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PART ONE: THE SEALED LETTER

Chapter One: The Envelope at Gate 14
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Marisol Ferreira had exactly four minutes to get to Gate 14, and she was going to make it, even if it meant knocking over every rolling suitcase between here and the security line.

"Mars! Slow down!" her mother called, jogging behind her with both their boarding passes flapping in one hand.

Everyone called her Mars. Not because of the planet, though she liked that people sometimes thought so. It was really just what was left of Marisol once her little cousins got hold of it, years ago, and it had stuck the way nicknames do.

She skidded to a stop at the gate, chest heaving, grinning. They'd made it. Indianapolis to Miami, and from Miami, in three days, a much longer flight down to Manaus, Brazil, where her father was waiting for them at the end of the Amazon River.

Or he was supposed to be waiting. Mars had not let herself think too hard about the fact that his last two emails had arrived a week apart instead of every day, and that the second one had been strange — short, hurried, missing his usual jokes.

She was still turning that thought over when someone touched her elbow.

"Marisol Ferreira?"

She turned. A tall man stood there in a rumpled grey suit that looked too warm for the Florida air conditioning, sweat beaded along his hairline even though the terminal was cold enough to keep meat fresh. He had kind, tired eyes and he kept glancing over his shoulder like he expected the ceiling to fall on him.

"That's me," Mars said carefully. Her mother was still fifteen feet back, scolding a suitcase wheel that had come loose.

"My name doesn't matter," the man said, low and fast. "I work with your father. Professor Elias Ferreira. Ajax Mining, out of the Manaus office." He pulled a plain white envelope from inside his jacket, so quickly it seemed like a magic trick. "You need to give this to him. Only him. Not the company office in Manaus, not anyone else who says they work with him. Do you understand?"

"I — okay," Mars said, because what else do you say to a stranger who looks like he hasn't slept in three days.

"Guard it," the man said. "Better than you'd guard anything you've ever owned." He pressed the envelope into her hands. It was heavier than a letter had any right to be, like there was something folded inside beyond paper. "Your father's in more trouble than he knows. Tell him Milo sent this. Tell him—"

"Sir?" A voice from behind them, a security guard, polite but pointed. "Everything all right here?"

The man in grey looked at the guard, looked at Mars, and something in his face changed, like a door swinging shut.

"Everything's fine," he said. And then he was walking away fast, weaving through the crowd toward the escalators, and by the time Mars's mother reached her side, he had vanished into the river of travellers as completely as if the airport had swallowed him.

"Who was that?" her mother asked, frowning after him.

Mars looked down at the envelope in her hands. Across the front, in blocky handwriting, someone had written: ELIAS FERREIRA. PERSONAL. URGENT.

"I don't know," Mars said slowly. "But I think it's for Dad."

She slid the envelope into the deepest pocket of her backpack, underneath her water bottle and her father's old, dog-eared field journal that she'd packed for luck. Above them, the boarding call for their flight echoed through the terminal, and Mars followed her mother down the jet bridge with one hand pressed flat against her bag the whole way, as if she could feel the envelope humming through the canvas.

She had no idea yet that the man in the grey suit would not be the last stranger to find her before this trip was through.
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Chapter Two: A House Full of Silence
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It hadn't started as a mystery. It had started as the best birthday present Mars had ever gotten.

Three weeks earlier, her mother had come into the kitchen with a printed email in her hand and an expression Mars couldn't quite read — half excitement, half something more careful.

"Your father wants you to come to Brazil," she'd said. "For your birthday. He says it's the trip of a lifetime."

Professor Elias Ferreira was a geologist, the kind of father who came home twice a year smelling of red dust and diesel fuel, full of stories about rivers with no names on any map and insects the size of a fist. Mars had grown up on those stories the way other kids grew up on bedtime picture books. When he said trip of a lifetime, he meant it.

He was in Brazil for Ajax Mining Corporation, surveying, he'd told them, possible sites for rubber plantations along a tributary of the Rio Negro. It was supposed to be routine. Boring, even, he'd joked in his last real email. Nothing more dangerous here than mosquitoes and bad coffee.

Then the emails had changed.

The one two weeks ago had been full of exclamation points, describing a hidden waterfall his guide had shown him. The one after that, five days later instead of the usual two, was four sentences long. Found something important. Can't say more yet. Don't worry if you don't hear from me for a while — bad reception where we're headed. Love you both.

And then nothing. For nine days, nothing.

Mars stood in the hallway of their rented apartment in Manaus — they'd landed that morning, jet-lagged and grimy, to find that her father wasn't there to meet them at all. Instead there had been a message left with the building's front desk, in a stranger's handwriting: Delayed on assignment. Stay put. Do not go looking. Will explain everything.

"Do not go looking," her mother repeated now, pacing the small living room with her phone pressed to her ear, trying the Ajax Mining local office for the fourth time that day. "As if I'm going to just sit here."

Mars sat on the edge of the rattan sofa with her backpack in her lap, the sealed envelope from the man named Milo still tucked deep inside it. She hadn't told her mother about it yet. She wasn't sure why. It felt like something her father needed to see first — like opening it herself, or even mentioning it to anyone else, might break whatever fragile secret it was protecting.

"They keep saying he's 'in the field' and can't be reached," her mother said, hanging up with a frustrated huff. "Mars, honey, I know this isn't the birthday we planned."

"It's fine," Mars said, though her stomach had been in a slow, cold knot since the airport. "Mom — did Dad ever mention someone named Milo?"

Her mother paused. "Milo Andrade. He's Dad's field assistant. Why?"

Mars hesitated, then reached into her bag and drew out the envelope, setting it on the coffee table between them like evidence in a trial.

"A man gave me this in Miami," she said. "He said his name was Milo. He said Dad's in more trouble than he knows."

Her mother went very still, the way adults go still right before they decide whether to be honest with you or protect you from something. But her mother surprised her. She picked up the envelope, turned it over once, and set it back down without opening it.

"It's addressed to your father," she said quietly. "Personal. We'll wait." Then, after a moment: "But we are not sitting in this apartment for nine more days waiting for someone to explain everything. Pack a bag, Mars. We're finding your father ourselves."

For the first time since they'd landed, Mars felt something other than fear — a small, hard spark of excitement, the kind her father always talked about at the start of every good story he ever told her.
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Chapter Three: What the Letter Says
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They didn't open the letter that night. Or the next morning.

It was Mars, restless at two in the morning with jet lag scrambling her sense of time, who finally sat cross-legged on her borrowed bed with the envelope in her lap and made the decision her mother hadn't quite been ready to make out loud.

It's for him, she told herself. But what if it explains where he is? What if opening it is the only way to actually help him?

She padded down the hall and found her mother already awake at the kitchen table, staring at a paper map of the Rio Negro spread out under the yellow bulb light, red pen marks scattered across it like a puzzle only half solved.

"I can't sleep either," her mother admitted.

Mars set the envelope down between them. "I think we have to open it."

Her mother looked at it for a long moment, then nodded slowly. "Your father would understand. I hope."

Inside was a single folded page, and something small and hard wrapped in a twist of cloth. Her mother unwrapped the cloth first: a brass compass, old and scratched, with initials scratched crudely into the back — E.F., Elias Ferreira's own initials, though the compass itself looked decades older than her father.

The letter was typed, unsigned except for the initial M.

Elias — they know. Someone in the New York office has been feeding information to a rival outfit for months, maybe longer. The Rio do Ouro isn't a legend, and you're not the only one looking for it anymore. Randall Voss has men on the river already. I tried to warn you before you left Manaus but you were already gone upriver by the time I reached the dock. I'm sending this with your daughter because I don't trust the phones, the office, or half the guides for hire in this city. Get somewhere safe. Trust no one wearing an Ajax badge who isn't me. — M.

Mars read it twice, three times, the words rearranging themselves into a shape she didn't like.

"Rio do Ouro," her mother murmured. "The River of Gold. I thought that was just an old story fishermen told."

"Dad's looking for a gold mine," Mars said slowly, the pieces sliding together. "Not rubber plantations at all. That's — that's what he found. That's the something important from his email."

"And somebody else wants it," her mother said, folding the letter with hands that weren't quite steady. "Somebody named Voss."

The compass sat on the table between them, its needle trembling very slightly even though nothing in the room had moved.

"We have to find Milo," Mars said. "He'll know where Dad actually went. The real place, not the cover story about rubber plantations."

Her mother looked at her for a long moment — the particular look of a parent deciding whether a twelve-year-old is about to become part of something too big and too dangerous, and deciding, against every instinct, to let her.
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