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Mercy on the Trail has been simmering on the back burner for a while. Actual events in history were tweaked and embellished to contribute to a believable plot line. It is pure fiction. Character names and corporation titles are fabricated. If there are any semblances to actual persons, beings, places, occurrences, or circumstances, it is strictly coincidental. None of the material in this book is meant to harm or sway anyone toward or against any person, group, or political party. I only hope to provide entertainment. The descriptions, views, ideas, and/or opinions expressed are those belonging to me, the author, and do not reflect the official policy or position of any religion, group, politician, or elected official. It is not my intent to malign any creature, religion, ethnic group, club, organization, company, individual, anyone, or anything.
Also, I am fully aware that the traditional underground coal mines have been shut down and replaced with open mines. For the sole purpose of aiding in the plot, I have chosen to keep an active traditional coal mine. Hobet in West Virginia was the deepest coal mine. It was in operation for 41 years.

Chapter 1 - Turmoil in Kabul
In the wee hours of the morning, Taliban fighters quickly gained a foothold in Kabul. After capturing military equipment worth millions of dollars that was meant for Afghan forces, it didn’t take long for militants to acquire armored vehicles, Black Hawk helicopters, and military weapons.
Threatening the Afghan people to conform, Humvees were positioned by Taliban forces to block every major escape route leading in and out of Kabul. Explosions were detonated near sites previously occupied by Americans, including the US Embassy. The free world had been sent a clear message - get out and stay out.
The Taliban specifically targeted Afghans who helped the US military. When news spread that the enemy acquired sophisticated biometric devices used by the US military to identify Afghan allies, they had no choice but to either escape or hide below ground in caves or tunnels.
Afghans, who agreed to be interviewed, hid their faces before conveying to BBC reporters that they never expected the hasty takeover. Two older women feared their rights would once again be abolished under Taliban rule.
*****
Prior military experience did not lessen the horror President Robin Langford felt as she watched the events unfold hour by hour. In the Situation Room, Robin learned there might not be enough time to evacuate everyone.
President Langford sighed. “This is a disaster! They knew the invasion was imminent, which was why our guys spent the last six months urging people to evacuate!”
General George Whitlock interrupted, “Madam President, intelligence and military sources on the ground are reporting another vicious attack in Kabul.”
President Langford shook her head in disbelief as she listened to the horrific details. Agitated, she watched helplessly as heartbreaking developments unfolded. Demanding answers, she slammed her fist against the top of a large oblong table and shouted in frustration, “They’ve been training with us for twenty years! The Afghan military is not fighting back! Don’t they want to preserve a better way of life?”
Vice President Bill Harper, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and General Whitlock were fully aware that the exit strategy was hardly a last minute decision. It took the military heads over two years to plan.
Robin clasped her hands together, pressing her forehead against perpendicular thumbs. Shoulder-length mocha locks brushed against her wrists as she closed her eyes, tears streamed down her gaunt cheeks when she remembered her husband lovingly squeezing her shoulders. It was his way of offering support after she told him about the exit strategy.
Little did Robin know, three months later, her husband would collapse and die suddenly from a blood clot in the brain. Prior to his death, Gerry Langford managed to live with the effects of Parkinson’s disease with hardly any complaints.
President Robin Langford abstained from taking pain medications, if she could help it. Multiple surgeries to remove shrapnel meant dealing with aches and pains daily. One particular pain, however, was permeating her thoughts. The additional stress contributed to a splitting migraine headache. 
Excusing herself, she needed to take a break. She exited the room and rushed back to the Oval Office, hoping to stop the pounding before nausea set in.  Ugh! The last time my head felt like this was when I woke up from surgery after being shot!
Swallowing the pills in unison, she chased them down with a cold bottle of water. She shivered, as the waves of regret washed over her. She couldn’t stop the flow of tears, trying to conceal them with a tissue. Gerry, I wish you were here right now. I could use your support.
Making her way back to the Situation Room, she paused to view a small television located in the break room. It was broadcasting the news on a more conservative network. Despite her Green Party affiliation, the media accused her of copying her husband’s liberal agenda. Wow, how quickly they forget I’ve often sided with conservative platforms.
Despite the turmoil Robin faced during her Presidency, she effectively managed to run the country, suppressing her feelings in the public eye. The pain she endured from her AR15 injuries paled in comparison to the heartache she was experiencing from losing her soul mate. Some days, she just barely managed to drag herself out of bed in the morning.
The media had been critiquing Robin’s weight loss. Rumors were spreading and one far right news station was quoted saying, ‘She was sicker than the President lead the public to believe.’ Another news tabloid falsely reported she was dying of cancer.
Republicans were lining up to sweep the next election by casting doubts and issuing political backlash propaganda against the Democrats. Bradley Juniper was the favored Republican candidate. He was running against Kelly Farrah, a fierce liberal Democrat.
President Langford did not usually conform to any particular party, but she was adamantly opposed to Farrah’s extreme political antics. Crossing her arms, President Langford shook her head in disgust as she listened to more personal attacks against her. Clearly, this is trash-worthy news at its finest!
*****
News broadcasts covered the chaos just outside the Kabul Airport. In a crowded street, Afghan survivors scrambled to vacate their homeland.
Barbed wire loops had been strewn along the top of a concrete barrier just outside Kabul’s military airport. A hasty decision was made to cut away sections of the razor sharp deterrent to permit emergency accessibility into the airport. Frightened Afghan men, women, and children were using all of their might to push forward. Another barricade was forced open. A wave of people funneled through the narrow gap hoping to flee oppressive Taliban forces.
An armored vehicle swerved wildly on the sandy terrain, stopping just short of the mob. A dark-haired, bearded man with tan leathery skin braced a machine gun underneath his armpit. He stood on top of the vehicle inside a rooftop cage mounted at the rear. In Arabic, his deep voice shouted, “Get back! Get back!” He was not a member of the US military even though he wore Army combat clothing that had been found in an abandoned barrack just outside of Kabul. Angrily squawking, he squinted into the direction of the hot sun, haphazardly firing one round overhead the anxious crowd.
Shrill voices echoed amidst the smoke filled, dusty air.
With only six thousand US troops left on the ground, surrounded by a fully armed Taliban army; it was all the military could do to perform their assigned duties. The ultimate goal was to evacuate Americans and allies, saving them from a sour predicament.
Reporters on the ground continued to cover the madness, broadcasting about an angry throng of desperate people trying to escape Taliban infested areas. Day and night, C-17 military planes flew in and out of Kabul’s Airport. Overloaded planes were being sent to Qatar, Germany, and select military bases all over the world.
*****
Isaad and Emma Dil were sandwiching their son, Taji, between them. Slowly edging closer to the airport, Isaad knew he was on the Taliban’s hit list. Assisting American soldiers over the last eighteen years, Isaad needed to keep a low profile.
Meanwhile, Abdul, another Taliban soldier monitoring the push, made an impromptu decision to flee Afghanistan. Squirming his short, lean body through the crowd, Abdul noticed a small family. He positioned himself behind the child and pointed a loaded pistol at Taji’s right temple. “Tell them I am your brother or the boy dies.”
They were nearing a checkpoint operated by members of the United States Marines.
Isaad and Emma exchanged worrisome glances. Agreeing to lie to protect their child was their only option. They hoped the weapon this evil man was holding would be discovered and confiscated. They watched the man slide the weapon into a hidden holster underneath a baggy pant leg.
Jackson Troy, a soldier in the US Marines, recognized his friend. He spoke in Farsi. “Isaad, I’m so glad you made it!”
Isaad tried not to act nervous. “Jackson! Meet my family, this is my son, Taji; my wife, Emma; and my brother…” He cleared his voice.
Filling in the awkward pause, he replied, “Hi, I’m Abdul…”
Jackson added Abdul’s name to his list, automatically giving him the last name, Dil. After he shook hands with everyone, he patted Isaad on the back. Then he commented. “Isaad, I didn’t realize you had a brother.”
Isaad looked down at his son. “Yes, well, it’s a long story. Forgive and forget, that’s what I always say. The difficult times are what makes us realize what’s important in life.”
“Yes, indeed…” Jackson pointed his right index finger over Emma’s head. “Okay, you see that crowd of people surrounding that C-17 aircraft?”
“Yes, I see it.” Isaad held his hand up to shield his eyes from the sun. He swallowed, tasting the bitter dusty air.
“That’s the last flight today, weather forecasts are warning us about an approaching dust storm. We’re going to have to cram as many people in there as we can. Good luck, my friend…” Jackson shook Isaad’s hand again and waved goodbye.
After uncomfortably stacking people in the C-17 aircraft, it took off about a half hour later. The refugees would eventually end up at Langley Air Force Base in Virginia.
*****
Just outside of the evacuation point in Kabul, members of Isis-K disagreed with the way the Taliban was handling the situation. Determined to open up the roads and kill anyone in the way, a short chunky man wearing lightweight Pashtun clothing inserted himself among a dense crowd of people who were hoping to gain entry into the airport.
Seconds later, a loud explosion sent many to an early grave. The suicide bomber perished after completing his mission. Bloodied, mutilated bodies were laying motionless on the ground. Twenty American soldiers were among the dead. They had been situated  just outside of the airport enclosure to assist in streamlining the evacuation process.
“Jackson! Jackson, no!” Peter ran toward his military buddy. He saw Jackson laying still, eyes open in a pool of blood, partially exposed organs. “Please don’t die on me here. Not now!”
Three Afghan minors were crying out in fear and anger, clinging to nearby witnesses for support. In an instant, several children became orphans. The horrific images replayed in their young, impressionable minds. Looking for answers to the questions: What happens now? Where will we go?
Two Afghan mothers kneeled and cradled their deceased children in their arms. Rocking and loudly weeping, one of the women removed her hijab and wrapped it underneath her son’s skull in an ill attempt at controlling the massive hemorrhaging. This removal of her head covering was considered an abomination of the strict dress code honored by extremists like Isis-K and the Taliban.
Meanwhile, a Taliban soldier pointed his weapon at the women and shouted orders in his native tongue, “Move, get out of the way!” When neither of the women budged, he forcefully grabbed the woman without a head covering by the hair and dragged her into the middle of the street. He struck her multiple times with the blunt end of a weapon and kicked her in the gut. Curled up in agonizing pain, she sobbed inconsolably. Her clothing was wet, soaked with her son’s blood.
Both Taliban and Isis-K used extreme demonstrative force to make others comply. It was one of the reasons many chose to flee.
American troops in the vicinity arrived at the scene of the explosion to retrieve the bodies of their fallen comrades. Alicia, a fully armed first class private marine, approached the injured, grieving Afghan woman and helped her up. When she learned about another grieving mother and the young fatalities, Alicia comforted them and offered her assistance.
The women were still in shock, so Alicia used a military grade walkie-talkie to request medical assistance. Moments later, stretchers arrived to move the bodies off the street. She reassured the mothers that reverent care would be provided.
The evacuation process grounded to a halt when a spiraling dust storm struck Kabul. Everyone covered their faces and sought shelter   inside nearby buildings. Civil order was maintained, at least for a short time.
The following day, more airplanes returned to Kabul Airport to resume evacuations after clearing the sand-clogged runways. New orders were received requiring all planes to fire flares  during takeoffs. This was a method used to deter being fired upon by rogue militants.
*****
Four hours later, President Langford returned to the Oval Office. She reviewed the speech that had been prepared for her. It was her duty to brief American citizens about the latest developments in Afghanistan.
Elizabeth Hoover, Secretary of Defense, interrupted. “Madam President, we’re getting reports of gun shots and a bomb. Multiple casualties, including members of our military…”
“Elizabeth, I want to talk to the head of the Taliban, NOW! They promised us two weeks! Shit, this cannot be happening!” President Langford was beyond livid.
*****
Processing paperwork took too much time. United States military planes carried hoards of refugees out to ally bases around the world. Despite being uncomfortably packed in, like sardines, those on board the flights were considered the lucky ones.
A conservative news channel was covering the latest developments in the evacuation process. One news station, in particular, broadcasted live from Qatar. Anchorman Gary Delta asked, “Amy, we are hearing reports about Afghans fleeing without the proper paperwork. Are you getting any feedback from your sources that would confirm this?”
Amy replied, “Yes, Gary. Military folks on the front lines have recently shared their concerns about the evacuation process, saying there has not been enough time to run the proper checks.”
*****
Deborah Wooly, Secretary of Homeland Security, had been watching the latest news reports out of Qatar. She immediately contacted the President. “Madam President, we need to discuss our Nation’s security!”
Ten minutes later, Deborah was pacing in the President’s Oval Office.
Deborah’s voice rose, “Madam President, we need to sort through the incoming refugees to verify their identities. How will we accurately determine friend from foe? This could potentially become a horrible situation. Don’t forget 9-11! We could be playing right into a terrorist’s hands!”
President Langford’s attempts to reassure Deborah fell on deaf ears. With a surge of refugees arriving on US soil at an unprecedented rate, the Secretary of Homeland Security made a valid point. Military personnel was overwhelmed and understaffed. The interrogation process was tedious.
The door to the Oval Office opened and Elizabeth Hoover poked her head in. “Madam President, Hazrat Aryo is on Line 3.”
President Langford purposely spoke in front of the Defense Secretary. “Would you please excuse me, Deborah. I need to take this call.” Elizabeth Hoover opened the door wider for Ms. Wooly to exit so President Langford could speak in private with the head of the Taliban.
Deborah Wooly’s face reddened and she let out a sigh, storming out of the Oval Office.
President Langford pressed the blinking button and spoke. “Hazrat, you promised to give the United States two weeks to evacuate! Why is the Taliban attacking?”
Hazrat answered, “Madam President, those were isolated attacks from members of Isis-K. The Taliban has already taken care of the matter. I assure you, we will not tolerate Isis-K interfering with our agreement.”
US government officials and military leaders issued stern public warnings to Isis-K members, threatening retaliation for any further demonstrations in Kabul. It was obvious tensions in Afghanistan were becoming more volatile. Avoiding conflict and protecting the evacuees were Langford’s main priorities.
*****
President Langford called her military advisors back into her office. “The Taliban has assured me this was an isolated incident from Isis-K. I’m going to ask for assistance from our allies to help us meet the evacuation deadline.”
Deborah Wooly, Secretary of Homeland Security, spontaneously returned to the Oval Office. She had been determined to get in the last word. Impatiently interrupting, “With all due respect, Madam President, the evacuation process is happening too quickly! I do not believe we have enough military manpower to handle the necessary checks on undocumented Afghans entering the United States!”
President Robin Langford sat forward in her executive chair with her arms crossed and defended her position. She did not appreciate Wooly’s pretentious interruption. “Look, I trust our military is handling the situation in the best possible way. The Secretary of Defense has assured me our military has been following proper protocols before anyone is released into the United States.”
Deborah clenched her hands and displayed an angry scowl. She pressed one hand over her eyes and whispered under her breath, “God, help us all.” Then she exited as quickly as she’d arrived.
*****
Omar and Skid went to school together in Kabul, learning the Pashto language and Farsi. After graduation, Omar studied English and worked in the construction business while Skid worked at a medical supplies company.
Omar Qurban befriended Skid Nuri shortly after Skid found his parents dead. Skid refused to believe their deaths were caused by opium overdoses. He always suspected the Taliban had a hand in it, since his father worked alongside the United States military.
Omar and Skid were separated after landing in Qatar. Omar arrived at a military base in Virginia, while Skid’s plane went to a military base in San Antonio, Texas.
Randolph Air Force Base
Sitting quietly on one of the metal folding chairs, Skid closely studied the behaviors and mannerisms of the Americans. Running his left hand along his beard to smooth it down, he preferred to speak either Pashto or Farsi. He only spoke a little English.
Rodney, an American soldier, was dressed in a combat uniform. When Skid approached the soldier, he was initially greeted in English. Skid nodded. He tried replying in broken English. “No, no passport… Here take…” Skid held his work identification badge with his photo. He gave a friendly smile, yielding few teeth. Rodney decided it was best to repeat the questioning in Farsi.
Skid shook his head. In Farsi, he responded, “The Taliban took everything from me. I have nothing.”
Soon after receiving a temporary visa, he sought employment at a local shipyard near San Antonio. He did not have much money, so it would be impossible for him to travel to Virginia at this time. He promised himself he’d  travel to Virginia one day to reconnect with his pal, Omar.
Langley Air Force Base
Omar faced similar interrogations by US military personnel. He chose to reply in English. “The Taliban took my passport.”
Since both Skid and Omar did not have the proper paperwork, they were each granted humanitarian parole which allowed them to enter the United States for a temporary period of time.
*****
Back in Kabul, 16-year old Alibaba (Ali) Finjaven was one of the few kids who attended school during this uncertain time in Kabul. Ali’s father told him today would be his last; they would be leaving Afghanistan tonight.
Ali knew it would be the last time he’d see his best friend, Ikram. They always walked home from school together. Ali’s best bud lived next door.
“I’ll be right back. I just need to ask Mom what time we are leaving.” Ali plopped his backpack down at his buddy’s house so they could play a video game, as promised.
Ali thought it was strange that the front door was unlocked. He opened the door and walked toward the kitchen. “Hello! Where is everybody?”
It was unusual that his mother wasn’t right there to greet him. But then he figured she’s probably packing.
He made his way to the kitchen to grab a soda. “Mom! What time are we…?” He stopped short when he discovered his mother and Anqa, his little sister, lying in a pool of blood. Their faces were ghostly white.
Ali screamed and fled in despair. Returning to Ikram’s home, fear caused him to hold off texting his dad. The overwhelming shock of seeing his mom and sister clouded his thinking.
Ikram didn’t know how to console his friend. But he told Ali about a tunnel underneath his house. “We can hide there until my parents get home.”
Ali suddenly remembered something. He carried a fake passport in his backpack. His father had obtained fake passports for the entire family to avoid being targeted by the Taliban, but Ali knew something must have gone wrong.
“Okay, let me just grab my backpack.” The dates on the fake passport aged Ali by several years. This also allowed him to work part time so he could earn extra money for his family.
Aware of what the Taliban was capable of, Ali did not have time to grieve. He needed to pull himself together and keep the promises he made to his father.
Ali’s father taught him how to send coded messages in the Pashto language. Power grid meant the family unit. Most of the time, Ali's text messages would just say, ‘Power grid okay.’ This would let his dad know everyone was home safe.
This message would be different, “Power grid out.” Ali did not know that his father was being detained by Taliban fighters.
One of the Taliban interrogators grabbed the  phone that had been taken from the detainee when the screen lit up with a new message. The text didn’t make any sense to the interrogator. He scratched his head, clearly confused. Then he confronted Rammi about it.
Rammi just shrugged it off as no big deal, camouflaging his pain. Previously working as a translator to help US troops, he was determined to keep his true identity private. The fake passport completed the disguise.
Fortunately, the Taliban believed Rammi’s story about working in the opium fields and released him later that afternoon. They handed the passport and phone back, gruffly waving him off.
*****
Rammi knew where to find Ali. He knocked on the neighbor’s door.
Ikram’s father had a rifle in his hands and looked through the peephole. He immediately opened the door and invited Rammi inside. “Rammi, Ali is with Ikram. Follow me.”
Rammi was shown the underground passageway where the boys had been hiding underneath two large floor tiles.
*****
Ikram and his father accompanied Rammi and Ali, waiting in a large crowd of evacuees. They were the last ones to board the flight to Qatar, feeling lucky they were among the fortunate to leave Afghanistan behind.
 Rammi and Ali would be the first ones on board the flight to a military base in Texas. After intense questioning, they were released into the United States.
Rammi’s experience assisting the military by repairing various modes of transportation helped him gain employment at El Paso International Airport. He was one of the lucky to obtain such a prestigious job, given mechanics were in high demand.

Chapter 2 - Mexican Border
Venezuelans were being driven out of their home country by a ruthless dictatorship. Without having the means to fight back, Delgado and Ramon left their families behind to gain access to the United States. Joining a group of fellow Venezuelans, they pooled resources together for the long journey, encountering many hardships along the way. Relying on the kindness of perfect strangers for food and shelter became the norm.
Dangerous situations were unavoidable, given the hazardous conditions. Death was not uncommon. Simply marked grave sites were gruesome reminders of what could go wrong.
*****
In Reynosa, one Mexican drug lord lived well, running illegal trafficking operations across the southern border of the United States. Everyone called this man, Araña Malvado, which, in Spanish, means Evil Spider.
Araña lived in a heavily guarded trailer. He had a wide network of followers who understood never to disagree with Malvado. Everyone was aware he murdered his own brother to take charge of the lucrative operation.
*****
Arrangements had been made in advance with Araña, who was also the leader of the largest Mexican drug cartel south of the Rio Grande.
Delgado and Ramon prepaid handsomely for two loaded handguns to take across the United States border. The guns would only be used for protection.
The sun set hours before the group approached the compound. Bright lights illuminated the complex in the distance. The weary group pressed on until they bumped into one of Araña’s men.
After submitting a large sum of cash, the group was given a map of the deep tunnel system. Wasting no time, an armed guard lifted the hinged wooden door and motioned each inside, one by one.
Ramon and Delgado intentionally lingered behind, distancing themselves from the group they’d walked over 2,000 miles with. Once it was just the two of them, Ramon signaled to the man holding the trap door. They spoke quietly, explaining the agreement.
Nodding his head, the man walked away and entered a well-lit double wide trailer.
Moments later, Araña Malvado ducked his head as he exited the trailer and sternly waved at the men from afar. Under the porch lighting, Malvado paused to flick the top portion of a cigarette off the bottom of his shoe. The tall, thin man with a scruffy beard nodded his head and smirked when the guard handed him the bag of cash. Malvado walked toward the pair and stopped to assess the situation. He stared through them with deadpan eyes. Squinting, he brought the smoking item to his lips and took a long drag before exhaling a cloud of smoke.
The smoke made Ramon cough. He was feeling extremely nervous. In Spanish, Ramon spoke. “Hello, sir, I’m Ramon and this is Delgado. We wired you an extra $2,000.00 for two hand guns in addition to secret access into the United States.”
“Of course, but it is unfortunate that the  price has increased. It will be two thousand dollars more!” The tall bearded man was now pointing his pistol at them. Clearly, he was not in the mood to negotiate.
It was late at night and Delgado and Ramon were stuck in Reynosa, relying on assistance from a vicious drug lord. Araña sensed the men were desperate enough to pay more.
Delgado protested, “But that wasn’t what we agreed to. We don’t have that kind of money on us. Besides, we’ve already paid you plenty!”
Araña’s lifeless eyes narrowed. He lifted his pistol and fired several shots into Delgado’s chest cavity.
Ramon stepped back, helplessly watching, mouth gaping wide, as his friend collapsed face down in a pool of blood. Without hesitation, Ramon handed over his entire wallet with all of his cash, knowing it was only $1,751.00. A few hundred bucks short of the new demand. Beads of sweat were forming on his face. He closed his eyes and prayed it would be enough to preserve his life.
The Evil Spider bent down and reached for the wallet in the dead man’s back pocket. After retrieval, he looked up at Ramon. “If you want to live, you’ll do what I say.”
After almost soiling his pants, Ramon opened one eye to look back at Araña. Ramon had  been backed into a corner. Fearing he would end up like his friend, Ramon agreed to Araña’s terms.
Araña motioned to another guard who was holding an AK-47. Ramon watched him whisper something in the man’s ear. Then the guard grabbed Ramon by the biceps and shoved him into a sterile empty room, well lit with white walls and one chair. Ramon’s photograph was taken and he was left alone for at least another hour or so.
Araña returned to brief Ramon about expectations. Ramon was handed a genuine looking US passport using his actual name, Ramon Blanco. “Don’t lose this! You’ll need it.”
Then Ramon’s wallet was tossed into his lap.  “This should keep you going for a little while.”
Araña handed him another cell phone which contained an image of Ramon’s family on the home screen. It was to ensure people, like Ramon, understood the consequences. “Only use this to communicate with me. When I call, you answer. If you double cross me, you and your family die! It’s as simple as that.”
Another guard entered the room holding a backpack that contained a cell phone charger, two large water bottles, detailed maps of the tunnel system, a flashlight with extra batteries, and one locked and loaded untraceable handgun.
Ramon followed the guard out to the trap door and descended into the dark abyss underground. He flipped the switch on the flashlight and proceeded to make his way through the tunnel.
This elaborate tunnel system ran between Mexico and Texas, underneath the Rio Grande. Many of Malvado’s men died digging these tunnels which were over 61 feet deep. Construction of the tunnels was treacherous, but no one would ever dare to refuse orders from Malvado.
The stale air mixed with the stench of human waste made Ramon feel nauseous. Images of the bloody scene played back in his mind and propelled him to keep moving.
The map directed him to the right at an underground fork. It was the only way he could really go since the other tunnel had been boarded up. This tunnel looked newer, but it was a smaller tube, so he needed to crawl another 3,000 feet to the very end. Ramon stood up again, once the space dead ended. He noticed a wooden ladder attached to the far wall. Using his only source of light, he pointed it at the ladder. Then he reached up with his free hand and climbed, using his other elbow to help stabilize.
Lifting the wooden hinged door, he assumed he was somewhere in the United States. Brushing the dirt off his trousers, Ramon used the flashlight to examine his new surroundings. It looked like an abandoned mine of some kind. There was an old hardhat covered in dirt and graffiti written in English on the walls. Pushing against the boarded up mine shaft, he realized it wasn’t going to budge. This can’t be right! There’s no way a person could fit through here.
His head turned around and he re-aimed the flashlight. The cool musty darkness groaned. What is that noise?
He reexamined the maps and realized there might be another way
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