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  Chapter one
Jungle Code


It wasn’t the heat that made Alex question his own survival, but the air,a thick, buzzing stifle that seemed to press in with every clumsy footstep, as if the Amazon was actively trying to smother them. He brushed a curtain of sweat-damp hair out of his eyes and tried not to slip on the rotting log in front of him. “Careful there,” he muttered, more to himself than to anyone else. Ricky and Vanessa were at least ten feet ahead, forging through the undergrowth like a pair of insurgents on a mission.
“C’mon, Alex!” Ricky yelled, hacking at a wall of broad leaves with the world’s dullest pocket knife. The blade bent against a stubborn vine. “You’re gonna lose us if you keep stopping every three seconds!”
Vanessa giggled, adjusting her backpack as she leapt over an ant column. “He’s not gonna lose us. You’re the one who can’t even follow the GPS right.”
Alex squinted at his phone,the signal cut in and out, dancing between a single bar and outright betrayal,but he had a backup plan: an ancient, waterlogged paper map, scribbled with coordinates he’d decoded from the last transmission. It didn’t help that his glasses kept fogging up. He jammed them higher on his nose, wiped them on his shirt, and tried to keep up.
Ricky stopped, one sneaker already halfway up a mossy boulder. “Whoa, check this dude out.” He motioned at a beetle the size of a domino, its iridescent shell flashing blue and green as it meandered up a frond.
“Don’t touch it!” Alex called. “Some of them bite. Or have neurotoxins.”
“Chill, Professor Buzzkill. Maybe it’ll bite you first and save me the lecture.” Ricky nudged the beetle with the knife. It didn’t react, but Alex’s own skin crawled in sympathy.
Vanessa rolled her eyes, but she looked back at Alex. “You good?”
Alex nodded. “Just want to make sure we’re on track.”
They pushed forward, the jungle closing behind them with each step. Birdsong echoed above, but Alex heard something deeper,a pulsing undertone, half mechanical, half alive. The same frequency as the encoded signal that had started all this. He glanced at his watch, doing the mental math: At their current rate, they’d hit the coordinates before sundown, assuming nobody got stung, bitten, or lost. Assuming the map was right.
Ricky had climbed onto the boulder proper, slashing at the hanging vines like he was leading a cavalry charge. “If there’s not at least one lost city or, like, a hidden Nazi base, I want my money back,” he called down.
Vanessa, less interested in lost civilizations than in not dying, stuck close to Ricky’s shadow. She carried their water, two bottles left after the last one had leaked through a pinprick in the bottom. Alex felt the ache in his own throat. He didn’t mention it. Let them focus on the adventure. If they thought about dehydration, they’d panic.
It was a game, almost: Every ten paces, Alex calculated how long the food would last, how many meters they’d covered, how much time remained before nightfall. He’d always liked numbers; numbers made the world fit together, gave it borders and rules. He’d never accounted for this,green without horizon, humidity like an extra skin, predators both two- and four-legged. Even the insects seemed to have it out for them.
They’d just navigated around a stand of spiny palms when the world changed.
It was the stillness that did it,a sudden, perfect hush, as if the jungle itself had drawn a breath and was waiting. Even Ricky paused, holding his knife at the ready, eyes darting. Vanessa tensed.
The silence snapped as a branch above them quivered. Out of the tangle, something dropped: a human figure, lean and barefoot, landing without a sound in the leaf mulch less than five meters from Ricky. He wore a sleeveless shirt, cargo shorts, and a canvas sling over his shoulder. His skin was the coppery brown of someone who’d never worn sunscreen, and his black hair was shorn short and messy.
Ricky stumbled back, almost toppling off the boulder. “Holy,”
Alex stepped forward without thinking, interposing himself between the stranger and his siblings. “We’re not looking for trouble,” he said, voice steadier than he felt.
The stranger’s eyes flicked over all three, fast and clinical. Then he smiled, revealing teeth just slightly too sharp for comfort, and raised both hands,empty.
“Easy,” he said in Spanish-accented English. “If I wanted trouble, you would already be in it.”
Ricky recovered first, scowling. “Yeah? What do you want, then?”
The stranger looked at the knife, unimpressed. “You’re off course,” he said, turning the comment to Alex. “Your GPS is no good out here. Magnetic interference.”
Alex bristled, but the guy had a point. “We’re following the map,” he said. “And you are?”
“Mateo,” the stranger said, giving a half-bow that was half-mocking. “I live here.” He gestured to the endless green. “You’re tourists?”
Vanessa, who’d been silent so far, studied Mateo’s sling. “Is that a satphone?”
“Is,” Mateo said. “Broken, though.” He shrugged, but didn’t elaborate.
Alex felt the first prickle of suspicion. “So you just hang out in the middle of nowhere, dropping in on hikers?”
“I heard you.” Mateo grinned again, wolfish. “You travel loud. Very gringo.”
Ricky bristled at that. He snapped, “We are not tourists.” “We’re looking for something. We know where we’re going.”
Mateo’s gaze lingered on Ricky, then returned to Alex. “You really don’t,” he said, deadpan. “But I can help you..”
Vanessa perked up. “How?”
He beckoned them closer, picking his way lightly over the roots. “You see this?” He pointed at a spindly plant with waxy red berries. “If you eat even one, you spend the rest of your life screaming. Maybe four hours. Maybe two minutes. No antidote.” He moved on, plucking a branch from a tree overhead. “This? Good for water. You peel the bark, suck the juice.” He demonstrated, biting a strip of bark and spitting out the bitter pulp.
Ricky, undeterred, leaned in. “Is there a plant that kills you instantly? For my brother here, you know, so he stops worrying.”
“Plenty,” Mateo replied, matching Ricky’s grin.
Alex folded his arms, unconvinced. “You just happen to be out here, and you want to help us. Why?”
Mateo sobered. “You’re not the only ones in the jungle today. Others with guns, and less curiosity. Maybe I like your odds better.”
There was a weight to the words,a not-quite threat, more like a warning.
“Can we trust you?” Alex said.
Mateo’s smile faded. “The jungle doesn’t care if you trust it,” he said. “It will kill you all the same.”
Vanessa, who’d been following every word, gave a tiny nod. “He’s right, Alex. We’re already in over our heads.”
Ricky smirked. “Speak for yourself.”
Mateo ignored the banter, bending down to snap a dead twig. He sniffed it, tossed it away, and started off on a new vector through the trees. “This way,” he said, without looking back.
Alex hesitated, weighing the calculus: risk of ambush vs. risk of dehydration, poisonous berries, and getting hopelessly lost. He glanced at Vanessa,she was already trailing after Mateo. Ricky shrugged and followed suit.
Alex was outvoted, as usual. He cinched his backpack tighter and moved after them, double-checking the map one last time. For the first time, he noticed the grid lines didn’t quite match up with the lay of the river. Had they already drifted off course?
He jogged to catch up, pulling even with Mateo. “If you’re guiding us, we have rules,” he said.
Mateo laughed, soft and genuine. “Of course, jefe. You lead, I advise. Fair?”
Alex nodded, not trusting himself to say more.
They pressed deeper into the underworld of shadow and leaf, following the man who moved through the Amazon as if he owned it. Every so often, Mateo would point out another survival tip,how to spot a hidden wasp nest, how to listen for capybara herds before they stampeded, how to coax drinkable water from a tangle of roots. Vanessa peppered him with questions; Ricky tried to invent more dangerous scenarios than the last. Alex watched it all, trying to reconcile the ease with which Mateo navigated the jungle with the cryptic warning he’d offered.
After an hour, Alex checked the sun. Still enough time, if they didn’t get sidetracked. He glanced at Mateo, who was checking a trail of broken twigs, then back at his siblings.
Maybe they’d just increased their odds. Maybe they’d made everything worse.
Either way, there was no turning back.

      ***Three hours and no sign of the river. They’d crossed a ridge and dropped into a lowland so thick with vines and thorns that every step was a negotiation. At first, the jungle had felt almost infinite, but now it was closing in,like being slowly packed into a shipping crate made of chlorophyll and barbed wire. Alex kept scanning the sun, recalculating their route, but he no longer bothered with the GPS. Mateo’s pace never wavered, and somehow, he always knew which fork in the game trails would bring them closer to their target.
He checked on Vanessa. She was keeping up, more or less, her hoodie streaked with mud, hair matted into a single, resilient braid. Ricky had slowed, breathing harder, but it only made him louder. “You sure we’re not going in circles?” he called, peeling a clump of burrs off his shirt. “Everything looks the same.”
“Some people say that about high school,” Vanessa shot back.
Alex almost smiled. He liked it when she wasn’t terrified.
He barely had time to register the warning,a birdcall abruptly snuffed, a whip of shadow overhead,before Mateo’s arm clamped around his chest, flattening him to the dirt. The sudden move pulled the breath from Alex’s lungs. Vanessa landed next to him with a soft yelp; Ricky sprawled on top of a fallen palm, arms splayed like he’d been shot.
Mateo hissed, “Quiet.” Then, with two fingers, pointed down the slope toward a dark tunnel of foliage.
The first sound was distant, but clear: a pop, then another, then a stuttering volley. Fireworks, Alex thought stupidly, before he realized the truth. Gunshots.
Ricky’s eyes went wide. Vanessa curled closer to the ground, face pressed into the loam. Alex’s heart hammered in his ears.
From their vantage, they could see a patch of jungle floor seventy meters away. The gunfire stopped. Into the opening marched six figures in matte-black tactical gear. Five were men with rifles; the sixth led them,tall, square-shouldered, her hair a pale helmet against the green. She swept her gaze from side to side, chin up, unafraid.
Alex ducked lower. He didn’t have to see her face to know: This was Captain Voss.
“Who are they?” Vanessa whispered, barely audible.
Mateo didn’t look away. “Mercenaries. Not from around here.” His lips barely moved. “Expensive.”
They watched as Voss pulled a metallic gadget from her vest, about the size of a thick calculator, and thumbed a button. It lit up with a faint green pulse. “Signal’s bouncing. Run another sweep,” she ordered. Her voice was deep, clipped,she had the accent of someone who’d lost it a long time ago and never missed it.
“Coordinates aren’t matching the last transmission,” said one of the men. “Interference from the hills.”
Voss studied the screen. “Doesn’t matter. The artifact will be mine by nightfall. Shoot anything that moves.”
Alex’s blood ran cold.
The squad moved out, boots barely making a sound. They fanned through the clearing, scanning every direction with practiced precision.
Ricky inched up for a better look, his nose practically pressed to a curtain of ferns. “Their gear is sick,” he breathed.
“Are you kidding me?” Alex hissed.
“Relax. It’s not like they’ll find us unless you pee yourself.” Ricky grinned, trying for bravado. But Alex saw his hand tremble.
Vanessa’s teeth chattered faintly. “What do we do?”
“Stay put,” Mateo said. “If they get too close, we run for the creekbed.” He was already scanning escape routes, muscles taut.
For five tense minutes, the mercenaries searched the undergrowth. One passed within fifteen feet. Alex held his breath, willing his heart not to beat so loud.
Then, disaster.
Ricky, never able to sit still, leaned forward for a better angle and bumped his knee into a dead branch. It snapped, sharp as a rifle crack.
All six mercenaries froze. Voss turned, eyes boring straight through the tangle. She raised her hand, signaling her men to flank left and right.
Alex lunged across the log and grabbed Ricky by the shoulder, dragging him backward. “Idiot!” he mouthed. Vanessa scrambled after them.
They scrambled into a deeper patch of foliage. Mateo led, moving more like a shadow than a person. But Alex could hear the pursuit,the crunch of boots, the methodical sweep of muzzles.
They ducked behind a wall of lianas, barely breathing. Alex risked a look back. The mercenaries were searching with military precision, cutting off their retreat.
Vanessa’s eyes

      ***




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
QA AN A0 e A
Heonas LS
sl S, = =

\

A
s —
4 Y =

- —






