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​Chapter 1–The Call to Adventure
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It was 11 A.M. in BlackRidge, Colorado. A rural town sat at the bottom of a canyon. It was named based on the towering ridges of dark volcanic rock that were near the town. It was a quiet, peaceful town with a population of less than a thousand. The main road of the town was cracked asphalt, with bars, hardware stores, and old timber buildings lining the street.

Thirty feet above the canyon floor, Jack Heyes was hanging from a climbing harness. His foot was resting on a limestone crevice. He had a sharp, angular face with a heavy jawline. He had sun-leathered skin with crow's feet around his gray eyes. His hair was dark brown with silver at the temples; it was kept messy in a low-maintenance style. He was wearing a charcoal henley shirt and dark denim jeans.

At forty-eight, he felt his knees when making the ascent, but his grip remained as strong as ever. He pulled a hammer from his utility belt and chipped away a fragment of rock. He dropped the rock sample into a pouch he was carrying and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He unrolled a topographical map and started to study its contents. To most, it was a dangerous job climbing mountains and canyons. But to him, it was a safe retirement from a lifetime of dangerous treasure hunting around the world.

A few minutes later, he kicked off the rock face and rappelled down to the canyon floor. He packed his rope and threw it into the back of his Ford pickup. He hopped in and drove straight to the town nearby.

The car stopped near a building at the edge of town right where the road meets the mountain trails. The building had metal tins attached to it displaying the name “San Juan Geological Surveys.” It was a weathered single-story building made of tin and timber. The building yard was filled with dump trucks holding gravel and rocks.

Inside the building, the main room was an open-concept floor plan with wooden rafters and a concrete floor. There was a printer in the corner of the room printing out a topographical map of the land. One side of the wall had metal shelves mounted to it holding blueprints and jars of rock samples.

Jack entered his office. It was a small office separated from the main room by frosted plexiglass. An oak desk covered with documents, maps, and a coffee mug sat in the room. Jack unbuckled his leather tool belt and dropped it on the desk. He ran his hand over his hair and took a seat behind the desk. He then started going over the documents one by one.

The door opened, and Old Pete, the office manager, an old man with receding white hair, peeked through the door. “Jack, you got a visitor. Someone is here to see you. She says she is from the university. She is one of those fancy city folks. And she wouldn't take no for an answer.”

Jack didn't pay much attention. “Tell her we are closed, Pete. Now is not the time for me to deal with strangers.”

“Too late,” a lady’s voice interrupted.

The lady walked past Pete and went straight into his office. She was a young Latin American lady in her late 20s. She had an expressive, oval, youthful face with hazel eyes. She wore round, black-framed glasses. Her hair was a glossy black, cut into a sharp bob, and hung above her shoulders. She was wearing a white shirt beneath a brown trench coat and charcoal-grey pleated trousers with leather loafers.

Her hands clenched tightly over the leather bag she was holding. “Mr. Heyes.” Her eyes were scanning Jack's face. “It took me three months to track you down. I am Dr. Clara Rodriguez.”

He leaned back in the chair. "Sorry, Doc. You wasted your time. Talk to Pete if you want rock samples. And if you are looking for a tour guide, there is a map.”

“I am not interested in rocks. I am interested in treasure,” said Clara, stepping closer to the desk.

"Tsk," Old Pete waved off and closed the door. “Oh, this crap. I will leave you two alone.”

Clara continued uninterrupted, “I am looking for the guy who pulled the golden cross from the Baltic Sea. I am looking for that renowned treasure hunter.”

Jack let out a short laugh. “In that case, I am sorry. That guy died years ago. In case you haven’t noticed, I moved on.”

Clara frowned. “What happened to you? Are you even the same Jack Heyes I have heard about?”

Jack showed her the palms of his hands. “Sorry, Doc, safer and better this way."

“Even if it is the legendary pirate treasure of Captain Edward Blake? The man history books claim was killed by the Spanish navy,” Clara tilted her head.

Jack stood up and leaned forward over the table, casting a shadow over her. “It is a campfire story, Dr. Rodriguez. Gold doesn't sit for four hundred years in the Mesoamerican jungle, waiting for a college doctor. Now, if you don't mind, I have...”

Clara pulled a weathered journal from her leather bag and threw it on the desk. “Captain Blake was hiding a treasure.” It was half of a torn journal. Its edges were charred. On the parchment page, there was a sun symbol written, and below it, a letter saying, “Beneath the rising sun lies gold locked safe from prying eyes.”

He recognized the symbol; it seemed Mesoamerican in origin. Jack’s eyes widened as he gazed at the symbol. He picked it up and passed his fingers over it. “Where did you find it?”

Clara answered, “I found it while cataloging a collection of mundane 18th-century shipping manifests in a museum basement in Mexico City."

Jack reached for his pocket and pulled out his phone. With a sharp voice, he said, “Cole, it is Jack. Meet me later, alright? I might have found a job for us.”

He hung up the phone and looked up at Clara. “Well, well, Dr. You seem to have changed my mind. Pack your bags; we are going on a journey. And I hope you don't mind getting your shoes wet in the mud.”
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​Chapter 2–The Race Begins
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The sun loomed in the sky over BlackRidge, casting a long shadow of the canyon over the town. Just past the canyon ridge, there was a secluded local airfield. The wind blew dust across the barren land of the airfield, and a black bushplane lay there. The tarmac was uneven, with weeds and jagged saw grass lining its edges. There were no road lights; only a single hangar stood at the edge of the field.

Jack Heyes walked towards the plane holding a bag, suddenly looking like a changed person with the shadow of his past returning. He was wearing his denim jeans and charcoal henley shirt with a black leather jacket. Beside him, Dr. Clara Rodriguez walked with an energetic pace, holding her leather bag pressed to her chest and her eyes fixed on the man working on the plane.

Cole Raymond, an African American in his late 30s, was holding a heavy wrench with his hand. He was working on the engine. He had a high-skin-fade hairstyle and brown skin. He had a sharp jawline and a neatly trimmed goatee. His eyes were dark and calculating. He wore a white T-shirt under a bomber jacket, dark jeans, and sneakers. When he heard their footsteps, he wiped the grease from his hands, closed the engine cover, and turned with a smile.

"Jack," called Cole in a deep voice. “When you called me, I thought you were kidding. It has been five years, man.”

“It is good to see you
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