda, your former friend – he shared quite a bit about it."

Lobo's expression remained stoic, betraying no surprise or emotion at Anna's blunt accusation. He nodded once. “Diogo was an acquaintance from many years ago. Regrettably, our paths diverged over the years, as I've mentioned. He became untrustworthy, I might add.”

"And his death was necessary to guard the secrets of this place?” Anna pressed. “Or you’re just willing to kill anyone you can’t trust?” Her voice was laced with a mix of anger and disbelief.

Lobo paused, the weight of her question hanging in the air. "The preservation of certain knowledge — and certainly power — often comes at a steep price," he responded, his voice a blend of remorse and rationalization. His words hinted at a deeper, more complex web of beliefs and responsibilities that justified, at least in his mind, the actions taken to protect the sanctity and secrecy of their cause.

Brody had seen this before, but not in real life, not up close. He’d read scripts, stories, and seen plenty of actors performing their version of what Lobo was. He was delusional, mad.

He believes this stuff.

Lobo had trained his mind over the course of years — decades, even — to think that what he was after actually existed. And that nothing else mattered. Collateral damage be damned.

He was the archetypal villain. An antagonist of the most dangerous sort: he thought his actions were justified, because what he was after was worth every bit of it.

The tension in the room was palpable as they stood in this lavishly adorned space.

It was impressive, but to Brody, the luxurious surroundings now felt like a gilded cage, a beautiful facade masking the darker truths that lay hidden within the walls of the Order.
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Colin looked around the room, trying to identify any strange features he might have missed before. He was already very observant, and assessing new environments had long been part of his job training.

This room seemed to be, for all intents and purposes, exactly what Lobo claimed it to be—a meeting room. It certainly did look like a meeting space—well-appointed and gaudy, in his opinion, but a meeting space nonetheless. He could envision its members, like Lobo, feeling self-important as they sat in these fancy chairs in their choir robes, looking at fancy walls under a fancy chandelier that was far too large for the room directly above.

But he was more interested in the nature of the meetings that took place here.

"You owe us an explanation, at the very least," he snapped at Lobo.

Lobo nodded. "I told you all will be revealed. And while you may not believe me, I have not lied to you yet. I am a member of the Jesuits; I simply did not tell you I was also a member of this secret society within it. Nor did I tell you that I am in charge of it. I am The Shepherd.”

Colin was taken aback. "In charge? As in, you've been the one calling the shots all along?"

"I've got to say, man," Brody added from next to Colin, "I was already frustrated enough with you lying to us."

"As I said, I did not lie."

"What about your betrayal?" Anna asked. “Semantics. You don’t call that a lie, but it sure feels like I was lied to.”

Anna had found a kindred spirit in Lobo, and they'd had a deep conversation on the plane to Rio. He knew her parents were no longer alive, and he wondered how close she was to potentially seeing him as a sort of father figure. They hadn't known each other very long, but the stresses of the last few days would be enough to make anyone confide in someone they thought had their back.

How wrong they were.

"And the betrayal was not the intent… but the outcome."

"Oh, when you say it like that, it sounds so much better.”

Colin heard the sarcasm in Brody's voice.

"What the hell is this about, Lobo?” Colin continued. “Start talking, or you're going to find out that I have more than just words to exchange.”

Colin flicked his eyes over to the hulking, robe-clad man standing in the corner. If his elbow hurt from crushing their window, it did not show on his face. As he spoke, the man shifted, letting his center-cut robe flap open, revealing a nice suit beneath — as well as the pistol he wore on his waist.

Colin wasn’t impressed. He already knew the man was armed since he had shot Diogo in cold blood right outside these doors. And if it came to it, Colin liked his chances against a single man with just a pistol, assuming he could get into a better position to strike.

He slid to his left, closer to the man.

Lobo raised his hand, as if the threat of violence was suddenly completely unacceptable to him. "Please, my friends, I⁠—"

"Start over, and this time don't pretend like we're friends," Anna said.

Colin was sure of it then—of all three of them, she was the one most upset. She wasn't just angry at Lobo for his betrayal; she was hurt as well. Not just betrayed, but let down.

He knew the disappointment well, and knew there was nothing like it. There was nothing Lobo could say that would make any of this right.

But he would listen to him try.

"Please, all of you," Lobo said. "Hear me out. I believe I can convince you why this Arcanum is so important."

"So important it's worth killing over?"

"Yes."

Lobo's immediate response stunned Colin. He had expected the man to grow more squeamish, leaning further into the role he had been playing so far — apologetic, weak. To hear him respond affirmatively so quickly, without a second thought, he had to admit this was a shock.

Lobo continued. “The Jesuits have long been considered the soldiers of the Catholic Church. And as soldiers, it has always been our duty to protect the Church, the Pope, and sometimes the world, as needed."

He paused then, retrieving something from inside his robe. Colin watched his hands as they slid inside the garment and came back a moment later with a long, pencil-thin item in his left hand. He held it up to his lips, then took a breath through it.

"Is that… a vape pen?" Brody asked, unable to hide the humor on his face.

Lobo looked insulted for a moment but then nodded. "I find it's the best delivery mechanism for the drug."

"What is it? Weed?" Anna asked.

Lobo chuckled as he exhaled. There was very little smoke, and what Colin could see of it was wispy, light.

"It's mostly a plant species native to the Amazon, hybridized with another indigenous to the region. For millennia, the tribe living in the region have known of this drug and its potency. For its medicinal purposes and for its ability to stabilize in religious rituals."

"Like ayahuasca," Anna said.

"In a sense, yes. But let me finish explaining more about this Arcanum. You'll find the drug and the Arcanum are related, like two distant cousins.

"The language on the Arcanum," Anna said suddenly. "It's similar to Portuguese, but you couldn't read it. Is it the language of this indigenous tribe? The one that knew about this drug?"

Lobo smiled. "This is why I was excited to meet you. Excited to consider myself your teammate."

"We're not teammates," she spat. "I'm just… curious."

"Yes, the tribe that created this drug and cultivates it to this day is the same that wrote the text on the Arcanum. They are the people I believe created the Arcanum in the first place."

"But it's similar to Portuguese in some ways, which is nothing like some of the ancient languages around here."

Lobo nodded again. "For a long while, I've believed this tribe, while ancient, had no written language at all. When the Portuguese settlers came over and introduced these people to religion, farming, building, and religion, they also taught writing. I believe they helped this tribe come up with their own written language, a version similar to Portuguese but also leaning heavily on the symbolic nature of other tribes' alphabets."

"Did the Portuguese steal the Arcanum tablet?" Brody asked.

"I don't know. We may never know. It is true that it ended up on the ship's manifest all those years ago, and we believe that ship was headed to Portugal with the rest of the fleet. But why the Arcanum was on board remains a mystery. At some point, it was retrieved and brought back onshore, where it must have been hidden away all this time."

"Until the farmer found it and started asking for help with it."

"The farmer your men killed."

Lobo looked hurt again. "My soldiers are heavy-handed, but they are effective. I wish there had been another way, but I needed to be sure. We needed to be sure⁠—"

"Are you insane?" Brody asked. "You were in the same room. Those guys could have shot you as well if we weren't more careful."

"Those soldiers are men of God, men of the Order. They might have been affected by the drug at the time, but they knew exactly what they were doing. They were sent to scare you, to keep you focused on the end goal."

"Because you're their leader," Colin said. "You told them exactly what to do. You've been orchestrating this whole thing from the beginning."

Lobo nodded. "As I said, I never lied to you. I just withheld information so that I could ensure we were moving in the right direction.”

“What information?” Anna asked.

“Information like the other pieces of the Arcanum,” Brody said. “You knew the farmer had a piece of the real thing, and you knew Diogo no longer did.”

“Correct,” Lobo said. “And the third piece — I had that once, as well. It was given to me while I was a professor. A man from Rome handed it to me to study.”

“What happened to it?”

“Regrettably, it was lost in a fire. But I was hoping that by collecting this third — and largest — piece, the answers we’ve been seeking would be revealed.”

Colin frowned, but he didn’t press on.

"What makes you think we wouldn't have helped you find the last Arcanum piece in the first place?" Anna asked. "Without threatening us, sending your muscle over here to break our window and scare the crap out of us? Why all the drama and role-playing?"

"I'll admit I had doubts as to the veracity of this object and the validity of the farmer's claim. I've been working to find that piece of the Arcanum for so long I began to think it may not be real. I knew I needed help, but I couldn't simply show up and ask you to help me find some magical artifact."

“Damned right about that,” Colin muttered.

The man to his right shifted again, but Lobo held up a hand. “Not now, João.”

The man sunk back toward the wall.

“There is still a need for these three.”
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"Lobo, I understand how important this is to you," Anna said. She sniffed, doing her best to hold back tears. "But why? Why is it so important? Why go to all this trouble to find the pieces of the Arcanum?"

"We are so close now," he said. “Live for the Order."

“Live for the Order," João mumbled.

Next to him, Colin shook his head. "It's time to come clean, Lobo," he said, rushing forward.

Brody watched as Colin took a few strides to cross the small room, aiming directly for Lobo, still perched against the side wall. Before he could get halfway across the room, João stepped in, much faster than Brody thought possible. He seemed to be a good match for Colin, taller and bulkier, likewise stronger, but he knew Colin was perfectly adept at handling himself in sticky situations like this.

But he really didn't want to discover the extent of how sticky the situation was. If we could get out of here by simply talking⁠—

In that moment, João swung a huge fist that met with Colin's temple. The younger man stumbled, knocking over two chairs as he fell to the ground. He landed on a knee, quickly trying to push himself up, but Brody could tell he was shaken, surprised by the sudden attack.

Colin was going to be fine, though it was clear João's punch was more powerful than anyone thought. Brody rushed over to help his friend regain his balance.

Anna cried out, tears now flowing freely. He felt them on his own face, wondering when they'd started.

This is not how any of this was supposed to go, he thought.

He wished his father were here—the man always had a way with words, a way to calm the crazies. It was why he made such a brilliant television host during the first run of Earth Uncovered. He was charismatic, to boot. People loved being around him, hoping to insert themselves into his orbit, as if their proximity to his father were enough to be able to extract his charm and likability for themselves.

But in this moment, with no father around, he felt all the weight of the world on his shoulders and no way to brush it off. The best he could do was hold his friend up and hope he recovered in time to prevent a severe beatdown from Lobo's man.

Lobo stepped in then, holding out his hand to calm his giant. "Enough," he said sternly. "We need them for the first initiation."

First initiation?

João nodded, then grunted as he walked backward toward the door once more. There was still a possible escape route on the opposite side of the room, though the fact that João was guarding this door meant the other one was likely guarded from the other side.

An escape attempt would no doubt end with João pummeling all of their faces with those football-sized fists—not something Brody was terribly excited about.

Still... Initiation? Brody didn't know what Lobo intended, but he had no interest in finding out.

"What are you talking about?" Anna asked, reading his mind.

"All will be revealed soon enough," Lobo said. "The Order priests await your arrival. The initiation ritual will commence shortly thereafter, and the Order will know of your worth less than an hour after that."

Colin looked like he was about to rush Lobo once more, but Brody held him back. He patted his friend's chest, trying to calm him down. "Let's think this through, bud," Brody said. "I know you can fight—and we're going to need you to do that. But not yet."

Lobo chuckled. "The time for physical displays is over. We need your minds—perhaps not all of them, but we hope at least one makes it through the First Ritual.

“And if I'm honest, I'm hoping it's her." Lobo threw a glance sideways, motioning toward Anna.

It was obvious Lobo was attracted to the woman's mind—it was hard not to be—but the fact that Lobo made her sound like some object to possess, a brain to tweak and use and bend to his will, made Brody's blood boil.

He clenched his fist while still holding Colin with his other hand. Colin's breathing was perfectly calm, regular, as if he had not just been punched in the head and spun up into a rage.

Is he acting? Brody wondered. Maybe he’s trying to rile up Lobo and João, trying to get them off their game, questioning themselves.

No, that wouldn't be Colin's move. It's more likely to remain calm and passive the entire time until the moment is right to strike.

That's what it is, he realized. Colin wants them to think they've got us completely defeated now, ready to bend to their will at every turn. His outburst was just a way of causing João and possibly Lobo to feel smug, overconfident.

Brody almost smiled. Brilliant plan.

Colin met his eyes, and in that moment, Brody knew he was correct. Colin flicked his eyes back toward Anna, a silent conversation happening between them. She nodded once, just as João began walking around the perimeter of the room.

He headed toward one of the tables, on which sat a simple rectangular box. It was something Brody hadn’t noticed before, as it was very thin and almost disappeared into the elaborate ornate table supporting it.

"João, it is time to move," Lobo said. "The Order is waiting for us, and we have less than six hours of daylight. I'd like to be set up with the first ritual long before that happens."

João didn't respond, only continued working at the clasps on the front of the tiny box. Brody watched as João pulled the lid off the box and set it diagonally against the wall behind. He couldn't see inside, but João soon pulled out what looked like an elaborate lighter, the kind with an elongated neck to stick into the end of a candle.

He flicked it with his forefinger, and a tiny flame darted out.

He then set it down and retrieved from inside the box a collapsible bowl, which he placed back into the box once it had been erected into its fully formed bowl shape. It was about six inches tall, and from what Brody could tell, empty.

But João wasn't done. He picked up a bag, purple velvet with gold cinch straps on top, and opened it. He poured the contents—a sort of dark powder—into the bowl, then set the empty bag back down into the box.

"I thought you were going to wait for the First Ritual," Colin said, muttering under his breath.

Brody looked back at Lobo, who was smiling, a contemplative look on his face.

João lit the powder, a large flame blossoming into a cloud of smoke that swirled above his head. Brody watched the smoke as it curled upward toward the chandelier, which was suddenly sucked out of the room through the chandelier itself.

Interesting, he thought. The chandelier wasn't just for illumination—it was meant to remove smoke from the room, to prevent the lingering effects of the aromatic powder.

He'd seen setups like this in Las Vegas. Or had experienced them, as there was nothing to really see in casinos like that—casino owners spent millions on air filtration and circulation systems that could suck cigarette smoke right out of someone's mouth, a nonsmoker sitting nearby none the wiser.

This must be some sort of similar apparatus.

Done with the box, João moved continued moving along the perimeter of the room, where he reached a section of wall that only now Brody realized was cut out in a rectangular shape. He pushed on it, and Brody heard a loud click from above his head. He stepped aside, half expecting the giant chandelier to come tumbling down and kill them all, instead the smoke kept pooling at the ceiling, the filtration no longer in effect.

The smoke began pouring out of the pile of powder in the bowl, and Brody watched as it very quickly filled that side of the room. Next to him, Colin and Anna were staring as well, slack-jawed and wide-eyed. None of them had seen anything like this—some strange incense that effectively worked like a smoke bomb.

"What is it?" Anna asked.

The smoke had reached his nose. It smelled earthy, faintly floral. He knew the smell of cannabis, but this was something entirely different.

But it wasn't incense, either. Unless Lobo and João's preference for scented sticks involved something akin to dirty rainforest mud.

"I do not trust that you will agree to joining us for the first ritual," Lobo said from behind him. "Therefore, I've had João prepare this brief demonstration of the power of a different plant. This one helps the mind relax into — shall we say — a paralyzed state.”

"This is the same thing you've been sucking on in that vape pen?" Colin asked.

"Yes. But this is a much more potent version."

With that, Lobo joined João on the opposite side of the room. João was there already, and he quickly opened the door, held it for Lobo, and seconds later, both men had disappeared.

"That's—probably not good," Colin said.

"You think?" Brody asked, as he heard a latch lock the door from the outside.

He was already in motion, sprinting across the smokeless center of the room, the walls disappearing behind a veil of white. Anna was talking, trying to piece together what had just happened, but Brody was paying her no attention.

They needed to get out of this room.
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Brody awoke with a splitting headache. He groaned, surprised to hear the ground echo back from myriad directions.

Where the hell am I?

It was pitch black, but he touched his eyes to be sure he wasn't blindfolded and that his eyes were, in fact, open.

He felt around, not finding any straps or ropes keeping him in place, but he wasn't quite ready to get up and run through the dark. He stretched out to the sides, letting his hands trace whatever it was he was on.

He felt stone, cool to the touch, in all directions. It was smooth, but not perfectly so. Slight imperfections led him to believe he was on some sort of stone slab, and it was large. Perhaps the floor. Still, he didn't want to stand up and accidentally walk off a cliff, so he stayed in place.

"Hello? Anna? Colin?"

He heard breathing next to him – three, maybe four feet away. He slowly slid in that direction, using his hands to feel in the darkness for the body he knew was there. He felt it then, his hand working its way up someone's torso until it was cupping⁠—

"Are you… touching my boob?" Colin whispered.

Brody yanked his hand back. "Sorry, I⁠—"

"Thought I was Anna?" he asked.

Even in the complete and utter darkness, he could sense Colin's smirk. "No," he said quickly. "I just… I heard you there, and⁠—"

"Relax," Colin said. "I just woke up, too. Heard you moving around. Where the hell are we?"

"That was my first question as well. And where's Anna?"

On a hunch, Brody felt Colin's body once more—this time ensuring he was just south of the man's chest—then used that position in his mind to work back the other direction. If they had been set here in rows, Anna might be just to the opposite side of where Brody had been put.

He crawled on his hands and knees over the stone floor until he bumped into another soft shape.

Breathing a sigh of relief, he felt this body. Careful not to touch any of her inappropriate regions and elicit another response—or another smirk from Colin—darkness be damned—he verified that it was, in fact, Anna.

"Anna," he whispered. "Wake up."

Nothing.

He pushed her a little harder, rocking her body back and forth. His right hand finally found her head, and he placed his palm on her forehead as he moved her body with more force. He didn't want her to bump her head if she woke up suddenly.

But she wasn't waking up at all.

Colin shuffled over next to him, and Brody felt his body against his as together they hunched over their friend.

"She's not waking up, man," Brody said.

"She will."

Brody tried to borrow his friend's confidence to no avail. Anna lay there, just a cadaver left on the stone floor.

"Think the drug did this?" Colin asked.

Brody nodded, knowing Colin couldn't see it anyway. In truth, he knew whatever João had lit in that small meeting room had put them to sleep.

But had it killed Anna?

"Move over," Colin said. "I'm going to check her pulse."

Brody backed away, sitting on his rear end. He heard his friend working over her body, trying to find her neck and then the artery that would tell them exactly what they both feared, one way or another.

There was a long silence.

"Colin."

Again, no response.

"Colin. Are you⁠—"

Colin sniffed, sudden and surprising. "Her heart. It’s… not beating."

"What?" Brody threw himself forward, nearly clonking his chin on Colin's back as he frantically swarmed toward Anna. "Check again. You're probably in the wrong⁠—"

"I checked her pulse, too, Brody. I placed my ear over her chest. Trust me—it's not beating." Brody refused to believe him. It must be a sick practical joke.

"Move over," he said. "Let me try."

"Brody, it's⁠—"

"Move. Over."

Brody was frantically pawing at Colin's arms now, the darkness only adding to the despair.
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Brody's eyes welled with tears; he didn't try to hold them back—Colin couldn't see him anyway, even if he cared.

What have I done?

This was all his fault. He had dragged the others into this mess, urged the network to bring them both on as permanent co-hosts. Sure, there had been consensus all around after their success—if one could call it that—in the Solomon Islands.

But he was the leader, the face of this project. He wanted to find the answers in Amelia Earhart's journal as much as Anna. And he'd done his best to maintain high spirits in spite of their traumatic experience in Kirakira, hoping that by not showing any signs of negative effect the network wouldn't postpone this trip.

And now they were lying on the stone floor, hidden in some vault in Peru or Brazil, and Anna…

Is dead.

He felt Colin's hand on his arm, a slight squeeze. His friend was there, allowing Brody this time without interfering with words.

But there were plenty in Brody's head. Plenty of thoughts, reminders of failure. His hands were still on Anna's chest and stomach, and he thought he could already feel her body growing cold.

He sobbed quietly, yet his ears picked out small sounds around him in the darkness, his senses involuntarily sharpening after losing his sense of sight.

He heard dripping, slow, one at a time, maybe one every few seconds. In another corner or side of the room, farther away, he heard another drip. Not an echo, as this one was a bit faster. These sounds confirmed his suspicions that they were underground somewhere, that water seeped in over time, intruding on this man-made space.

And he did feel this space was man-made. The stone was too smooth, likely honed by human hands with tools, though not anything advanced. It wasn't concrete, and felt to be hewn from a single rock, and he wasn't sure how large it was.

He removed his hand quickly, checking for his phone. Perhaps it had a flashlight on it and would at least give them an idea of where they were, but he found all of his pockets empty. The devices had been taken from them by Lobo and João.

"We need to figure out where we are," Colin said softly. "If there's any chance of getting out, we⁠—"

"I'm staying with her," Brody snapped.

"Brody, I understand what you're going through. But⁠—"

Brody reached back out and felt Anna's body lying prone, lifeless, on the stone. "I'm staying here."

Not another word was spoken, but Brody heard Colin turning and walking in the opposite direction. His feet were careful, slow, plodding footsteps. After about fifteen steps, he stopped. "There's a wall here," Colin said. "I'm going to see if I can find a door."

Brody didn't respond, instead focusing all his willpower on not screaming. He was hunched over Anna, willing her back to life. Fighting against the memories of standing beside his own father as he passed.

That had been the most painful experience of his life, and yet it somehow paled in comparison to this. While he had spent decades with his father and a comparatively short time with Anna, she was young. Not dying of cancer. The long bout his father had faced had been trying and painful for everyone involved, but the end result had been expected.

But this… she didn't deserve this⁠—

And then, Anna moved.

Her stomach heaved, her chest exploding upward as if hit from underneath. She gasped, then sputtered. Brody felt her heart rate immediately kick into high gear.

"Anna," he said quickly. "Anna, are you⁠—"

There was a pause, Brody still feeling her heart accelerating, then slowing to a more normal pace. Finally, words came from her lips.

"Dad?"
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Anna let the word fall out without attempting to alter it.

Dad.

It had been summoned by something involuntary inside her brain, something she'd long kept repressed.

She knew her father was dead, and yet—and yet she could see him. Right there, in front of her face. He was leaning over her, his one-dimpled smile just as prominent as she remembered. He was young, too. About the age he was when he died.

After all these years, he hadn't aged a day. "Dad?" she asked, a bit louder this time.

"Anna, it's me."

She frowned, gasped a few more times—how long had she been out? And then turned her head to where the voice was coming from. She could see her father there, but his mouth wasn't moving. Instead, she heard the sound of…

"Brody?"

There was another voice, to her right. This one came from complete darkness.

"Come on, guys, we need to get out of here."

Anna turned toward the voice. She knew it was Colin, but she also heard her mother's voice, a whisper beneath his own. They spoke the same words, the same nuances, as if she were embodying him and somehow speaking through her friend.

"Can you stand up?" Brody asked softly.

Her father was gone now, replaced by the man she was growing more fond of every day. She had no doubt this experience would only add to that fondness, perhaps even kindling true love.

She nodded, then spoke aloud, realizing he couldn't see her. She allowed Brody to help her to her feet, and then arm in arm, they slowly walked toward where Colin's voice was waiting for them.

"I think I—yeah, I found our stuff," he said.

"Our stuff? You mean our phones and wallets?"

Colin confirmed. "As weird as this all is, I don't get the sense Lobo wants to kill us."

Anna swallowed. She got the sense that Brody was upset — about her? She once again wondered how long she had been out. She couldn't remember seeing anything in that time—they had been in the room where Lobo's Order met, and then fog came from that weird chandelier, and then…

She must have passed out—perhaps all of them had—and had been brought here by João and Lobo's men. She shuddered as she imagined the weird, drugged-out ‘Soldiers of God,’ as Lobo had called them, working their hands over her body as they carried her.

At least they hadn't dropped us haphazardly into this room. Wherever the hell we are.

"The phones are dead.”

Anna wasn't surprised—it had been long enough that the phones they’d been carrying had already been nearly dead after leaving the museum.

But then she felt Colin's hand on hers; there was an object there, something hard, small. She grabbed it.

"My GoPro," she said. She had almost forgotten about it, but had stashed it in her pocket and hadn't turned it on since. She wasn’t sure how much time for recording was left on the device; there might not be a lot of battery left on the device, but hopefully, what little remained would at least illuminate the back screen and allow them to see where they were.

She fiddled with the buttons, orienting the device in her hands by memory. She held the power button down and watched as the bright white screen flashed, staying steady for a few seconds.

She held it up, turning a slow circle at the side of the room. "Stone walls. Hard to see if there are any inscriptions or engravings."

"Nothing on this one," Brody said. He was rubbing a hand against the wall where they found their devices, and Anna saw a wooden table there, like a simple four-legged nightstand, standing against this wall. Brody's wallet and phone were on it. Colin's own stuff had been stolen by the man who'd kidnapped him.

One other mystery we have yet to solve, she thought.

She tapped the back of the screen to keep it illuminated as she worked through the menu, finally finding the settings she was looking for. She considered setting it so the back screen remained on permanently but thought better of it a moment later. It wasn't much hassle to just poke the screen every few seconds as they explored, and she wanted to start recording with the power that remained in the device.

Whatever Lobo and the Order had planned, she wanted evidence. Incriminating evidence.

She had previously placed a small sliver of tape over the device's bright red light that signaled when it was recording, a precaution one of the camera operators at the network had mentioned before coming down here. It wasn't because they expected her to be snooping around some ancient stone-walled room or trying to hide the fact that she was recording a criminal or some delusional religious nut job. It was simply so that anyone she was filming wouldn't get shy in front of a camera.

Nothing causes people to shut down like the red light of a recording device, the person had told her with a chuckle. They wanted B-roll that was genuine and authentic, and when people saw a visible sign they were being recorded, they tended to say and act weird.

Well, whatever I'm about to record is going to be genuine and very authentic.

"Over here," Colin said.

They joined him at the opposite side of the room, and he traced a line with a finger. "Seems like a door, but I don't see any sort of lever or latch. Probably opens from the outside⁠—"

Suddenly, the door began to slide toward him, and he jumped back. Anna held the camera up and pressed record. She placed it in her palm, lens out, and then lowered her hand to her side, trying to look as natural as possible.

Next to her, Colin took up a stance that seemed casual, yet tense. Trickling light from outside their room illuminated him and Brody to her right.

They’re ready to fight, she realized. Both men had gone into protective mode. They were scared but ready to figure out what was going on once and for all.

The door slid open fully, sliding on a track that was invisible to her, and they were met with a rectangle of dull orange light. It was flickering, as if caused by numerous torches from within.

As her eyes adjusted, she realized that was exactly what she was looking at.

"Enter the Order chambers and accept your positions as initiates," a booming voice called out in English.

She immediately recognized Antonio Lobo's voice, though it was now more confident, thicker. Had he been playing a role the entire time, even changing his voice to seem more meek, timid?

With her free hand, she balled her fist. She kept the GoPro recording but slid it into her pocket. She hoped the bulge would go unnoticed by whoever was waiting for them in the other room.

"What do you think?" Brody asked.

Colin shrugged. "Not sure about this whole initiation thing, and Lobo is becoming a certified whack job, if you ask me. But… I’m not sure we have a choice. That João guy is probably still in there too, as well as a bunch of those little druggies he goes around with. And I know from experience he packs a punch.”

“So maybe not a way out, but perhaps a way forward," Brody said. He paused before continuing. "We all want to get out of here. Judging by what's already happened, it could be that the worst has already come — and we made it through that.”

He paused again, then rubbed Anna's arm with his left hand. "We all woke up."

Colin nodded, and then reached his hand out to Anna. She accepted it, and Brody grabbed her other hand. Together, hand in hand, the trio entered a larger space through the simple rectangular door that had opened in the stone wall.
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As fearful as she was of what lay ahead, she couldn't help but feel stunned by the revelation of the room just beyond. Torches were hanging from rings lining three walls, but those were only the simplest of decorations in the room. The walls here were stone as well, but where the room they had been in before was simple, this one was ornate.

Elaborate carvings streamed from floor to ceiling, like cult-like columns bulging out from the wall. Each column had animals and beings carved into it, some she could recognize as birds and monkeys, and others she couldn't place. There was artistic flair to all of it, and it was obvious certain creative licenses had been taken with some of the creatures.

Unlike the pale walls of the room she had woken up in, each of these walls and the columns were painted with garish colors. Some were faded in places, mostly around where the torches billowed, but it seemed someone was maintaining this place and had for a long time. And that was the next thing she realized as they stepped fully inside.

The archaeologist in her—the academic, always searching for knowledge—saw that this place was not new. This place may have a façade of fresh paint, but it was very clear to her it had been carved long ago. Hairline cracks allowed tiny streams of water to pool on the floor, and a similar drip to those she had heard in the previous room fell in beads in a corner.

"What is this place?" she asked.

Only then did she take in the people who also populated the room. Standing front and center, in front of an altar of animals painted onto the wall that gave it the impression of some ancient Amazonian shrine, stood a man about Lobo's height. He wore a tall mask that covered his entire face and head, and it extended up above his head about a foot and a few inches underneath.

The mask was hard, carved from wood or bone, and painted with similar bright streaks of color. He was clothed in a robe that hung loose and deep around his neck, this one with swirling colors that matched the tones of the room.

There were two rows of robe-clad men standing on either side of the room, five men in each line. They too wore masks, though theirs were smaller and less ornate.

The man in front — Lobo, she assumed — had his arms outstretched wide, as if welcoming them in. "These are the Order's inner chambers,” he said. “Built before my people arrived on this continent, this temple has long been a place of worship."

“But there… aren’t any temples like this on the continent," Anna said quickly.

Lobo's hands fell, but she sensed him smiling from behind the mask. "That may be the common belief among historians," he said, "but I assure you, they are wrong. What they have been searching for here in the Amazon cannot be found, because they are not looking in the right places."

"The right places?" she asked. "We've done LIDAR scans of almost the entire jungle at this point. The entire basin has been mapped, surveyed, and even the uncontacted tribes⁠—"

"Yes, the geographic place is correct," he said cryptically. "But the place in time is not. Most academic archaeologists and those interested in the history of these people already believe to find evidence of human habitation in the Amazon for the past 4-5,000 years. Though they know people have been there longer, this is when they expect to find remains of buildings and structures, so this is where they focus their efforts.

“You're saying this place is… older?"

"Much. even then, we do not know the full history of this place. But it is a small temple, just two rooms constructed underground. There were likely other small buildings outside, dotting the area, but they have long since fallen to the elements, reclaimed by the forest. Being underground, these rooms have both been preserved, degraded over time. You've seen the cracks in the walls, the water seeping in as the water table moves in shifts during flooding seasons.”

“Fascinating,” she said. She had long known that research tools such as that were far from infallible, and required professional interpretations to even form hypotheses.

What he was saying was nothing short of incredible. If a civilization existed so long ago, who were they? What were they like? Were they the predecessors of the great civilizations of South and Central America, or had they died off long before smaller tribes gathered and became one?

These were questions for another time, as Lobo seemed to be interested in changing the subject. "But that is not why we are here," he said, and the heads of ten men snapped in his direction. "You have been successfully initiated through to the first level of the Order."

"You mean because you tried to kill us, but we woke up?" Colin asked.

"We did not try to kill you. We tested you. While the Order would normally perform the entire ritual in the chamber you just emerged from, we have been running out of time since the pieces of the Arcanum have been decoded.”

Anna frowned When had that happened? she wondered.

Lobo continued. “I decided to enact the first stage of the ritual—the fog that put you to sleep—back at our meeting hall. We brought you here and led you there to prepare you for the rest of your journey."

"The… rest of our journey?" Brody asked. "Lobo, this is insane. We're not here to⁠—"

"You are involved in this, just as I am," he said, his voice now darker, more sinister. "The Lord works in mysterious ways, and the journeys he calls us on are not always those we would choose for ourselves."

"I have no idea what you weirdos are planning," Anna said, "but this is all… a bit over the top. What if we say no?"

Lobo shook his head, the great mask sliding left to right slowly. "There is no denying the Lord when he chooses to tap one to work toward his ascension."

Anna raised an eyebrow. Ascension.

“You have been chosen, as was I and the rest of these men. The Order does not typically initiate women, but it has been done before. We are all Soldiers of God, male or female."

To Lobo's left, she noticed João shift.

"The second phase of the ritual will begin shortly. Unlike the first, this ritual is not intended to be a test, but rather an awakening. When you fall asleep, rest assured you will awaken again.

“But this awakening will be unlike anything you've ever experienced, and I assure you, you will be very interested in what the Lord has to tell you."
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João lifted his mask and interrupted Lobo by marching across the room. Lobo matched his action, and Anna could see he was perturbed.

João brought a walkie-talkie up to his ear.

Anna wondered if this was his preferred method of communication, or if cellular signals didn't reach down here. Either way, she couldn't hear what João was listening to—he had the radio turned down too far—but she could hear his words as he addressed Lobo.

"They're here. They followed us."

Lobo's face shifted in that instant, and she realized he was a far better actor than he let on. This was the first time she had seen him truly angry, a state of more than just frustration plastered on his face.

"Followed us?" he shouted. "How?"

João looked sheepish for a moment, then shrugged. "Perhaps they placed a tracker on them. Or they⁠—"

"This was your job!" Lobo berated João. "Your only job. You were to keep them safe from this other group. To ensure their survival until we could decipher the Arcanum tablet."

João marched over to her and the others. Colin took a step forward, but she held him back. This is not the time, she thought. They were getting information, whether João and Lobo realized it or not. While Lobo had not been addressing them directly, she had gleaned a few important insights.

First, the relationship between João and Lobo was one of subservience. Lobo truly was in charge of the Order, and João, high-ranking as he may be, was still beneath Lobo.

The second thing she'd realized is that somehow the other group searching for the journal was still on the hunt. They had proven to be far more resilient — and better equipped — than she’d thought. Likely well-funded by someone pulling the strings, the man who had kidnapped them would now be quite motivated to end this here, once and for all.

The third thing she picked up on was Lobo's phrasing. He'd said ‘ensure their survival until we decipher the Arcanum.’

This implied both that Lobo knew how to decipher the Arcanum—he’d said as much earlier. And they wouldn't be standing here in this chamber, preparing for whatever was going to happen, if he hadn’t—and that their survival was no longer ensured by João.

Whatever this next phase of the trial was, though Lobo seemed to believe they weren't at risk, it gave her the impression that they were still pawns in this game and once Lobo got what he wanted, they would all be discarded.

"Give them the journal," Lobo said suddenly.

"What?" Anna said.

"What?" João echoed, equally confused. From somewhere beneath Lobo's robes, he pulled out the weathered journal and held it aloft.

Colin's mouth fell open beside her, and her own eyes widened in surprise. "How—when did you get that?" she stammered.

"And you just want me to give it away?" João snapped.

Lobo turned and addressed her. “I retrieved it from your room before this other group broke in. I believed you were smart to leave it behind—having it on your person would put you in harm's way—but I also didn't want to lose a potential bargaining chip. I haven't had time to go through it sufficiently, but I tend to agree with you, Dr. Johansson. This journal, while historically interesting, is almost certainly not worth the hassle this other group has put forth."

Colin's mouth was moving open and closed, and she could see his fists balled by his sides. He looked ready to explode, to lunge forward and stab João in the neck with his own finger if he had to.

The other men around the room hadn't moved or said a word. They were all dressed and ready for the ritual, masks on, and she assumed this meant Lobo was even more frustrated by the delay.

"And to answer your question, João—yes, give it to them. Take five soldiers and meet them outside the perimeter of the temple complex—I do not want to risk revealing our exact location.

He paused. “How long before they are here?"

"Ten minutes, max."

"Very well," Lobo said.

Anna knew in that moment he was beyond frustrated, but he was doing his best to keep his composure. He no doubt hated the fact that he would have to lose five soldiers to whatever… this was supposed to be. But surely he still felt well-protected. Five men, drugged out or not, they were Soldiers of the Order as well.

And against only the three of them? Ten men, including João, would surely have been enough.

But would they be enough for whatever was coming outside?

João began working his way around the room, handpicking soldiers to accompany him outside.

The group gathered behind Anna and started heading out the door, when Lobo stopped him again. "One more thing," he said. João stepped forward, standing next to Brody. "I don't trust this group, and our security measures have now been cut in half."

João nodded, pulling something out of his pocket. He walked a few paces away, then turned. He was now standing next to Lobo, facing Brody, Colin, and Anna.

She frowned. What is he reaching for?

"I had wished we had more time to discuss the ritual and its importance,” Lobo said. “But I'm afraid there will be no more discussion. When you awake, the ritual will have commenced. Your reality is about to change.”

His voice had lowered, and he seemed more solemn, serious. "I have been waiting a lifetime for this, and scores of men before me have waited far longer. This is special, even if it's not how I wanted it to end for us."

Anna felt her body growing cold, wondering if Lobo was really implying what it sounded like he was. "What the hell—" she started.

"Go ahead, João," Lobo said.

João wasted no time. He flung his arm upward and fired the weapon he’d pulled out.

One shot, then another.

Anna heard grunts from either side of her.

Colin fell backward immediately, while Brody stumbled forward and clutched his chest.

She started to scream when João's weapon turned toward her own chest. He pulled the trigger a third time, and she lurched.

The impact was slight, far less powerful than she'd expected. She had already gotten lucky dodging bullets so far on this trip, but now her luck had run out.

Though it didn't seem to hurt, she knew she was in shock. Knew that her body would react swiftly. She could almost feel it tearing through her insides, blood beginning to pour out.

She fell to a knee, then two. She reached her hand forward, as if trying to use telekinesis to pull the weapon from his hand, one last-ditch attempt to save herself and her friends.

But it was no use. Though the pain was no more than a pinprick just above her heart, she could already see the darkness fading in as the vignette around her vision grew.

Her eyes closed, and she fell forward, her arms doing little to catch herself as she rolled onto the stone floor. The last thing she heard as her eyes closed for good was the sound of a slow chant building, the five men standing to her right and left singing in unison.

She didn't know the words, but they seemed soothing, not menacing.

She let the sounds of their chorus rock her to sleep.


SIXTY-TWO

THE SHEPHERD


"How long before it begins?” Lobo asked.

João was once again by the door, but Lobo called to him just before he left. His second-in-command whirled around and addressed him. "No more than five minutes. Their hearts won't stop, but their minds will be awakened.”

He paused. “At least… that is the hope.”

Lobo nodded. “I believe that as well. But my faith is in the Lord.”

Around him, the chanting of the five remaining priests, the Soldiers of the Order, grew. Lobo offered João a final nod, and the man left the room, sliding the stone door closed for good.

Lobo — Shepherd of the Order — turned to the altar behind him as the men repeated the chant, starting over from the beginning. The incantation was like a soothing balm on his nerves.

This is it, he thought. What we've always been waiting for.

The Arcanum was real—not just a map, but the key to the destination itself. It had always been so simple—the three pieces had been broken up not because they were trying to hide the location of the components that would enable him to use them, but because they were the components themselves.

He’d realized it earlier. The tablet had not been fashioned from clay, but rather from the powder of the very thing Lobo had been seeking.

The drug that will help us ascend. That will provide new life.

Once he'd applied logic to the equation, understanding the language on the outside of the Arcanum was simple. The pieces fell into place quickly.

The ancient incantation was the explanation of the ritual—that much had been passed down to Lobo through the Order. Though he still couldn't interpret the symbols, he didn't need to.

It was the second set—the newer set of symbolic language around the perimeter of the Arcanum—that he'd needed to understand. The reason he couldn't identify it as a language, yet it had a distinct familiarity, was simple: it had been a language created exclusively for the purpose of combining the known indigenous languages of the region into a generalized language set, with the added help of a well-known language: Portuguese.

As such, it had not been studied by academics, nor discovered by professional linguists, because its purpose was also singular—it was effectively a code.

A code created solely to hide the secrets of this metamorphosis on the Arcanum tablet.

It was not a language ever meant for wide, public use.

It was not a true language at all. It was more of a code than anyone could have thought. Individual symbols from each of the otherwise disparate Amazonian language families were used as some of the symbols on the tablet.

And those languages—and their written counterparts—were widely known. It had just taken a bit of familiarization and grunt work to find each of the symbols, discover their original language representation, and then apply some of the Portuguese words and phrases to make it all make sense.

And when he had finished — just in time for this ritual, he was shocked.

The answer was right in front of me the entire time.

The recipe for this drug could be found nowhere else on the planet. Though its ingredients originated from the Amazon, the particular elixir of plants needed to create it had never been written down, and never would be. Instead, to solidify its incredible power without letting its secret get into the wrong hands, it had been packed into clay, water mixed in to help shape and form it.

The drug itself had been turned into the Arcanum tablet.

He held up the fragment, believing his interpretation of the inscriptions to be correct: that there was enough of the drug powder making up the entire tablet for three such rituals, but having this one in-hand now should be enough. It was the largest of the three pieces he knew about, and one of only two remaining in existence.

Still, he did wish he had the other two pieces as well, as it would only enhance the effect of the ritual.

As he raised the Arcanum fragment above his head, the incantation of his five remaining soldiers grew to a frenzied volume and pace. They sped up, the chant growing faster and louder the higher the Arcanum rose.

They can feel it. They can sense what's about to come. They can sense their life is about to end, and a new one to take its place.

He knew what they were expecting, as well.

He shall return.

The man they called Lord.

Son of God.

They believed he would return.

He would once again walk among them.

These men would become the new disciples. They would usher in a new kingdom on Earth.

Two of the five men chanting carried the altar from behind Lobo and placed it in front of him. On it, a large stone bowl sat waiting.

Lobo, forcing himself to be patient, waited for the end of this section of the chant. Fifteen seconds later, it did. Silence filled the room, and right then Lobo smashed the Arcanum down with as much force as he could muster. Pieces of stone, pieces of the Arcanum tablet, flew in all directions, artifact becoming dust.

Particles flew outward, but most were contained within the bowl, where he grabbed a large surviving chunk and began crushing the others like he were using a mortar and pestle, finding it relatively easy. It was like hard-packed sand falling apart in its dry state.

He ground it around for a minute or so, finally satisfied that it was ready. One of the men who had helped him with the altar brought over a long-burning candle lighter. He used a match to light the end of it, then held the long stick out to Lobo.

Lobo grabbed it, growing even more excited. He tried to force his heart to steady, his insides to calm.

His soldiers had high expectations — as did he. But this ritual, he now knew, would not be quite what they’d all expected.

This is the moment I've been waiting for. The moment I deserve.


SIXTY-THREE

JOÃO


Outside, João raced around the perimeter of the old temple complex, his heart pounding with a mixture of adrenaline and purpose. The once-majestic complex, a beacon of ancient civilization nestled in the embrace of the jungle, had seen better days.

The harsh jungle environment, relentless and unforgiving, had eroded the grandeur of the stone walls and structures that comprised the temple complex. Where there once stood a testament to the architectural prowess of a lost peoples, only a crumbling façade to the northwest remained, along with the hidden subterranean temple entrance from which he had just emerged.

They couldn’t be sure what the underground rooms had been designed for. Food storage had been tossed out as an option. The people using the place would likely have been subsistence farmers, growing what they needed and not storing much; there were no harsh winters here.

Besides that, the floors and walls had been so well-cut Lobo believed the spaces had always been important for rituals. Perhaps they had served as a church or place of worship for the people who had cut and crafted them?

It didn’t matter now — the ritual taking place down there, the one João was kicking himself to miss — was only going to be successful if he were successful up here.

In his mind's eye, João visualized the top-down view afforded by the LIDAR scans the Order had diligently pursued and funded. He knew every dip and rise of the topography—mostly flat, adorned with a few crisscrossing streams that formed natural moats with their lower elevations. This entire area was quite high, relatively speaking, which allowed for the subterranean rooms to be cut without water seeping in from underneath.

As he navigated through the dense underbrush of the jungle, his sense of place was unerring; he knew exactly where he stood within the vastness of the wilderness.

Flanking him were his five soldiers, trailing a few paces behind in a disciplined formation. João had armed them once more with the submachine guns he favored for their balance of speed and maneuverability. Though a heavier assault rifle might have provided more firepower, the luxury of choice in armaments was not theirs today.

These were not professional mercenaries; they were Soldiers of the Order — men and priests of the Order, first, soldiers second. While a few boasted some semblance of military experience, the years had dulled their skills to near obsolescence.

Their initiation rites into the Order, complete with the ingestion of the sacred drug, bound them to João and Lobo, yet spared them some of the mental fog that clouded the minds of the lower initiates. They could be ordered and controlled for the most part, but they still thought clearly enough.

Still, João had resigned himself to the expectation that their aim would be as unreliable as that of an ordinary civilian.

Let's hope we don't have to shoot at much, he silently prayed, as the sounds of the jungle enveloped them.

A distinct noise pierced the natural cacophony—rotor wash cutting a swath through the canopy overhead. Instinctively, João crouched and signaled a halt with his left fist raised high. The soldiers immediately adapted, forming a semi-circle around him as they awaited further instructions.

The helicopter was headed straight for them, a modern intrusion upon the natural stillness of the jungle.

João's frown deepened as he contemplated their pursuers. Little was known about this group, aside from their fascination with finding the journal of Amelia Earhart—a curiosity that piqued even João's interest, despite his general indifference to historical matters not related to the Catholic Church or his faith.

Yet, as he considered the immediate threat they posed, his scholarly intrigue faded.

It was easily replaced by the more pressing concern, one for the task at hand.

Emotions swirled within João—first, a profound sense of connection to the sacred ritual unfolding beneath his feet, then a surge of anger at the thought of these interlopers threatening to usurp the revelations — the rebirth — meant for him and the Order.

It was surprising, and somewhat alarming, that their adversaries had chosen to approach by air, suggesting resources and determination greater than he and Lobo had anticipated.

But João was resolute. The urgency of his mission propelled him forward, his resolve hardened by the knowledge of what was at stake. He was determined to protect the temple entrance, to ensure that no outsider would desecrate the sanctity of their sacred space.

As he prepared to confront the approaching threat, João's thoughts turned to Lobo, to the ritual, and to the culmination of their lifelong quest.

If we somehow fail out here… he began to think, only to banish the thought with a shake of his head.

No. Failure is not an option.

The weight of centuries rested on his shoulders, and he would not—could not—let those who had come before him down. The Order had been the subject of scrutiny, ridicule, and disdain, both within and outside the Church.

Even the Jesuit Order itself denied their existence, and had long sought to purge them from their ranks. Antonio Lobo had done a phenomenal job keeping their small group around, though they had been relegated to the shadows.

Today we see the result of our commitment.

With a steely gaze fixed on the jungle ahead, João readied himself and his men for what was to come, their fates now intertwined with the ancient secrets they were sworn to protect.


SIXTY-FOUR

COLIN


Colin had a splitting headache. After waking up from being shot, he examined the space around him.

All the lights had been turned off, but there was still a trickle of illumination lighting the space, thanks to a candle that had been lit and left on the altar next to where Lobo had broken the Arcanum tablet.

He hadn't seen it, but he had heard the sound of the clay breaking and cracking into the metal bowl.

He had been lying on the floor, eyes closed, when he came to, just as the strange incantations ended and Lobo performed this part of the ritual. Colin, ever vigilant, stayed still, trying to keep his breath steady and even, and appear unconscious.

Almost immediately after that, he smelled a sort of incense, an acrid odor that carried sweet undertones, like burning the stem and leaves as well as the flower of a plant. He breathed it in—he didn't have much of a choice—and wondered if this was the hallucinogenic drug Lobo seemed to be going crazy for.

He wondered if it was the same drug used in Lobo's vape pen, and the drug used by all of these religious fanatics as part of their initiation rites.

It was clearly some sort of ayahuasca-like hallucinogen. These guys really liked their drugs, and probably had an assortment of plant-based remedies for every malady. He almost chuckled. They weren’t unlike the potheads he knew back home — everything could be solved or cured by a particular strain of this, a variation of that, an elixir of some concoction.

He heard some of the five remaining men and Lobo shifting, then heavy thuds as multiple bodies fell to the floor.

It’s working.

Whatever was inside that Arcanum had been aerosolized, and its effects on the Order members were beginning.

But… not me?

He kept his eyes squeezed shut, waiting for the effect to hit him as well.

It never did.

As he lay there, feigning unconsciousness, he heard the sixth telltale thud as the last of the men fell to the stone floor. Their state of hallucination had begun.

He waited another two minutes.

Only then did he open his eyes and see the flickering candle, the thin haze of the incense-like smoke mixed with powder from the broken Arcanum tablet, and all the other souls in the room asleep on the floor.

He quietly tapped to his side, feeling for Anna. He pushed on her, but she didn't budge. He sat up slowly, wondering if this was his own version of a hallucination. Perhaps he was unconscious, in a dreamlike state like the rest of them, and his version of an ayahuasca trip was simply waking up in the same place he had gone to sleep in.

He chuckled inwardly. Wouldn't that be a trip? My own imagination isn't even good enough to summon something interesting.

Satisfied everyone around him was completely gone for the time being, he stood up and walked around the room. He did a quick examination, finding nothing he hadn't seen already—Lobo lay at the altar space, a sort of snore emanating from his nasal cavity.

The other five ‘soldiers,’ as Lobo had called them, lay in heaps on either side of the room. Again, he almost chuckled. Now prone, their robes revealing their bodies’ true shapes, he saw these men were far from soldiers. Some were thin and nearly gaunt, like the drugged-out Order goons who’d shot up the farmer’s house, but some were quite overweight.

Just middle-aged dudes needing something to do, he thought. He wondered if he would ever become so bored with his life he would be tempted to join a cult.

He shook his head. That’s not fair. Lobo was charismatic, and these men had probably been Jesuits for quite some time. He knew that organization was legitimate, even if he didn’t share their beliefs.

Sure, Lobo had slowly convinced these guys that whatever the Arcanum was, it was real. He’d done a fine job luring them in and convincing them to follow along.

They might be gullible, but they weren’t necessarily bad people.

Anna and Brody were there as well, their bodies breathing steadily, chests rising and falling as normal.

We're all still alive… he thought. That's good.

He turned around and strode toward the door. He wanted to catch up with João, the other five soldiers, and whoever waited for them outside. It was silent down here, but whatever stage was being set above, he would be able to hear by finding the stairs and leaving.

He walked through the doors that led back to the antechamber where he first found himself waking up from an unconscious state, and made a beeline for the side of the room he had been examining previously. He was sure there was an exit in here somewhere; he just needed to find it.

An odd clicking sound caught his attention.

He stopped. Hearing another click, he waited in the dark antechamber. Bodies in the other room were moving, stirring. Awake? Hallucinating still?

He turned around and let the candlelight and its orange glow illuminate a bit of the interior of the room. The first shapes he saw were obviously the robe-wearing Soldiers of the Order. Two of them trudged toward the doorway, their masks removed. Their feet caught, even on the smooth stone surface.

They walked like zombies—in fact, they moved almost exactly like the guys who had tried to apprehend him outside the Boxer's warehouse.

He hoped these guys didn't have weapons and that their imaginations wouldn't convince them that Colin was a threat.

He moved to the side, hiding next to the doorway as the two men left. A third followed, and a full minute later the fourth and fifth soldier and Lobo himself exited.

He waited until they crossed the antechamber, all gathering in one corner, and Lobo reached a hand up and poked at something there. The stone wall shifted, a sliding slab rolling to the side, revealing a staircase, also carved of stone.

Colin wasn't sure if this well-architected slab had been installed originally or if it was something Lobo's men had added later. It didn't matter—it was an exit, and he intended to use it. All six men of the Order walked up the stairs and disappeared. Colin waited another 30 seconds before turning back into the room.

Brody and Anna were still there, still breathing, still unconscious. He briefly considered waking them up, trying to snap them out of whatever hallucinogenic state they were about to enter. Obviously, the drug had a stronger effect on them, or Lobo's team had had more exposure to the compound.

Either way, he reconsidered. For the time being, his friends were safe. Sure, they may wake up and not recognize each other, but that was a risk he was willing to take. Whatever lay ahead and above him was the pressing concern. He needed to make sure there were no threats waiting for them if and when they did take the stairs upward.

So, he turned once again and walked to the antechamber. He reached the place where Lobo had slid the doorway open and placed his hand in the top corner just as he had. He felt a slight shift, the sort of depression in the stone. It would be impossible to see even with full light, but his fingers knew how to push it in diagonally on instinct.

Fully depressed, he placed his other hand flat on the stone and slid it sideways. The door moved easily, and he was once again impressed by the quality of the build.

Just then, he heard another sound from the previous room. More shifting, more standing, more walking.

It was Anna.


SIXTY-FIVE

JOÃO


Besides, what’s one helicopter?

João was no expert, but he was sure this wasn't an Apache but a rather small transport chopper. It would set down with its payload—five, maybe six men—and he and his soldiers would make quick work of them, using his knowledge of the jungle and his place within it to his advantage.

He stood, already preparing his orders. He would move his men into two groups, each flanking the temple complex, where he expected the chopper to land.

He was positive they had no knowledge of the LIDAR scans the Order had undertaken, nor any knowledge of the complex's layout itself.

But he wasn't going to take any chances. He would play this by the book. Assuming there was a superior force in that chopper, stealth would be the best option. Though he wasn't working with trained operatives, his men could move quickly and quietly through the trees.

He turned to address Garcia, a priest of the order and a loyal soldier and combatant when necessary. He opened his mouth to speak when something caught his ear.

João cocked his head to the side, once more hearing the sound of rotor wash. But this was another chopper.

He frowned again, deeper. They sent two?

Whoever these people were, this was more than a show of force. They wanted to end this, here and now.

But why? All for a stupid journal?

He had to raise his voice to deliver the orders, but he snapped them off quickly and his men immediately dispersed in both directions. He followed the team on the left, heading north, then slowed as they continued forward. He would join their attack, but first, he wanted to see where the choppers would be landing. He needed eyes-on.

He turned slightly left, trying to track the sound of the two aircraft as they circled high above. He still couldn't see them—the canopy was far too thick for that—but he listened as they slowed to a hover directly above his head.

He closed his eyes then, trying to view the map superimposed on the back of his eyelids. He imagined where he was, knowing he had taken about 40 strides from the temple's entrance, tracking his direction and trajectory.

That would place him...

He opened his eyes and smiled.

There was another archaeological feature he could use to his advantage. Where one of the streams met with another and became a minuscule tributary of the Amazon miles away, an old watershed had created a sunken depression in the earth. It wasn't quite a cenote—the large hollowed-out remains of an underwater river often found in Central America in the Yucatán Peninsula—but it was large enough to hide a man.

And it would be his best option to take a few of the visitors by surprise.

João was fit and kept his physique ready for moments like this. He didn't need to be a gymnast to pull this off, but having the strength to pull himself out of the hole quickly with his arms was going to prove helpful.

He found the hole a moment later, just as two lines fell from a small gap in the canopy.

The black ropes writhed like any number of snake species in the region, though these were far longer, and far stronger.

Almost immediately, he saw boots above his head, about a hundred feet up. They crashed through the tops of the trees and down, and João realized how exactly the choppers were going to get down.

They weren’t.

The men repelling down would be left here, their extraction point likely somewhere where there was a larger clearing.

He slid into the top of the divot and pulled a few larger branches and leaves over his head and shoulders. He didn't bother looking down at the 6-inch pool of water. There was nothing inside large enough to kill him, and it didn't matter anyway—this was his duty, his calling.

Live for the Order.

The first man hit the ground about fifteen feet to his right. He was dressed all in black, came to a crouch as he hit the ground, and immediately started turning a slow circle, his assault rifle poised and ready.

They aren't playing around. The same group that had kidnapped one of the team members down below had apparently upped the ante. They wanted this to end, and judging by the way this mercenary carried himself and his weapon, they were ready for action.

João swallowed again. He felt the tingling sensation—fear, but laced with excitement. The fear he could use, the excitement he needed to temper.

He forced himself to stay calm, not let his mind or his heart race out of control. He knew the job, and though it was excruciating to wait for all of the men from both choppers to land, that's exactly what he did.

Live for the Order.


SIXTY-SIX

ANNA


Anna stumbled forward, her zombie-like stature immediately evident, into the antechamber.

Colin opened his mouth to speak but decided against it. He didn't want to spook her—not in this strange hallucinogenic state. Instead, he waited for her to approach him.

Her eyes were open, but in the darkness, he wasn't sure if she could see him clearly. Even if she could, he wondered if she knew who he was, if she recognized him. There was a brief moment of fear as he realized she might not recognize him at all and likewise think of him as a threat. But he felt confident he could overpower her, even in this state.

He didn't want to knock her unconscious again, but knew it could be the safest option for both of them.

He held his breath, waiting for her to approach. She made no indication that she saw him or knew him. Still, she approached him as though approaching a friend, albeit in a weird, slow-shuffling sort of way. When she was mere feet from him, he pulled his hand back down and let her put hers on the stone slab instead.

It was already depressed and cracked open, and he waited for her to start moving the slab. Having no previous knowledge that this was a door, he wasn't surprised when she didn't do anything at all. She had simply copied his motions, his movements, seeing his hands on the wall and deciding to emulate it.

Making a snap judgment, he placed his hand over her wrist and gently tugged. He kept the pressure of her palm flat against the stone, but the door was so well-constructed it slid easily. Sensing she had figured out that this wall moved, he released her wrist and let her open it the rest of the way.

She hadn't spoken, and he decided to simply move with her up the stairs. This made things a bit tricky; Brody was still lying on the floor in the main room, but as he had decided before, his friend was as safe as possible down here.

He didn't think the Order had installed any sort of security measures, modern or arcane. He doubted there was a wall of water waiting to be released into this chamber, flooding it and drowning Brody, nor did he expect projectiles to fly from hidden holes in the walls.

While it seemed miraculous to find a temple in such great shape in the Amazon, he knew it was actually quite likely. So many people had lived in this region for so long, and though most of the area had a high water table, it wasn't without question that people could build subterranean chambers like this.

Plus, as he noticed the stairs were smaller than the modern standard, he figured this subterranean room wasn't that deep to begin with.

Anna was halfway up the stairs now, trudging up them on autopilot. He followed behind her, careful to stay quiet, not wanting to spook her. Bright light spilled out from outside, revealing her silhouette. She reached the top, paused, then simply started forward again.

He hustled to catch up, not wanting to lose sight of her.

He left the temple and immediately tensed.

Only then did he notice the other noise, one that had somehow escaped his conscious mind.

Gunfire.

It was either far off, or the staircase walls to the temple below drowned out much of the noise, but he was sure of what he heard.

At least two groups were engaged in combat.

He knew one group would be the Order—the ‘soldiers’ the guy João was leading.

Was the other group the Boxer? Had he enlisted more help?

He remembered seeing the armed gunmen on each of the boats that had tried to block his exit from the warehouse by way of the channel, and knew by what they were carrying that the men were prepared for battle.

anew by what they were carrying the men were prepared for battle.

Hell, if he hadn't taken the actions he did, they would have easily taken him out, and he would be floating lifeless off the coast of Natal right now.

Colin needed to know what he was dealing with — whatever it was, Anna was about to walk into the middle of it. He climbed the rest of the stairs by threes, reaching the exit in seconds.

He saw Anna about ten paces away, still trudging forward. In his peripheral vision, he saw a soldier running through the jungle. It was a brief flash, but the man was wearing all black, dressed like a soldier for hire.

A second later, more gunfire.

The battle was dispersed, six men on an unknown opposing force, and Colin was thankful that it seemed the gunfire was spread to either side of him. Perhaps João had set up his men around the perimeter of this area.

Still, he needed to get Anna, needed to get her attention.

He called her name.

She stopped, slowly turning. She frowned, looking him up and down, as if seeing him for the first time. Perhaps she was—he still couldn't tell if she had noticed him downstairs or not.

He took a few steps forward, closing the distance by half.

Finally, she spoke. "Dad?"


SIXTY-SEVEN

ANNA


When Anna woke up, she felt exuberant.

A strange sensation, really, considering she was still lying on the floor in a subterranean temple complex in the middle of the Amazon rainforest.

She sat up, then stood. She felt fine—great, even.

Weird.

She tried to recall the previous moments, the events that led up to this. Obviously, she had been out for quite a while, considering the room she was in was dark, and she didn't see anyone else around her.

She felt clear, like a fog had been lifted.

She tested her body, finding everything intact and in order, then walked toward the rear exit they had come in through. It was too dark now to see if the shrine and altar Lobo had used to break the Arcanum tablet was still there, but she wanted to get out more than anything.

She thought she heard the chattering of voices nearby but couldn't see when she whirled around to check. If Brody and Colin were there, she had no idea. Perhaps they had left without her?

No, they would never do that.

Rather than try to find a light switch she knew didn't exist, she decided her best option was to move back through the temple they were in, toward the stairs and out of the room.

She remembered the previous room being dark, and Colin having a hard time finding an exit from it. At this time she seemed to know exactly where she was going. She walked with a purpose, her body driving toward the stairwell she knew was just behind a flat wall that was actually a door.

She reached it 15 seconds later, pressing hard against the wall, waiting for the telltale pop and then hiss as air from outside—far more humid and warm—met with the cooler, drier air down here.

Someone must have told her where the door was, but she couldn't figure out how she knew. Nevertheless, she ascended the staircase, carefully, one foot in front of the other. She knew this was no Indiana Jones movie—the stairs were just stairs, there were no booby traps, poison-tipped darts, or indigenous tribesmen waiting to kill her.

Still, she glanced over her shoulder, half expecting a giant spherical ball of stone to come rolling down in her direction. It gave her just enough incentive to speed up and get up the stairs as fast as possible.

The darkness hovered over the exterior of the temple as well. She could see trees, shadows dancing in and out of them, even the strange chattering voices she had heard before. They were louder out here, yet she still couldn't place what they were. Some sort of monkey? They had a lower pitch than what she would have expected for a forest animal, and they were fast, their words rapid-fire.

She trudged forward, still not fully trusting her feet. She felt loamy earth beneath her shoes, but the darkness was strange. Obviously, night had fallen, but it seemed heavier somehow. As if she were walking through a dream.

"Anna?" a voice said.

She whirled around again, this time seeing one of the shapes move from behind one of the trees.

"Anna, is that you?"

She nodded, then realized the person speaking to her probably couldn't see her either. "Yes—yes, it's me," she said. She thought for a moment. "Who are you?"

The voice calling to her was familiar. Very familiar. But it was a voice she hadn't heard in over a decade, almost two decades.

“Dad?"

"Anna!" another voice shouted. This one was farther off, deeper in the forest. She remembered the rainforest from her time visiting the farmer on his small estate. She obviously hadn't been awake when they'd been taken here, but considering it was the same large rainforest, she was surprised that the trees she was seeing now didn't seem at all… tropical.

She walked forward, deeper into them, placing a hand against the bark of one. It felt odd, fuzzy, almost soft. But up close, it looked like an oak tree. The kind entangling each other—the kind she remembered from the sprawling backyard at her grandfather's place in Texas. She hadn't been there in years.

While the trees felt familiar, she knew there was something off about them.

"Anna, come here," the second voice said, still farther off.

"Don't listen to her, Anna," the first voice said playfully. "She's trying to trick you."

She? "Mom?" she asked, calling out into the void. "Mom, Dad—how are… where are we?"

"Don't you recognize this place?" her dad asked. She still couldn't see him clearly, but the shadow in front of her was the silhouette of her father.

Her dead father.

Her mind was playing tricks on her, she knew. Yet the man standing in front of her was very clearly here. She wasn't sure what strange reality she'd been thrust into, nor could she remember how she got here, but on instinct, she decided to go with it.

"Is this my subconscious? Are we stuck in my own head?" she asked.

Her father stepped closer, small details of his face slowly being revealed to her. He was still cloaked under a heavy shadow, one the light never seemed to be able to defeat. "It is what you say it is, Anna," her dad said.

She nodded then, at first thinking she had been right. Then she realized this was the way her dad used to speak. All riddles and cryptic implications. He had always been this way, as long as she could remember. He loved puzzles, tricking her into playing games with him, creating little scavenger hunts that led to candies or toys.

As she'd grown older, it had gotten a bit more serious, but never lost the joyful playfulness of a loving father wanting to connect.

A sob suddenly escaped her lips. He was right here—as real as ever. She burst forward, grasping at the shadow. It was just in front of her, just past her fingertips. "Stop," he said. "Anna, stop."

"No, I⁠—"

"You must. Please, Anna, think this through."

She was thinking. How dare he accuse her of not—wait, what was he getting at? Why would he not let her hug him?

She knew then this was some sort of dream, the fantastical reality she had created within her own mind. But it was far more real than any dream, lucid or otherwise, she'd ever had. It was as if she were walking around in the real world, a cloak of fantasy thrown atop all of it.

A fantasy she had designed.

That means… "I want to talk to Mom," she said.

Immediately, her mother's voice rang out, though this time it was from behind her. "Come over here, then, dear," her mother's voice said. "I'm right here."

"Anna," her father said, his voice darker. "Do not do that. You can't do that."

"What is this?" she stammered.

"Ask."

I just did! She was about to shout exactly that when she decided to alter her approach. Her father absolutely would reappear to her in puzzle form. Of course he would—that was how he communicated, how he loved to connect with her.

Okay, then this is a game. There are clues, and he wants me to figure out… what?

Obviously, he doesn't want me to approach him; he's not ready for that. Or that's not how this game works.

Hell, I don't know the rules here. Physics doesn't seem to make sense in this reality.

Then… what?

How could her mother throw her voice from in front of her to directly behind her in the span of seconds? Unless it wasn't her mother's voice at all.

Unless there were two of them. Or more.

He wants me to ask. But what question?

"How did I get here?" she asked.

"No," was her father's reply.

"Okay… why am I here?"

She couldn't see his face, but she imagined her father grinning back at her, hinting to her that she still wasn't on the right track.

She stopped thinking so hard then, allowing her subconscious—to take over. If she really wasn't stuck in her own head, she let her subconscious speak for itself.

What’s in my subconscious? What does it truly want to know?

Finally, the words came to her, tears fell from her eyes as she spoke.

She breathed, the words forming only as she voiced them.

“Why did you leave me?" she asked.

There was a long pause, one that felt like lifetimes.

"That is the question you came here to ask."


SIXTY-EIGHT

COLIN


It was obvious to Colin that Anna was hallucinating, and greatly so. She thought he was her father—the man who had died almost twenty years ago.

As the standoff ensued about fifteen feet apart, he tried reasoning with her but found she wasn't even hearing him.

"Is this my subconscious? Are we stuck in my own head?" she asked.

“Yes. Anna, you need to snap out of it," he said. "Don't you remember? We were down⁠—"

"I want to talk to Mom,” she said.

He realized then that the drugs coursing through her veins were far stronger than any reality he could offer. She was locked into this world, fully believing in its existence and believing she was living it.

He knew there were hallucinogenic drugs that could do this sort of thing—it was quite common in places like this, even. Especially without the tight controls and regulation in his home country, where drugs like this might be used to administer states of relaxation, meditation, or even relief from pain.

But this was not a controlled situation, and Lobo's dosage had been rather... arbitrary. He had simply crushed the tablet into a powder and lit it on fire. Whatever chemical compound resulted—either from the burning of the powder or the inhalation of the smoke afterward—that caused both his friends to suffer from wild hallucinations.

If Brody were awake right now, Colin assumed he was experiencing similar effects, but even then he didn't know the depth and extreme effects of the hallucination.

He himself had not seemed to be affected by it at all, so perhaps Brody was just in a state of dreamlike stupor, hallucinating while safely lying on the floor.

The grip it had on Anna was far more intense, and it caused her to sleepwalk out here, thinking she was talking to her dead father.

"What is this?" she asked suddenly.

He hadn't heard anyone else address her, though there were shouts from behind him—soldiers looking for the opposing force in the thick jungle. He had to assume by now both groups here were the same ones that had been chasing them all along. The fact that no one had shot him or Anna yet told him so.

Had this been some random mercenary group, perhaps hired by one of the many gangs that ran illegal drug operations in the heart of the jungle—they'd already be dead.

Still, it was strange that the Boxer had been able to offer so much force for something as benign as an old journal. He trusted Anna's recollection of the pages inside, and wondered what could possibly have eluded her notice yet still be impactful enough that this other team was willing to hire mercenaries to acquire it.

He heard another voice then. He recognized it immediately as João's.

"I have what you want!" the man shouted.

Colin turned his head. João was off in the distance, at the edge of the clearing looking into the forest. He wasn't addressing Colin, but whoever was attacking them.

"I've got the journal!" he continued. "Cease fire, and meet me in the clearing. I'll give it to you."

He remembered Lobo telling them João had taken the journal, somehow sneaking in after the events culminating with Henry's murder. He thought it was probably the other group that had killed Henry, not Lobo’s. But since Anna had told them all where she had hidden the journal, it would have been a simple feat for João or one of his men to sneak in and locate it immediately.

He needed a weapon.

So far, he hadn't seen any dead mercenaries or order soldiers. The fighting seemed to be restricted to the trees, the thick jungle both dampening and hiding the skirmishes taking place around them.

Anna seemed to be deep in her own state of unconsciousness, and he firmly believed no one wanted to kill her.

That meant he needed to get away and head into the jungle.

Needed to find a gun, then address João the way he wanted to from the beginning — with force.

He turned back to Anna, pleading one more time, trying to get through to her. "Anna, this isn't real. Whatever you're seeing isn't⁠—"

"Why did you leave me?" she asked.

Colin's head fell.

He sighed, then turned and ran as fast as possible into the jungle.


SIXTY-NINE

LOBO


Antonio Lobo had just finished putting his daughter to bed and was heading down the stairs. His wife met him at the bottom.

"How is she?" she asked.

“Good," he answered with a smile. "Happy and content. She is reading for a bit before falling asleep."

His wife nodded, then traded places with him as she headed upstairs. Their nightly ritual was to switch off duties in the evening—one would help put their daughter to bed, while the other handled dishes, kitchen cleanup, and any other chores remaining. Now, having finished putting her to bed, Lobo couldn't wait to get started on the work project in his office.

He didn't often bring work home from the university besides emails or the odd research paper. But he was a well-studied man, an academic at heart, and loved retiring to his study in the evenings with a glass of scotch and a hefty tome.

He poured the scotch but settled into his comfy office chair with another purpose in mind besides reading. His wife would be a while upstairs — at least an hour. She had quite the evening ritual he still did not understand, and tonight she would call her mother and check in, a weekly tradition.

That gave him enough time to begin unpacking whatever was waiting for him on his desk.

He had received the object from an acquaintance at the university, though he had not opened the box just yet. The acquaintance, a young visiting professor, had personally requested Lobo be the first to provide his opinion on the object, as it spoke to both his interests and background as a Portuguese Brazilian professor of history and indigenous archaeology.

He took a sip of the 18-year, then carefully pried open the cardboard box's flaps. Inside was a small object, wrapped in canvas cloth. He lifted it out, pushed the box to the side, then set the object on his desk and unwrapped it. It was heavy, cool to the touch. Ceramic, he guessed. It was the color of sand, perhaps a bit darker. It didn't seem to be crumbling, but its edges had clearly been broken off a much larger piece and had become worn and rounded over time.

And it had been quite some time since this artifact had been created. He could tell just by the softened features, the inscriptions he couldn't read that had been battered down by weather and the constant stress of the years.

He held it close, reaching for a flashlight kept on the desk, and tried to interpret the inscriptions. They seemed to be writing of some sort, though it was not a language he recognized at first glance.

That was okay, he knew a linguist in his department who could very likely identify the text, if not read it immediately.

He remembered what the young professor told him, about why he believed Lobo should be the first, besides himself, to form a professional opinion about the object.

"Your interest in religious matters overlaps with what I believe this is," the man had said.

"And what do you believe this is?"

"A key," the man said. "One that unlocks our past. Specifically, the past the Church has been trying to cover up for 2,000 years."

Lobo looked at him quizzically. "I am not a fan of conspiracy theories, sir," he said. "While this piques my interest, and you were right to guess I would be quite excited to have a first look, I don't appreciate the implication⁠—"

"I was not meaning to offend, Professor,” the man said. "In truth, I came to you because of my own past. I am a member of the Jesuit order, from Rome. I teach at a Catholic institution highly regarded for its study of the history of the Roman Catholic Church."

Lobo nodded along politely.

"This matter is rather… delicate, if you will. We wanted someone of your academic rigor but without the preconceived notions of religious undertones," he fixed this. "Someone who could look at this and take it at face value, accept what it is without forming an opinion based on one's own beliefs."

"That's precisely what an opinion is," Antonio had said with a chuckle.

The man smiled. "Of course. I mean someone who is not married to the Church. Someone who can—for lack of a better word—forget what the Church has taught us and simply approach this artifact from a true scientific standpoint."

Lobo had straightened his back and lifted his chin a bit. "I graciously accept your offer," he said. "I appreciate the flattery, though it's unnecessary. I am a humble servant of history, a steward of truth. Whatever this object is, or isn't, I will be sure to give my truthful, unbiased opinion."

The man nodded warmly. He handed Lobo the box.

Lobo received it, placing it behind him on his desk. "Will you give me any clues as to what I might find inside?" Lobo said. "My curiosity is unable to be contained."

The man laughed. "It's nothing awe-inspiring, at least not at first glance. But you may want to wait until you're at home to open it. In the past, associations with this object have caused great excitement."

Lobo frowned.

"I just think it would be best for you to be comfortable, focused. Somewhere without distraction."

Lobo nodded—ironically, the university was hardly a place he could get real study done. There were too many interruptions, either students or staff asking for help or requesting a meeting or another piece of his time.

As he sat in his study working his fingers over the artifact, careful not to handle it too much for fear of further disintegration, his eyes latched onto one symbol near the edge of the piece.

He frowned, bringing it closer to his face. He let the light from the flashlight roll over it, allowing the shadows to work their way in and around the tiny formation.

He set the object back down onto the canvas cloth and turned his chair to face the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf behind him. His fingers danced over the spines of the books there until they landed on one in particular. He pulled it out, setting it on the desk in front of him, next to the symbol on the object. He flipped open to the chapter he was searching for—a study of the known written languages that had been identified in the rainforest to the north.

He wasn't an expert in any of these languages, but he'd come across them from time to time. Written language from the indigenous tribes of the Amazon was a rare thing, so there weren't many instances of that language being spread, and what little existed he was familiar with.

His finger scanned down the side of the page, falling over each of the symbols on the left, their descriptions and definitions directly to the right of each.

He flipped a few pages like this, finally landing on the one that matched the one on the object. He held it up again, holding it near the book, confirming it was one and the same.

It was an exact match.

He read the description next to it: "Unique construct believed to be used in contexts relating to mystical powers, often religious in nature."

Interesting.

It was hardly an answer, but at least it was a clue that might point him in the right direction.

He found another symbol to the left of the previous one, and though he didn't recognize it, he used the same method to try to find a match.

He found it a few minutes later. It wasn't perfect, but he thought it was clear whoever had inscribed this symbol in this place on the tablet had attempted to recreate this symbol.

The definition of this one was far more specific: “Savior.”

Something about a savior with mystical powers. It didn't sound altogether different from any other religious artifact, but without knowing the culture and belief system of whoever had created this artifact—or even where it came from—he couldn't make an educated guess as to what it meant. Were these people monotheistic or polytheistic? Did they believe someone with mystical power had visited them? Or was it just a religious text, explaining their god?

He remembered what the professor had told him: "I believe it's a key."

The key to what? What secrets is this supposed to unlock?

And why had the man traveled all the way from Rome just to hand Lobo this box in person? To someone at the Vatican, this object had been deemed very important.

It was enough to get him excited to continue his study. The professor had been absolutely correct in identifying Antonio Lobo as someone who might be interested in this.

He had always been a devout Catholic, but he had to admit he was more interested in the tradition and history of the church than anything else. He never felt particularly religious or spiritual, though he attended mass every Sunday like clockwork.

And now, he couldn’t help but feel reverie and awe. Even if this proved to be nothing but an artifact, it was an artifact that meant something to the Church. That alone gave it power, mystique.

But if the man who’d given it to him was correct, it could be so much more than that.


SEVENTY

BRODY


Brody opened his eyes. The room was awash with light, though he wasn't sure which room he was in. He couldn't quite remember when he had gone to sleep, and he couldn't be sure...

He knew, though, that he was in a hospital bed. Even now, he felt the tightness in his chest, the constriction around his heart. Did I have a heart attack?

He sat up and rubbed his eyes. The bed beneath him was cold, hard. Nothing like the soft fabric he could see when he looked down at it. His hands and arms were free, but when he tried to move them, they felt like Jell-O. Or, rather, as if he were trying to push through a vat of Jell-O.

There were voices too, echoes. He recognized them—his father? No, they sounded too young.

He blinked a few times, letting the rest of the bright white room come into focus. Around him, monitors beeped, IV lines dripped. He couldn’t feel any of that, and looking down his body, he didn't see any lines inserted into him.

Strange, but he was happy to be free from however long he had been in this isolation.

In front of him, the door opened. He saw shadows on the other side of the wall, the hospital-grade glass etched with a crosshatch pattern. He had never understood why they used that. Security?

He sat up straighter, rubbing his neck as the person entered.

A moment later, his mouth hung open. He was staring at...

Himself?

"Hey, Dad," Brody—the one who had just entered—said to him.

Dad?

He recognized the voice now: it was his own. But he couldn't place this memory — if that's what it was. He didn't remember visiting his father in the hospital like this—at least not in a room like this.

He looked down at his body again, suddenly realizing his mistake.

This wasn't a memory.

He was his father. He was looking at the aged, wrinkled skin of Professor Flanagan, world-renowned archaeologist and host of the hit television show Earth Uncovered.

But Brody should have been much younger than this. He looked to be in his mid-30s, but when he thought hard about it, he couldn't really remember when exactly he had passed.

He shook his head, memories coalescing into one, and then none. This was no memory — it was reality, and he was experiencing it in real-time.

"How are you feeling?" Brody asked him.

He nodded, still unsure what was happening. "Where — where am I?" he asked.

Brody looked at him curiously. "We are close to the end, I suspect."

"The end of what?"

He didn't need Brody to answer the question—he already knew.

The end of my life, he thought. This is how I die. This is the place I die. The hospital bed where I last take a gasp of breath.

He suddenly felt hot, itchy. Working his hands over his body did nothing to relieve the sensation, and his son looked down at him from the end of the bed, the expression on his face never wavering. "Don't you have any questions for me?" Brody asked.

He looked up at his son, recognizing the face. “I…”

"Let me try that again," Brody said, his voice suddenly stern.

He reeled back, leaning into the pillow behind him, suddenly afraid.

This isn't right. None of this feels right.

The new Brody walked toward him, stopping closer than he thought possible, as if the bed weren't even there to begin with. He lurched to the side, like jumping in a dream, and found himself—bed and all—suddenly shifted to the left.

What the hell?

"How about: ‘aren't you going to do anything with your life?’” Brody asked. “’Aren't you going to become something of your own? Or are you just going to follow in my footsteps until the day you find yourself on this very bed?’”

He squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't remember Brody being so... forward. So rash. The son he knew was kind-hearted—charismatic and genuine. Sure, he didn't have the same intellectual capacity he had been blessed with, but he made up for it in plenty of other ways.

He had always felt so proud of him, so truly grateful to have a son so different from himself, and yet so similar.

"Brody, what… what are you talking about?"

He looked down at his hands again, as if to be sure he was still the same person. He was—he recognized the freckles, the scars from decades of life in the field, the newer bruises from ever-thinning skin as he had been poked and prodded by thousands of needles during his bout with esophageal cancer.

"You have anything to say? You don't want to tell me to rethink my career? That being an actor isn't⁠—"

He squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them again to find Brody glaring at him. "Brody, I don't know what this is, but… no. I would never tell you that. Why would you think⁠—"

"I know you've never been proud of me. I know you've never really wanted me to go into this field."

"How can you say that?" he said. "I've never been more proud of anyone in my life. To see you working so hard for something you love so much, I can't even⁠—"

"It's a joke, dad,” Brody said. “And everyone’s in on it but me. Everyone's always known. You, Mom, my friends. I had the right face — and your name — to get me into the Hollywood game, but that's about it. I'm not successful, and I never will be."

He waited, hoping the rant would end soon.

"I've been busting my ass for years, doing diarrhea commercials and odd jobs, but you and Mom have been supporting me. Not the other way around. You probably thought I didn't know, but I knew the whole time."

"And I knew you knew the whole time, Brody," he said. "Let's just slow down. Let's talk about⁠—"

"What?" Brody said, lurching forward once again, this time coming within striking distance of his face. He reeled back again, as the bed—and the back half of the room itself—elongated, as if he had been sitting in the center of it the whole time.

He moved his bed again. And then again.

This is weird, he thought.

And then he had the strange sensation of listening to and watching himself from above. As if the real Brody had broken into his thoughts, interrupted this trippy scene, and offered the ‘this is weird’ thought.

I’m drugged, he realized. It sounded like Brody’s voice, but in the dreamlike state his subconscious had concocted it sounded through the hospital’s intercom.

“Dad,” the other Brody said. “I just want you to know I’m trying. I’m trying to be like you, to make a name for myself.”

He frowned from his hospital bed.

“I’m realizing now I should never have tried the acting thing. I’m not cut out for it. It’s just —”

“Stop,” he said, his voice sounding like two — his father’s and his own, one overlapping the other. “No, that’s not right.”

The Brody in front of him stopped moving toward him, now standing three feet from the edge of his bed.

His father — him — or the weird drugged-out Brody in charge of this weird consciousness — spoke again.

“You’re doing exactly what you’re supposed to be doing, Brody,” he said. “And I would never want anything different for you.”

The Brody in front of his bed began to cry.


SEVENTY-ONE

LOBO


Lobo knew then he was walking through this memory. He felt it, the cold stone beneath his feet, the empty, lifeless room. This wasn't just a memory relegated to his mind – the ritual had changed his reality. The drug was inside of him, doing its work.

Releasing its mystical power.

Even though he understood it for what it was – the scientist in him fully understanding the drug's effects on his psyche, his emotional being superseded all else.

This was real because he wanted it to be real.

He saw the walls of his home, felt the carpet of his study beneath his feet. He ascended the stairs, knowing they were the stairs that led down into the temple and antechamber, yet taking them upward led to the surface and would deposit him into the rainforest.

Yet he didn't see any of that, couldn't feel any of that. Instead, he wasn't taking the stairs that led out of the temple, he was taking the stairs that led up to the upstairs of his own home.

To his daughter's room.

I'm going to see her again, he thought. She's here, now.

He would see his wife as well. His loving, doting wife. A dagger tore through his heart, the physical pain breaking through the memory and eating into his reality.

It was like the heat of the flames that have taken them from him, though this was contained to just his heart.

I'm so close.

He took the stairs slowly, carefully taking it all in. He saw the pictures hanging on the wall, the ones that never lay straight and he found himself fixing every other day. He been so frustrated with them when his wife hung them now, the memory evoked even more pain.

He reached the top of the stairs, feeling the warmth he knew was from the jungle's daylight but only seeing the light fixture above his head in the upstairs hallway.

He continued forward, his feet crunching over the soft carpet.

His daughter's room was at the end of the hall, the door as pink as the walls inside. She hadn't been content with painting the entire room bright pink – she made him paint the outside of her door as well.

His room was to the right, and he turned in there first. He saw her immediately.

He gasped. It’s… so real.

She looked him up and down, as if seeing him both for the first time and somehow like she'd just seen him 10 minutes ago.

In this reality, she had.

"You came back," she said.

He stifled a sob. He nodded.

"Why?"

He frowned. "Why?"

"Yes, why," she demanded. "Why did you come back here?"

"This is my home. Our home.”

"It stopped being our home… when you left us inside."

Lobo faltered. This time the sobs escaped, the chokes unable to hold back the tears. He felt the heat now, smoke suddenly swirling, blurring his vision.

It happened so fast. I had forgotten how fast it started. How fast… it was over.

"I tried," he choked. "I wanted –"

“You wanted to save us, but you didn't."

"I couldn't!" he shouted.

"Why not?" she asked. There were tears in her eyes now as well.

"The flames – the heat, the smoke. All of it. I couldn't take two steps up the stairs. My body was on fire, pulling me forward yet yanking me back at the same time. It was a nightmare."

"It still is."

His head fell, tears escaping and running down his cheeks. His vision cleared as each one left his eyes, and he saw them dripping onto the floor, where they hit and steamed away with the hits.

He didn't need to turn around to know what he would see. The hallway, engulfed in flame already. The stairwell filling with acrid smoke. It was as if the fire had been started upstairs, working its way down. Working its way to him.

Preventing him – blocking him from getting to his family.

He knew after decades the truth of it. There was nothing he could have done. Had he gotten upstairs, he just would have died in the same inferno that took his wife and daughter from him.

But that was fine. That would have been a far better end than having to live a life without them.

"You did this," she said suddenly.

His eyes snapped back up and faced his wife. She had her hand clamped onto the side of the dresser she was leaning against. She pushed herself off of it, trudging forward, her bare feet not affected at all by the burning floor. He saw the carpet turning black and melting, fibers erupting and giving way, becoming part of the enemy that took her from him.

"I did… what?"

"This."

She suddenly erupted into a ball of flame.

The fire twisted around her arms, her legs. She was wearing nothing but a nightgown, something she must've changed into every night after putting their daughter to bed. The nightgown melted like the carpet beneath her feet, but still she stood, unaffected.

Her head cocked to the side, as if waiting for an answer.

He was sobbing uncontrollably now, trying to get words out between gasps. He could feel the smoke eating away at his lungs, but still both of them remained standing. "I tried… I tried to save you. I couldn't –"

“You did this," she said again, her voice unaffected by the fire. "All of this. This was your fire."

My…

He hadn't remembered how the fire started. When questioned about it long after the fact, he only said he was in his office, studying something for work. And his subconscious mind led him to believe that was true.

Up until this moment.

Clarity returned in an instant. His wife was right – this was his fire. He didn't know why, what led him to the revelation, but he believed the object given to him by the Jesuit that he took home to study was in fact key to something greater.

He remembered it all then, studying all of the symbols he'd found, discovering that it was an ancient incantation, a ritualistic chant.

Spoken correctly, aloud, the people who created the stone tablet believed they could raise the dead.

Believed they could bring their savior, Jesus Christ, back to life.

He frantically worked through the clues, finally discovering the truth.

But it wasn't the incantation, the ritual, the chanting.

It was just science. Chemistry.

The chemical compound making up the tablet itself. The actual material was not clay or stone, but in fact something plant-based, a composite of different herbs and flowers found throughout the Amazon, the nature of which he couldn't begin to understand.

It was pulverized, then compacted, then formed and dried.

And when it was lit on fire, the smoke it would create caused a deep hallucination, a ritualistic state of mind altogether impossible to reach without being aided by the drug.

He had experienced the drug’s full power then. Breathed it in. Let it consume him.

He had let it shift his mind enough to lose sight of reality, to believe what he was seeing, doing, was something else.

When the flames of the lit tablet piece had gotten out of control, he hadn’t realized it. Hadn’t seen it.

But Antonio Lobo knew the truth now. It couldn’t be denied.

He had started the fire.


SEVENTY-TWO

COLIN


Colin moved swiftly, yet carefully. He kept in the trees, trying not to be seen.

He had left Anna in the clearing, near where she’d emerged from the subterranean temple chambers. He'd seen João across the clearing as well, the man shouting something at Colin, but he didn't stick around to have a conversation with the guy.

While he didn't feel like João wanted to kill his group, he had brought this all down on them and was currently engaged in a firefight with a group who did want to kill Colin and the others.

He wondered if João had given this other group the journal yet. He decided he probably hadn't, or all of this would be finished already.

So Colin’s new mission was simple: keep everyone interested in killing him away, and keep João close – he had the journal, which meant he still had the leverage.

While Colin still didn't know why this journal was so special, it clearly was for the mercenary group who’d barged in.

Of course, Anna was still in her hallucinogenic state, and a stray bullet might easily find her while she stood there in the wide open space. But he hoped the gunfire was relegated to the perimeter and the trees.

He heard some of it start up again on the opposite side of the clearing where João was standing. Colin moved fifteen feet deeper into the woods, suddenly noticing movement. Unlike the animals he'd seen flee through the trees or on the ground, this was larger, clearly human-shaped.

It had to be one of the mercenaries, as the man was well hidden behind leafy vegetation and some fallen trees. Since Colin still didn't have a weapon, this attack needed to be brutal and quick. He had no doubt the man was as well-trained as he, if not better, so surprise needed to be involved as well.

He continued his wide arc around, staying behind the guy using the trunk of a tree as cover. He was facing the opposite clearing, almost looking directly at Anna, and he would have had a clear shot, were she the target.

That reaffirmed his suspicions that they weren't here to kill Anna, but rather to find the journal they believed she had.

It also meant they didn't know where the journal was – if they did, they could just kill her, take the journal, and be on their way.

That gave Colin a little hope that his plan might work. I just need one weapon, he thought.

He snuck around as the soldier fired at something barreling toward him – one of the priests. While the man had not been downstairs for the hallucinogenic ritual, it was clear he had a different flavor of drugged-out psychopathy coursing through his veins. The priest wasn't even aiming his weapon at the mercenary, and the mercenary fired one quick burst that immediately erupted spatters of bloodshed on the priest's robe.

The cult man fell face first, and the mercenary stopped firing. He didn't move but for a slight shift of his head.

He is good, Colin thought. Definitely professional.

Still, the fight sounded well-balanced to Colin. There was the lower-pitched, slower fire from the assault rifle-wielding mercenaries, and the higher-pitched, faster fire from the cult priest soldiers’ submachine guns.

Colin briefly considered waiting for this mercenary to leave the immediate area and just go pick up the dead priest's gun, but thought better of it. First, he didn't know if the mercenary would leave – perhaps this was his position and he would defend it until all of the priests and João had exposed themselves and been gunned down.

Second, he didn't trust the opposite team's weaponry. He figured João knew his way around a gun, but he had no idea how long they'd been sitting in whatever environment they had been stored in. He wasn't sure if they had been oiled, cleaned, rounds put to the chamber recently, and so on.

But he knew the mercenaries had kept their tools sharp, so getting his hands on one of theirs — and taking one of them out of the fight — was his goal.

Colin snuck forward a few more steps, now standing about ten feet behind the mercenary hiding behind the trunk of a tree of the same species. Its leaves were broad but folding downward like a palm tree, but they started only a few feet above the base of the trunk and exploded outward above that, giving the whole thing the look of a green pom-pom on a toothpick.

It was enough to hide his upper body, but his feet would stick out if he moved.

And he realized quickly that the density of the tree was going to make it damn near impossible to sneak all the way around it. As such, he fell to his knees and then face down onto the loamy forest floor.

He crawled forward, the sounds of the battle taking place in pockets around him drowning out whatever noise he made. The mercenary did seem to be holding the spot. He hadn't moved in the past two minutes, and Colin was glad for that – he didn't like crawling through the mud for no reason – and within another minute he was laying on the ground just behind the soldier's ankles.


SEVENTY-THREE

COLIN


Colin was just about to attack when the mercenary's radio at his hip crackled to life. It was almost inaudible, and Colin wouldn't have had a chance of hearing it had he been more than 3 feet away from the man's hip.

But he heard it clearly, though it was not in English. Some of the words sounded similar to their Spanish counterparts, and those he did recognize.

Journal. Attack.

And then words that needed no translation: Dr. Anna Johansson.

The mercenary shifted, not bothering to reply. Colin watched as the tip of the man’s assault rifle slid to the left, lining up Dr. Johansson perfectly in the man's sights. Colin risked lifting his head 6 inches higher to get a better view.

He saw Anna still standing out there, her mouth opening and closing as if having a conversation with herself. Sporadic gunfire erupted from what sounded like miles away, but it had become more sparse.

Judging by the sound of it, the mercenaries were winning handily.

Judging by the way the crazed priest had flown haphazardly through the jungle toward the mercenary, Colin wasn't surprised at all.

But it seemed their mission had now changed. The mercenary had his finger on the trigger. He was ready to fire – ready to take out Anna.

That meant João must have met the leader of this group and handed over the journal. Or João was dead, and the mercenaries were no closer to figuring out where the thing was, so they decided to kill everyone on-site and look around later.

Either way, both options were bad.

Colin reacted on instinct. He lunged, pushing himself up from the ground at the same time with his hands and arms extending, reaching around and pulling the assault rifle out of the man's hands. At the same time, he wrapped his arm around the man's neck and pulled backward, into the tree.

It wasn't hard enough to snap the man's neck, but it did cause the mercenary to fall off balance. Colin kept his elbow pinched around the man's throat as hard as possible while he quickly slid his right hand down to the man's leg and yanked out the combat knife he had sheathed there.

With a quick thrust, Colin finished him.

He hated this part of the job – while he had been trained to do it, killing was always meant to be a last resort. This guy had just wanted to get paid – he didn't have any skin in this game.

And judging by the way Anna was slowly spinning in circles while yapping incoherently, he had to wonder if the mercenary thought he was putting some bad guys out of their misery. She looked crazy, Colin had to admit.

With one mercenary down and an unknown amount to go, Colin quickly grabbed the man's fallen rifle and ran straight into the clearing.

The time for stealth was over – if this mercenary he had killed was any indication, others still alive around the clearing would also be pointing their weapons at Anna. He needed to make a scene, to pull the attention away from her, at least long enough to try to snap her out of her stupor and convince her to at least go back downstairs and hide with Brody. He doubted he would get around to doing all of that before the next phase of this battle ensued, so he was content enough running around like an idiot to get the attention off of her momentarily.

Thankfully, he had two targets lined up. A pair of mercenaries pushed forward from the jungle's wall and over a small rock wall that had fallen hundreds of years ago. It seemed they were trying to use the stones as cover, but Colin picked off the one on the left before he had a chance to drop behind the stones.

The man on his right stopped, surprised. Mistake. Colin fired another burst from the mercenary's rifle and dropped that one, as well.

Just then, Colin heard shouting. He whirled around, not seeing any mercenaries but seeing the familiar silhouette of João running across the clearing.

So he is still alive.

He wondered how that changed things — the mercenaries sent here had just been about to kill Anna, but João was still alive. That meant they were running out of time, and had taken to a scorched-earth policy.

Kill us all and find the journal after.

Colin lifted his rifle to fire but heard another shout from his left. It was Lobo's voice. "Stop! Please."

Colin aimed. Lined up the shot.

He couldn't miss, but for some reason, he hesitated.

João was still barreling toward him, cutting the distance by half with his long strides. And then he came to a halt, about 20 feet away.

Colin relaxed his shoulders but didn't take the end of the weapon off of João's chest.

Lobo approached but didn't want to let João – the real physical threat out here – out of his sight.

"It's too late," Lobo said. “None of it matters any longer.”


SEVENTY-FOUR

COLIN


"How long does it take to wear off, Lobo?" Colin snarled.

His eyes were still locked on João's torso, though the man had stopped, he didn't offer his hands in surrender. In fact, he looked as though he would lunge forward at any moment, and a pounce from a guy like him would close the distance fast.

Still, bullet beats fists. Colin kept the rifle pointed at the one he deemed the most threatening.

"It's different for everyone," Lobo said hurriedly. "Size, body composition, all sorts of things can affect it. This compound – it's... not like the others. It's stronger, but in a different sort of..." His voice trailed off and he shook his head.

"Is everyone else dead?" Colin asked, this time addressing João. “Your soldiers?”

Before he could answer, Colin saw Brody emerge from the stairs leading down to the temple. His eyes were bloodshot, his friend's face looking as though he just saw a ghost. Maybe he had. He didn't seem to be fully with it, but Colin could already tell the drug had begun wearing off.

Behind him about 5 feet, Anna was now whispering, though she had stopped spinning slow circles. Perhaps his friends would be back soon.

"All 10 of our soldiers perished today,” João said. “All 10 men of the Order. They were —”

“They were religious whack jobs," Colin said, his voice biting. “Just like you two. You're no better than a cult, and worse than most. You gonna ride on a comet later today or something?”

João sneered. "You don't understand anything. You don't know the truth of what's behind all of –"

"Then tell us!” Colin said. He felt confident now, finally having a weapon and not being tied up, knocked out, or drugged. That the drug had hardly any effect at all – a bit of a headache, but he didn't seem to have been out long at all – meant Lobo was telling the truth. The drug did affect everyone a bit differently.

"You wouldn't understand," João said. "You can't understand. Not without initiation rites, and –"

"Enough," Lobo said.

Colin's eyes snapped away finally, landing on Lobo. The man seemed defeated, deflated.

When he spoke, his voice was shaking. "João, it's not what we thought it was. It's not –"

"Of course, it is!" João said. "Of course it works! Our Lord, he will return!”

Lobo shook his head.

“Antonio, what are you saying? Don't let the devil's words take root in your mind. The lies. That doubt is sown and reaped by –"

"It wasn’t a lie," Lobo said. "The tradition, the mystery, all of it was hinting at a reality I've now experienced."

“Then where is…" João began, his voice trailing off.

Where is who? Colin thought.

Lobo shook his head. "It is done. The Arcanum was the secret. It was the key."

"I thought you said it was a map?" Colin asked. “Something pointing the way toward whatever it is you guys have been looking for all these years."

"It was the key. But it wasn't pointing us toward another clue, but toward the treasure itself."

"Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ," João said. And then, “live for the Order."

It hit him like a bible had just been thrown at his head. “Wait a minute… you guys thought the Arcanum was a key pointing the way toward Jesus Christ? Like, biblical Jesus?"

João's sneer had faded, but now his eyes squinted as he glared at Colin.

"One and the same, yes," he said. "The key to raising him from the dead, as he did for Lazarus and others."

Colin's mouth fell open. "Raising him – are you kidding? You thought that dusty artifact was going to bring Jesus Christ incarnate back to life? Like, in the flesh."

"Well, flesh may be –"

Again, Lobo silenced his man. "No," Lobo said quietly. "I used to believe that. Up until very this very day. I used to think it had the power to bring back the living from the dead. I know now what my mistake has always been."

João's eyes looked scared, no doubt hearing this for the first time.

"I believed it to be true – that the Arcanum was a map, a key pointing us to wherever we might find the tools to bring back someone long dead."

Colin couldn't believe he was hearing this, but at least he was getting answers. He sensed Anna by his side, and he turned to see her face similar to his – fearful, confused, not quite all there yet, but on the way. Brody had taken a circuitous route to Colin, coming up just after Anna. Neither one spoke.

Lobo continued. "But the key is that the Arcanum wasn't pointing toward another place, but another mind. The mind of whoever seeks its power."

"You mean, because it's a drug,” Colin added. “It's literally made of some powder that causes the user to hallucinate."

Lobo sifted through these words with a bob of his head. "A crude way of explaining it, but… yes. Anyway, I realized then the power of this object was not in reality but a projection, after all. At least the part of it we experience – and that experience can be played with. It's malleable, like perception."

Colin frowned. He wasn't exactly in disagreement here – but hearing it from a man who considered himself a devout Catholic was a bit strange.

"I realized too late, because I've always been a man of science. I should have identified this from the beginning.”

“Realized what, Antonio?” João asked.

“That of course a clay tablet wouldn't be able to literally bring people back to life."

"So, by subjecting yourself to these hallucinations, you believed you were bringing Jesus Christ back from the dead. To what? Talk to him? Ask for forgiveness? I mean, judging by what I've seen Dr. Johansson going through here, that drug is pretty powerful stuff. I don't blame you for thinking you would actually be talking to Christ."

João didn't speak. He had shifted over a bit, as if trying to be nearer to Lobo. Colin lowered the weapon a bit, taking it off João's chest. It was a brief test, one to both let João know he was no longer the current person of interest but also that Colin still had the ability to make João's afternoon miserable.

João gave him a slight nod then sidled up next to Lobo, placing a hand on the man's shoulder.

Lobo seemed to gain strength from this, and Colin was momentarily glad he did. As sinister as this all became, he believed Lobo had been operating out of a truth he believed in.

He believed these men didn't want to hurt them. It didn't change the reality that they had – but at least it helped to acknowledge that these people were not bad, just misguided.

Woefully misguided.

"Close," Lobo finally said. "But not Jesus Christ."

Colin stood ramrod straight, as did João. This too was a surprise to the man.

"Not… Jesus? Wait, I thought this whole thing was –"

"Everything I’ve told you so far has been true, except for the reason behind it. The purpose for it. Yes, I am devout, yes I am a God-fearing, church-loving Catholic. A man of the Jesuit order, and proudly so."

João stepped away, as if distancing himself now.

Lobo shook his head as he spoke. "I thought it an intriguing proposition that the Arcanum might be able to actually raise someone from the dead. But it was not the Lord I intended to use this power for. As disgraceful as it sounds, I've always felt the Lord had two chances already. Well, I didn't."

Colin let out a breath. "Your family."

There were tears in Lobo's eyes. "My daughter, nine years old. My wife. The two people I love most on the planet. If this artifact could bring them back…”

Lobo fell to his knees. João didn’t offer assistance.

“I thought I could fix what I had done so many years ago. I could undo my gravest mistake.”


SEVENTY-FIVE

BRODY


Brody was about to respond when he heard noise from behind Lobo.

Lobo stood up once more, and he and João turned around simultaneously, and Brody watched as three men stumbled from the jungle.

He recognized the man in front immediately—the Boxer. Wearing his characteristic twisted smile, the man came forward, unarmed.

It was his henchman who was armed. He held an assault rifle, was dressed head to toe in black, and had his weapon pointed toward the group clustered at the edge of the temple complex in the clearing.

Brody saw João shift, his right hand falling to his side. Next to him, Colin lifted his own assault rifle, but the Boxer called out to him before he could finish aiming. "I would not recommend doing that," he growled.

Colin tensed, and Brody saw his friend working through the options, silently making his decision. Finally, he lowered the assault rifle back down.

"All the way down," the Boxer said. Colin sighed, then dropped the assault rifle to the ground. João followed suit, and the Boxer's man flanked wide and pressed the group of five into one unit.

"He has the journal," Anna said. She motioned with her head to Lobo. "Take it, and leave. We're done with all this trouble."

"Now you are done with all the trouble?" the Boxer said, his grin disappearing. "After all of the trouble you have put my team through. All we wanted was the journal, and you had every opportunity to hand it over. Yet every step of the way, you fought against us. You think we can just take it now without punishment?"

"Yeah," Colin snapped. "That's the plan."

At this, the Boxer let out a full belly laugh, even throwing his head back to underline the humor.

Brody didn't feel the humor, however. He stepped forward, feeling Anna's hand gripping his arm, but continued moving. She let go finally, and he marched straight to the Boxer. His man tensed, his weapon swinging directly at him, but he still continued.

Finally, he stopped, five feet in front of the Boxer. Brody opened his hands out by his side. "What do you want? We offered you the journal, and we already know you're going to take it. But what is it you're really looking for?"

The Boxer examined him, frowning. "I told you, we want the journal, but your lack of respect has caused us to⁠—"

"You're working for someone else," Brody said. "If you wanted us dead, we'd be dead already, right? You could have killed Colin, but you didn't even harm him or torture him, just tried to scare him a bit. So we know you've been ordered not to."

"How do you know those orders haven't changed?” the Boxer snapped, leveling his gaze at Brody.

"Because we're still alive."

There was a long, awkward silence. Finally, the Boxer nodded. "You're not what I expected," he said. "I thought you to be weak-willed, easy to fold. You remind me of your father."

Brody's eyes widened slightly, his jaw set. "You knew my father?"

"Very well, actually. For many years. But we can discuss that later. You're right – I am working for someone else. Someone who is very keen on getting their hands on this journal. So no, we don’t need to make this any more complicated than it is. Hand it over."

Brody looked at Lobo, who glanced at João. There was another long pause, but finally, João reached inside the pocket of his jacket, slowly, finally pulling out the tattered leather journal.

The mercenary strode forward and grabbed the journal, never letting the rifle's point move from João's chest.

"Just tell us what it's all for," Anna said. "Why you were willing to kill people to get your hands on it."

"Why do humans do anything?" the Boxer asked. "Money. Power. Influence. Pick one."

"So that's it, then?" Brody asked. "You just wanted to sell it? You think that journal is so historically valuable someone will pay big bucks for it?"

The Boxer shrugged. "I told you, I'm just the delivery man. I don't care what they do with it. I'll get paid the same either way."

Brody wasn't convinced, but neither he nor the others asked a follow-up question.

It was Lobo who finally spoke. "Where does that leave us, then?" he asked. His tone shifted again, and Brody recognized the soft-spoken, gentle-sounding professor they'd met days before. The harsh, cold leader of a religious cult was gone.

"Right," the Boxer said. He flicked his wrist, motioning to the mercenary. "Well, I was instructed not to harm the trio from California. There's still work they need to do. More to find, I presume."

Brody frowned. More to find?

The man to the Boxer’s right marched forward through the group, and Brody let out a breath. True to his word, the Boxer was not going to kill them.

Brody turned and watched as a mercenary walked across the clearing to the stairs leading down to the temple. Brody saw Colin shift, and wondered if this would be his moment.

There’s no one aiming at us now.

Just then, another mercenary crawled forward from the brushy undergrowth and joined the Boxer.

Brody sighed. Never mind.

Lobo’s focus was on the mercenary walking toward the temple. “What is he going to do? You can't⁠—"

"Silence," the Boxer said, as the mercenary disappeared down into the temple.

Brody waited, feeling the tension in the moment ratchet back up. There was still one soldier aiming his weapon at them, and the assault rifle could easily take them out before Colin or João could get to their weapons.

As such, none of the group moved, now spellbound by whatever was happening underground. Moments later, the man reemerged.

He spoke into his radio, saying something in Portuguese to the Boxer, who repeated it to the group. “Only two rooms down there." He shrugged once more, continuing. "So be it. I was hoping there would be more down there. Sounds like it's pretty sparse, too. A single ritual chamber, and an anteroom, it sounds like?"

No one answered him.

The Boxer gave his man an order with a single nod.

The man unclipped one of a dozen canisters on his belt, twisted something on its top, then smacked it against his thigh.

"What – what is that?" Lobo asked, his voice shaky, frantic.

The Boxer smiled again. "A napalm canister. Incendiary. Very sticky, very flammable."

The mercenary tossed the incendiary grenade all the way down the stairs. Brody heard the clinking sound of metal on stone, then silence.

And then a dull pop and a slight shifting beneath his feet.

But the man wasn't done. He unclipped each of the dozen grenades, tossing them one by one down the stairs.

Lobo was screaming. "Stop it! You can't—this temple is more significant than you could ever⁠—"

The sound of a gunshot cut him off. Brody turned, slack-jawed, at the mercenary who shot. He saw João falling, blood pooling beneath him.

He toppled face-first to the ground.

"I'm willing to let you live, Mr. Lobo," the Boxer said. “Though I was instructed only to protect these three, any collateral damage – including you and your friend – is an acceptable risk. Still, makes it a bit messy to explain why a renowned professor died of a gunshot wound in the Amazon, no?”

Lobo clamped his mouth shut, his eyes dark and angry. Brody was feeling the same thing – though he was no friend of João's, the man hardly deserved the death he’d gotten.

Nor did Lobo deserve having to watch the mercenary desecrate the temple.

Anna was once again by Brody’s side, gripping his hand. He let her fingers slip through his, clasping her hand tightly.

Colin was behind him, and Brody faced his friend. "What do we do?" Brody asked. Colin gave him a slight shake of his head.

Brody wasn't sure if it meant nothing or not yet. He hoped for the latter – he hoped his friend had one more plan, one more trick up his sleeve. But Colin's weapon was on the ground, ten steps away now, there was still a mercenary aiming at them, and the other mercenary was just finishing his incendiary attack on the subterranean chambers.

The napalm wouldn't bring the place down to rubble, but Brody knew from the popping sound the viscous, flammable fluid would have spread over the floor of both rooms, flames licking the walls and leaping upward, destroying anything not made of stone and completely removing the decorative paintings and markings from millennia ago.

It was a travesty, topped off by the fact they were still being held at gunpoint by the Boxer's men.


SEVENTY-SIX

COLIN


The forest had come back to life around Colin. Monkeys and birds were chirping, their playful screams once again returned. Branches swayed with the load of unseen creatures, and he even thought he saw darker, larger shapes, mere shadows, moving through the jungle to the north.

Apparently the shock and awe of human invaders had worn off, and the jungle was returning to normal.

But turmoil still swirled within Colin. He swallowed, trying to keep his hands steady, his heart beating regularly. He needed to keep his team safe, to get Anna and Brody away from this hell.

After the Boxer shot João, Lobo had begun sobbing uncontrollably. His plan – and his friend and cult partner – had been killed.

The mercenary tossing napalm grenades into the temple had finished and was now awaiting the Boxer's orders. The Boxer lifted his radio again and barked some order Colin couldn't hear into it – his head was turned, looking at the mercenary.

While the mercenary was staring directly at Colin, he was still a hundred feet away at the edge of the stairs, the swirling inferno building up behind him, as if the man had stumbled from the gates of hell itself.

This is my chance, he thought.

Colin lunged forward, landing on his hands and chest at the bottom of a push-up, then rolled forward to where João had dropped his weapon. He snatched it up, rising to a knee as Brody and Anna began running in the opposite direction.

Good work, buddy, he thought. It was smart to pull Anna away, to at least prevent them from becoming targets and bargaining chips once more.

Colin's own weapon – the assault rifle he'd taken from the dead mercenary – was about ten feet in the opposite direction, but he knew João's weapon was still loaded as well and it would do just fine. He lifted the weapon, coming up right behind the Boxer.

But it wasn't the Boxer he was aiming at.

While the Boxer turned in slow motion, the mercenary grabbed his own rifle, which he had slung over his shoulder. He swung it around, but Colin was watching the scene with a keen eye, knowing exactly what both men's moves would be.

The Boxer would be surprised first, not realizing Colin had snuck up behind him. The mercenary, having watched the whole thing, was no longer surprised, but he still had to get his weapon in place and pull the trigger.

Colin beat him to it. The mercenary fell backward, two rounds hitting his body armor covering his chest. Colin quickly fired a final shot, this one taking the man in the neck.

He was dead before he hit the ground.

Colin shifted slightly, bringing the weapon right up to the Boxer's gut as he finished turning around. He fired once, a shot intended to be through and through. The Boxer looked down, examining his wound, then looked up at Colin, grinning menacingly.

Just then, Colin heard the sound of helicopter rotors once more. The choppers had returned, having likely just circled just out of earshot, awaiting their boss's order.

"Good move," the Boxer said.

There was blood pouring from his side, but to Colin, it seemed as though the Boxer didn't even know he was shot. He didn't try to place a hand over the open wound, nor did he stumble or hint that he was in severe pain.

"The journal," Colin said. "Where is it?"

The Boxer frowned, as if deciding what move he should make next, but Colin pulled the weapon back up, now aiming it directly at the Boxer's face. "If you don't think I won’t kill you, you've got another thing coming."

"Oh, I know you could kill me," the Boxer said. "I know you're capable, anyway. But would you actually do it? Before you get your hands on your prize?"

"What is it, anyway? You guys came here in full force looking for that damn journal. We've been through it ourselves, and there's nothing in it that would cause anyone to equip two helicopters full of angry bad guys in order to get their hands on. So what is it?"

The choppers were now directly overhead, and Colin found it hard to hear. At first, the Boxer didn't speak. He slowly placed his hand inside his jacket pocket, then retrieved the very thing he was after—the journal.

He held it in a thick, meaty fist, blood now soaking onto the leather cover. Colin held the rifle steady but reached out with his empty hand. "Hand it over."

He had to shout over the sound of the helicopters spinning above. The Boxer's grin softened for a moment, then his entire face hardened, his eyes becoming slits.

At the same moment, a rope fell through the canopy. It landed only a step away from the Boxer, who moved over and grasped it with his free hand.

In a practiced move, the man swung his leg around, letting the rope wrap around it, then stepped on his other foot, the rope secured between them. He shouted a single Portuguese word, and before Colin could do anything about it, the Boxer shot upward, the chopper rising straight.

Colin reacted on instinct, aiming upward. But it was already too late. He fired at the place the Boxer disappeared into the canopy, but it was as if the forest had already reclaimed its territory there as well.

He couldn't hear animals scattering, but he saw small mammals scampering over branches and leaves, birds taking flight. A minute later, the rotor wash had died away completely once more.

He turned around, looking for Brody and Anna.

Instead, he saw Lobo behind him. Colin backed away, gripping the submachine gun tightly. Neither man spoke, and finally, Lobo, between sobs, gave Colin a simple nod and then walked away, directly toward the temple entrance.


SEVENTY-SEVEN

ANNA


Anna watched Colin's movements, impressed. He took out the single mercenary by the temple stairs, then shot at the Boxer.

But the Boxer didn't fall, and only then had Anna realized what he was doing—trying to get the journal back. She didn't care for the damn thing anymore— but obviously, it was important to the Boxer and whoever he was working for—but she was even more impressed that Colin would try.

It didn't work, however, and she watched in amazement as the Boxer—not even nursing his injured side—was yanked upward by the helicopters that had come to save their leader.

And just like that, he was gone, and the clearing of the temple complex was safe and quiet once more.

She frowned when she saw Lobo trudging toward Colin. He was unarmed, but she knew the duplicitous nature of this man. She wouldn't put it past him to pull some sort of weapon from beneath his cloak and stab Colin in the back.

She pushed forward, out of their hiding spot. Brody followed behind her, gripping her arm, but stopped fighting her when he too noticed Lobo so close to Colin, their friend's back still turned.

As she walked, she picked up her pace, and Colin turned around and faced Lobo. He still had his weapon up, so any attack forthcoming would be put down easily. She slowed then, but frowned as Lobo continued walking a moment later.

"What the hell is he doing?" Brody asked.

She shook her head, not answering aloud.

Lobo continued walking, in the direction the mercenary had fallen toward the temple stairs. From here, she could see a bright orange glow emanating from the ground there, even a few flames licking upward. The inferno inside must be massive for it to be raging like this.

In those seconds, it only grew. Finding its required source of oxygen from outside, the fire tried consuming all of the clearing it could reach beyond the steps.

She knew there was not much fuel inside the temple itself for the flames, and knew it would die off soon. But she didn't know how much flammable liquid was inside each of the containers the man had thrown inside. Perhaps it would be over soon, or perhaps this fire would be here for the next day.

And still Lobo did not stop.

She started running. Pulled forward by some subconscious that still believed there was good in the man, she broke into a jog, and then a sprint.

Lobo was walking directly toward the flames. Some of the higher flames found some fallen leaves, half-dead, that hadn't made it all the way to the ground. They erupted in flame, but were snuffed out by the more damp vegetation surrounding them. The entire canopy was now white smoke, intermixing with the black smoke pouring from the hole in the earth.

And still, Lobo marched toward it.

Anna, even from 50 feet away, could already feel the heat. She put a hand over her face, squinting through the searing blindness. Lobo stopped then, a mere 5 feet from the temple opening, then turned around.

"Lobo!" she shouted.

He didn't respond.

She shouted louder, now walking forward again, pushing against her will. Brody was there, as well, now doing his best to hold her back. She shook him off, continuing forward.

"What's this about, Lobo?" she asked. "Let's talk this out."

"The time for talking is done," Lobo said. "I've seen the reality I created. I've seen what I've done. The Arcanum gave me that last gift."

"Lobo, what the hell are you talking about?" she shouted.

"I've seen that reality, though I've lived in this one for decades. Suffering, my soul tortured by what I have done. My family awaits me."

He turned his head over his shoulder, then stared back at Anna and Brody. "In there."

"In… there?” Brody said.

Colin was walking up, but he had the submachine gun down by his side. Whatever was about to happen, Colin wasn't interested in shooting Lobo.

"Lobo, you can't be serious. This is⁠—"

But Lobo turned around then and ran directly toward the stairs. Even before he fell over the edge, toppling down half the set of stairs, his robe erupted in flames.

The ball of yellow light transfixed her, then disappeared, the light eventually subsiding and becoming part of the orange roar of the temple.

Brody's mouth hung open.

Tears escaped her eyes. She couldn't begin to process what she thought about all of this. How she felt about it.

But one thing was certain.

Lobo was not coming back.


SEVENTY-EIGHT

BRODY


Everything felt surreal.

The rainforest noises, the sounds of the dirt road crunching beneath their feet, even the sounds of the car itself.

Brody was driving, Colin in the seat next to him. Anna was in the back, silent. They’d found one of the vehicles the Boxer’s men had arrived in — a beat-up old pickup, but one with a full tank of gas and keys laying on the seat.

They weren’t picky. Brody felt what they all were feeling — he wanted to get out. To escape. To drive straight for the airport and fly home to California and sleep off this nightmare.

Because that’s what it was, right?

A nightmare.

He shook his head as he navigated down the forest road. This isn’t real, he told himself. This is not… reality.

He remembered the effects of the drug, remembered being in the hospital bed, manifested as his late father, talking with himself.

He remembered trying to get away from himself, how the bed easily slid whatever direction he’d wanted it to go.

Was that the real reality?

It had certainly felt so.

Yet he couldn’t remember exactly what had transpired in that room. What they had discussed. He had feelings, emotions, but not recollections of words and dialogue.

Anna must have been processing the same questions, as she now had her eyes closed, tears streaking from them.

If Colin had experienced anything from the drug, it didn’t show on his face.

There would be time to process this together — as a group. He knew Colin and Anna could provide some insights into this strange altered state they’d been forced into, and talking through each of their own experiences would only help them get past it.

But he also wanted to process what they’d seen Lobo do. The way he’d… confidently walked to the temple stairs, then launched himself down them.

The way his robe had burst into flames.

The way he’d died.

And what he’d said about his family — that this was the reason he’d been chasing the Arcanum for all these years.

Anna had shown them her GoPro after trekking the half-mile to the vehicle. Apparently she’d had it on the entire time, even pulling it out once during the weird cult ceremony before they’d been shot by João’s stun gun.

And she’d captured audio of everything else.

She hadn’t shown them the entire video, but Brody knew it was yet another piece to the puzzle, something helpful for them to process.

And he knew all too well how Hollywood magic could splice together usable content from the videos and audio files on the device. By adding B-roll and stock video, using the audio as voiceover, they might even be able an entire episode out of it.

He wondered if they should just destroy it, delete the files, or otherwise get rid of the GoPro. But he thought better of it. Their phones, while long having been destroyed in the fiery blaze underground, would have uploaded anything they’d collected over the last few days.

The network had supplied the phones, and he knew there were IT professionals on standby, ready to download and collate the material and hand it off to producers and editors.

And the editors were top-notch. He didn’t understand how they did it, but they could take the roughest, ugliest shot and produce something unbelievably good. He had no doubt they were already working on the stuff he and the others had recorded in the past few days.

The road eventually found its way to a paved one, and Brody turned left, following signs to the nearest city. Still, they drove on in silence, each left to their own thoughts.

It was peaceful, he had to admit — for the first time in days, he was comforted by the silence. For the first time in days, he wasn’t being chased, threatened, tricked, or lied to.

He wasn’t being led forward by a crazed cult leader, hell-bent on finding a way to resurrect his dead family. He wasn’t being terrorized by a guy who looked like an ugly dog, threatening to kidnap them — or worse — because he couldn’t get his hands on Amelia Earhart’s journal.

He let out a sigh, realizing they’d failed in that regard. The Boxer did have the journal, and he knew Anna hadn’t made any copies or taken any pictures of it. Whatever was in it — whatever the Boxer’s employer wanted from it — they’d never know.

But as he tightened his grip on the truck’s steering wheel, he felt a resolve come over him. He thought of the dead priests, the mercenaries who’d given everything for a cause they didn’t even understand. He thought of Henry, the poor kid who’d just wanted to do a good job for the company and get a raise.

It was all too much, but there was no reason to deal with it all right now. They had time — and the first thing Brody wanted to do was come clean.

He would take them back to Natal, then call officer Santos, the man who had informed them that Henry had been killed. Without worrying about finding the Arcanum, Brody felt confident they could explain themselves, and at least get officer Santos to understand the pressure they’d been under.

In turn, he hoped Santos might help them get out of the country and back home.

And then he would figure out what the journal had been hiding all these years.

He glanced back at Anna, whose eyes were still closed. He didn’t need to tell her yet — he didn’t want to upset her.

But he also believed she would be on board. He had seen it in her eyes at the farmer’s estate, and then numerous times since. In time, she would be ready to find the journal as well. She wanted to know why the Boxer had been sent to retrieve it.

And he really wanted to know who had ordered him to do it.

He wouldn’t have to convince Colin — his friend was on board, and would be keen on figuring it out as well.

So as he drove them away from their last mission, he couldn’t help but think about the next one.

Where will we have to go? he wondered. Can we pitch it as an episode of Earth Uncovered?

He thought through the options, how he might put together a deck to present to the network execs. He knew they already had some ideas of places the trio could go, but nothing had been set in stone.

Brody silently worked on the elevator pitch, trying to include only the details that would be interesting to the execs and producers. He crafted it and polished it.

And then he realized he was smiling.

He was enjoying himself.

He hadn’t felt this good about his profession in… he couldn’t remember how long. And it did feel good. He felt a passion he hadn’t known was there, a flame now kindled.

Brody thought of his father, thought of how he’d always carried an expectation on him that he now knew hadn’t existed.

Brody had created that expectation — that his father wanted him to grow up and do something ‘real’ with his life.

He knew it wasn’t true. His father had loved him, and the man he’d become. He had been as proud of him as Brody was of his father.

And for the first time since he’d started acting, he felt confident that he was on the right track.


SEVENTY-NINE

ANNA


The sun peeked through the trees lining the street. Buildings towered over her, and Anna walked with purpose.

She had none; this was just her way of getting a little exercise without distraction. She moved briskly, and anyone who might decide to stop and talk to her could easily see she was in a hurry going somewhere. But she wasn't going anywhere except for a circle around the block a few times.

To clear her head… or something like that.

Brody had been right – the network hardly seemed to care the trio had run into trouble in Brazil.

‘Trouble.’

That's what their producer at the network, had called it. Trouble.

Henry's murder, their apprehension by not one but two strange factions vying for control.

Trouble.

Sure, it was trouble. But that's all they offered: a not-so-helpful pat on the back. ‘Sorry you ran into trouble.’

She almost spat as she crossed over a crosswalk and resumed her pace on the opposite side. She wasn't upset by it per se, as she'd come to expect this sort of behavior from the network.

But it stung.

She thought for sure they'd at least be received with open arms, asked if they needed anything, offered an extra therapy session or two, something of that sort. The pat on the back should have been over the top, the going-through-the-motions extreme.

Instead, they were given the welcome of cattle come to call when the dinner bell rang. A slight acknowledgment and nod, as if this were the most mundane and normal of days.

To be fair, the network had told them to take it easy – that they wouldn't schedule any morning shows or guest appearances for the next few weeks.

How had he said it? Lay low and just relax a bit.

As if laying low or trying to relax could actually take their minds off of everything they’d gone through.

Lobo's death. The brutal desecration of an ancient temple in the Amazon. Henry's murder. And the strange group that had successfully wrested the journal from her hands.

She shook her head as she walked. What could they possibly want with it?

She had been through the journal, pored over every word. She hadn't given it much more scrutiny than just a read-through, but she felt she knew it better than anyone. It was her job to be able to make connections between things like that and her historical framework and anthropological mind.

In other words, if anyone could put the piece of the puzzle that was Amelia Earhart's hidden journal into place, it was her.

And yet, she hadn't been able to. She could not fathom why the Boxer's group – whoever it was – had wanted the journal so badly. She didn’t believe it was just about the money, even though he admitted it was at least that much. It was a job for him, one in which he was likely paid very well. But for his boss, whoever he was working for, it was so much more.

That much was clear, and she couldn't figure out why.

She thought about all the locations they had been to in the past week. Flying to Rio de Janeiro from Natal, conversing with Lobo on the plane and pouring her heart out to him.

She thought of the memories it had dredged up, the drug-induced hallucination she'd been through.

Having a conversation with her long-dead parents.

It had given her some revelations into her own life. She was smart enough to understand what the drug was doing – these ‘parents’ were just a figment of her imagination. But they had been so real, and she'd spent enough of her life with them that her subconscious could produce a quite compelling version of them in her own mind.

Not to mention the revelations it had given her about herself.

She thought about Rio, about Diogo Fernando Luiz Gonda, and how João had so nonchalantly ended his life as well. She thought of Gonda’s family left behind, the reasons why he had done what he had done.

And then another location – one she wasn't exactly sure where to place. She had woken up in that temple in the Amazon, after having been drugged and taken unconscious countless hundreds of miles north.

So many locations in the past few days.

Locations.

She stopped suddenly, a person walking behind her nearly bumping into her at the abrupt halt. They shuffled around her, but her head was still up, peering at the trickling sun through the leaves over the roofs of the downtown buildings.

She thought about the journal, about how Earhart had briefly documented where they were going each time, but not giving much detail in most cases.

Locations.

She pulled out her phone, not bothering to get under the awning on the front of the hotel that stretched out in front of her for some shade. She tapped a search query into her phone's browser.

She found the flight path of Earhart, documented by her and Fred Noonan before their journey, ending with the disappearance of the plane somewhere near Howland Island.

She traced its route, from where they started in Oakland, California, on May 20, to Burbank and Tucson and New Orleans, and then Miami and finally leaving the United States and landing in San Juan, Puerto Rico, and then Caripito and Paramaribo.

And then Brazil. First, Fortaleza.

And then Natal.

Amelia Earhart had been in Natal.

Why hadn't Anna realized this before? She'd studied the explorer’s private journal, never once noticing a mention of Natal. She knew Earhart had corresponded as late as July 1, the day before her plane was scheduled to arrive at Howland Island, by way of telephone and cable, and that those reports had been documented and published by her husband at the time, George P. Putnam.

Those records had become part of the public record, and extrapolation and assumption gave the world a highly accurate portrayal of the events surrounding the fated pilot’s journey.

But no one knew of Earhart’s journal — the one she’d kept while circumnavigating the globe.

And the missing journal she had kept made no mention of Natal, to Anna’s knowledge.

Yet Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan had been in Natal, Brazil. It was a scheduled refueling stop. She searched a bit more and discovered that they'd landed at Parnamirim Airfield, a mere few miles from Natal, where they sat down just to refuel and disembark once more.

She cocked her head to the side. Why wouldn't they have just take off from Fortaleza and headed to Saint-Louis? Why land in Natal at all? Sure, she understood they would have had a chance to refuel before the long transatlantic flight, but her Lockheed Electra could have made it easily on less than a full tank, and a quick glance at a Wikipedia page showed that the route across the Atlantic was actually longer going through Natal.

She felt a tingling sensation, knowing she was onto something. She didn't know what, but she had learned long ago to trust her gut.

Amelia Earhart had been in Natal.

And Fred Noonan, who we now know was working on something sinister.

The Boxer had been in Natal, waiting for them to get there.

The network had sent them to Natal.

She swallowed, her mouth suddenly feeling dry.

Could that be it? Could the network have set all of this up? Is that why they had been playing so fast and loose with their safety? They had dismissed them with a mere hand wave after returning from their frightful experiences – both in the Solomon Islands and Brazil.

Brody and Colin had chalked it up to the network just acting like the typical penny-pinching, money-grubbing suits they were. Executives who only wanted their show to be successful.

Anna knew the trio was contractually obligated to deliver more episodes to the network, but she now wondered if maybe there was more to it than that.

Was this whole thing a ruse? A ploy to get Brody, Colin, and Anna positioned in places the network was interested in looking for something?

Could the existence of Amelia Earhart's long-lost secret journal have been part of that?

And could Fred Noonan have murdered her because he had found out?

She felt lightheaded. She crouched, placing her hands on her knees. A few passersby looked in her direction, obviously wondering why the young, clearly fit woman needed to catch her breath, but no one offered to help.

In the typical Californian way, one woman even made it a point to sidestep her a few feet, as if annoyed by Anna's presence.

But she didn't care about the pedestrians around her. All she could think about were these new pieces of the puzzle she’d been trying to hack.

Or rather, her understanding of the pieces that had already existed.

That had to be it.

Whatever the Boxer was after, it wasn't in the journal as much as it was in Amelia Earhart's journey.

Perhaps she had missed something – a throwaway line referencing a stop that wasn't on her predetermined route. Maybe something Fred Noonan had changed as her navigator…

Or maybe something they were both colluding on that they didn't want prying eyes to see.

Whatever the case, she was confident now. She turned around and picked up her pace as she headed back to Brody's apartment. He would be in the middle of his own workout now, a video routine he did every morning, but this was important enough to interrupt him.

Her breaths came out faster than before, her heart beating wildly. She typed a quick message to Colin on her phone as she crossed the crosswalk once more and landed on Brody's block.

Meet at Brody’s. ASAP.

Colin was planning to leave the next day to visit his parents on the East Coast, but she knew he packed light and would likely be doing nothing but hanging out until he had to get to the airport tomorrow.

The reply came immediately.

Affirmative. See you in 15.

She smiled. Their friendship and bond had only grown in the past few days. She had always liked Colin, thought of him like a protective brother, one who was steadfast and always willing to fight for her. Yet, he didn't do it in an overbearing way – he let her be the strong woman she was, fighting her own battles and only stepping in when she truly needed it.

And she loved Brody. That hadn’t changed. If anything, she loved him even more after their experience.

She wanted to be mad at the network, at the producers who were calling the shots, at the executives who weren't giving them the whole story, whatever it may be.

But she had decided long ago to be an optimist, to look for the best in people and the world. She wasn't unrealistic or naive, but saw the silver linings in situations.

And there was a lot of silver lining here. Yes, they'd been shot at, abused, threatened, kidnapped, and cajoled into running around like crazy people in Brazil.

But there was always a silver lining. She could count on Colin and Brody, and they could count on her. They were in this together, wherever it may lead.

She knew this was going to lead somewhere. She put her phone back in her pocket and hustled to Brody's apartment, already preparing their next moves. Her breaths fell faster than before, her heart beating wildly.

She was onto something, and this revelation could change everything.

It wasn't just about surviving their ordeal in Brazil; it was about uncovering the truth behind their journey, the journal, and possibly a conspiracy that spanned decades.

As she reached Brody's apartment, ready to share her findings, Anna knew they were on the brink of something big. Whatever lay ahead, they were ready to face it together, armed with their unwavering bond and a determination to uncover the truth.

And she vowed to uncover it.


AFTERWORD


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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