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Ascensão: Revolution

By Ethan Elkins

- Book One -

​Rev
ol
ut
io
n


--------------------------------

The title of the book, Ascensao, is Portuguese for the English word, ‘Ascend.’  Given the content, I believe it is a fitting title.

I dedicate this book to my children.  While I wrote it for my own entertainment, all three of them were on my mind…as they always are. Perhaps this is something to remember me by long after I’m gone; and if I flatter myself, maybe a nugget or two of advice - something to give them guidance should they ever need it.  


To that end, a special thanks is owed to my children, as well as my close friends and family, and all the acquaintances and strangers I’ve engaged with in the journey we call life - gifting me with some truly imaginative conversations, and/or the guidance I needed.


Finally, my deepest appreciation is reserved for my amazing wife Sara; who without her ongoing love and support, this book would not have been possible.

--------------------------------


How fragile is the human ego?

On the one hand convinced we are created in God’s image, while on the opposing hand assured we are an evolved outcome in a universe unfathomably vast and billions of years old.  So much dispute and disdain over these two opposing schools of thought, and yet they both proudly and perversely share the same ultimate conclusion…the assumption that we are unique, and thus far - alone.

If I dip my cup into the ocean and retrieve nothing but saltwater, am I right to conclude the ocean is empty of life?

--------------------------------





Preface

Across our planet, numerous species showcase extraordinary cognitive
abilities - dolphins that use vocal communication to jointly solve
problems, slime molds that navigate mazes, and elephants - which mourn
their dead and display empathy towards humans (among many other things).
Moreover, several species simultaneously possess remarkable dexterity
and ingenuity in combination with superior cognition - from orangutans
and cockatoos to raccoons and octopuses, to name just a few of the many
examples.

The prevalence of such intelligence across different domains,
kingdoms, and phyla suggests that humans are hardly the sole species on
planet earth with an advanced intelligence in combination with dextrous
appendages. Further, many of the creatures that possess these abilities
have existed for millions of years and maintain reasonably long life
spans - several of which maintain family bonds and group-living amongst
their species, permitting the passing of knowledge to their young.

Interestingly, several species also possess extremely large brains
with a vast amount of neuron connections; the African elephant for
example has 257 billion neurons, more than twice the human brain.
Whales, who have their own language, have 500 billion neurons, more than
five times humans.

And yet with all the aforementioned in mind, isn’t it odd that
despite the quantity of species with relatively long lives, dextrous
appendages, and comparable neuron connections (if not more in some
cases)...there exists only one species that wields such incredible
ability for creation.

Humans.

Humans can literally imagine something never seen before,
seemingly from thin air, and relative to the age of our universe hold it
in our hands moments later. This goes well beyond the act of merely
repurposing something found in the environment, a useful rock or a sharp
stick. To the contrary, human’s imaginations have proven to be limitless
- with conceivably nothing out of grasp given time.

In many ways, the Fermi Paradox is arguably in play with this
consideration, albeit on a smaller fractal variation of the universe as
a whole…but right in our earthly backyard nonetheless. The prevailing
question being, where are they?

Given the fact that so many creatures have dexterous appendages
in combination with impressive cognitive ability and reasonably
long life, shouldn’t there be evidence of something from
another species that would be indicative of creation from
imagination - the kind that leads to progress and advancement of
the species?

In other words, where are the cave paintings, the clay sculptures,
wood carvings, or descriptive marks written? Why have we not discovered
symbols from our mammalian cousins - a crude depiction of the sun, wavy
water markings, a primitive tree - something from apes, elephants,
anything intrinsic from another species in a natural environment (not
the circus tactics applied to some of these poor creatures who are
forced to memorize paintings for food)?

Where are the intrinsic artistic examples from the rest of the animal
kingdom?

After all, artistic creation is a clear indication of
imagination.

By my own definition, Art is the process of tangible
manifestation from the initially intangible curiosity in the
mind…a question - manifested into something discoverable via
our physical senses. What if: these colors are mixed together,
these ingredients are combined, these metals are heated in a fire, these
pea plants are grafted, these atoms are fused?

The ‘what if’ is the special question we ask ourselves…that is
the magic.

On the one hand, perhaps humans simply evolved their cognitive
ability first among the species. On the other hand, perhaps all species
were created.

That is a bigger debate that I fear may never end, and so in the
meantime I’ll trust we can all admit that humans are a special species
on planet earth - high above every other lifeform stretching back to the
beginning, and entirely due to our imaginative superiority,
leveraging solutions around our shortcomings and/or optimizing
our strong suits.

In doing so, I can only assume that mankind’s constant innovation is
nothing short of ‘magic’ when witnessed by our earthly neighbors -
across all kingdoms. Because if any other life here on earth has any
rudimentary cognitive ability at all, it must be convinced humans are
God-like wizards of the world. Our lights, music, and the structures we
build…it’s all magic to them - it must be.

The question then becomes, can this wizardry…this ‘magic’...be
learned by other life forms? Could we advance another entity here on
planet earth - or perhaps on another planet far away? Can the
ability to create and invent from imagination be evolved within
a creature’s brain over time, or perhaps via DNA manipulation? Can a
brain be trained, shocked, or stimulated in some way to turn this
ability ‘on?’ Or is it truly something else, something special,
something given from God?

Further, just as humans can observe the superiority of our mental
abilities over the rest of the animal kingdom in looking down,
is it not prudent to consider looking up as well? What might a
superior being possess - what would make a being God-like? To that end,
what more can our minds, our senses, and/or our abilities be capable of
in humanity’s future ascension - either in a million years of biological
evolution, or perhaps through our own manipulation (be it genetic,
technological, or artificial); or, via aid from other NHIs (non-human
intelligence) more advanced than us?

Lastly, if the mastery of ‘imagination’ is something that
can be turned on in a lesser lifeform by a more advanced one, could such
an intervention be considered God-like or divine?

It begs the question of whether any entity, in bestowing such a gift,
could be considered a deity?

--------------------------------

“The true sign of intelligence is not knowledge but imagination.
Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited,
whereas imagination embraces the entire world, stimulating progress,
giving birth to evolution.”

Albert Einstein

“Imagination is the beginning of creation. You imagine what you
desire, you will what you imagine and at last you create what you
will.”

George Bernard Shaw

“Imagination is the most marvelous, miraculous, inconceivably
powerful force the world has ever known.”

Napoleon Hill

“Imagination will often carry us to worlds that never were. But
without it we go nowhere.”

Carl Sagan

“To bring anything into your life, imagine that it’s already
there.”

Richard Bach

“You can’t do it unless you can imagine it.”

George Lucas

“Everything you can imagine is real.”

Pablo Picasso

“Imagination rules the world.”

Napoleon Bonaparte

“Imagination creates reality.”

Richard Wagner




*** BOOK 1 - REVOLUTION ***

“How could they see anything but the shadows if they were never allowed to move their heads?”

Plato - Allegory of the Cave

Prologue (March 1964)

It’s widely accepted that the Brazilian coup d’etat of 1964 came on
the heels of a speech by President João Goulart on March 13, in which
Goulart called for political reforms including rent control, a wealth
tax, and the nationalization of oil refineries, to name a few.

The speech he gave wasn’t exemplary, although it carried a simple yet
earth-shattering takeaway. Above all else, Goulart made it clear that he
intended to bring balance to the masses. In particular, he pledged to
strengthen the middle class and better distribute the wealth and natural
resources taken from the breast of the motherland for the betterment of
all Brazilian citizens, no longer reserved for just the fortunate few.
He emphasized that Brazilian land is owned by the people - not private
families or corporations.

As refreshing as it may have been to the masses that evening, the
ideologies presented by President Goulart posed a direct threat to the
fortunate few paying attention - powerful people capable of powerful
things, and with a different agenda.

Almost immediately public resistance to Goulart’s proposals began to
blossom inexplicably, and within days there was public pressure to
‘re-establish’ a government in greater alignment with
Christianity - suggesting his ideologies were a deviation from
God.

The new narrative swiftly took hold, and soon demonstrations against
the ‘socialist threat’ of Goulart's ‘Godless’ speech spread like
wildfire across Brazil. Many scholars were left dumbfounded as to why
the masses in Brazil would march in support of their own
oppression, openly rejecting new ideas that would reincorporate the
commoners’ fair share of the natural resources, thereby
strengthening the middle class under the premise that no one family or
corporation can own the air, the water, the timberland in our forests,
or the oil under our feet.

What the scholars didn’t know at the time, was that powerful forces
were already in motion even prior to Goulart’s speech. Driven by the
right-wing sectors of society exaggerating the threat of communism, and
buoyed by both the Brazilian military and the support of the United
States government (which provided extensive propaganda via McCarthyist
journalists such as Clarence W. Hall and CIA-funded figures such as
Father Patric Peyton) an undercurrent was well under way.

The world would soon learn US-fed propaganda proved more effective
than anyone could have guessed, and in a matter of days Brazil had
swiftly joined the global effort to maintain the United States’
archetype of capitalism as the preferred ethos to rule the masses - as
defined by those already in power.

Despite the fact that ‘communism’ was an extreme and inaccurate label
to Goulart’s proposal, it was highly effective in rallying
opposition.

Goulart had to realize the failure of his speech when the religious
right began organizing most of the significant marches against him,
despite his pleas addressing organized religion. A quote from his speech
says as much, “Christianity was never a shield for the
privileged”...later adding, “The rosaries should not be raised
against those who claim to be discriminated by land ownership, which is
in the hands of so few and in such small minority.”

Nonetheless, on March 19, just six days after his speech in Rio de
Janeiro, the culmination of the public backlash grew to approximately
500,000 - organized by Catholic women in an event known as the
Marches of the Family with God for Freedom. The sudden and
broad public outcry, in combination with the support of the United
States and the Brazilian military, was more than enough to result in a
successful coup for the country of Brazil.

Goulart was ousted on April 1, 1964, just two weeks after his
speech.

The forceful changing of the guard in Brazil looked brief and
straight-forward on the surface, a rejection of a leader accused of
pushing communist ideologies and nothing more. Little did the people of
Brazil know, that they themselves assisted in the cultivation of a new
and burgeoning police-state, bringing with it new threats its citizens
could never have believed possible just months earlier.

Undisputedly, the most impactful change of all came in the formation
of a new government-led intelligence agency, the Serviço Nacional de
Informações (National Information Service)...more commonly known as
SNI.
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Although there had been secret police in Brazil since at least the
Vargas era, the reach of the surveillance state achieved new heights
with direct military involvement, greater funding, and less
accountability.

Trained by the American CIA, SNI would serve as the backbone of the
regime's anti-communist actions and would go on to covertly authorize
dark money, harbor Nazi war criminals (knowingly or unknowingly is
debatable, but the sheer volume speaks to SNIs ineffectiveness, or
willingness to turn a blind eye), and lastly their seemingly
limitless authority to carry out any agenda the new agency deemed
worthwhile.

The very Christian values that served as the foundation of the coup
also resulted in the extreme censorship and gross human rights abuses
including torture, extrajudicial killings, and forced disappearances. In
the Christian sense, the devil was afoot and flourishing - in the
name of God.

And so the ruling few would continue to pull the strings of society,
haughtily calling the Have and Have-not culture the ‘status
quo’ and deftly keeping things exactly as they are -
merely donning a change of clothes on occasion to forever fool the
masses in a perpetual game of Red Riding Hood, with the citizens
continually unaware of the wolf in their house.

It should come as no surprise then, that once the ruling party was
firmly in control the economy improved at a staggering clip, removing
any doubt that the actions of the coup were invalid. In fact, the
booming economy following the coup was dubbed, the milagre econômico
brasileiro, otherwise known as the Brazilian Miracle.

The wolf played a good grandma in the beginning - lulling the child
close.

From the outside looking in, Brazil appeared just as rosy, with the
world seeing only an innocent Grandma. The narrative (as told by the
victors) was that the coup itself was necessary and wildly successful -
a message pushed globally by top US News sources.

Brazil’s rallying economy became the media buzz the world over, with
news organizations celebrating the financial gains while cruelly looking
past the human cost (or woefully unaware of the atrocities). On top of
it all, America and Brazil were once again in lockstep. Trade between
the two nations flourished, with the U.S. President John F. Kennedy
playing the role of world hero and staunch defender against
communism.

The optics from the outside were amazing.

From the inside however, the citizens of Brazil were
experiencing something entirely different. Upon closer examination in
the present day, we see now the coup was hardly the result of sudden and
organic public upheaval, rejecting Goulart’s policies exclusively from
within the borders of Brazil.

Instead, today’s scholars believe the catalyst to thwart Brazil's
government was put in motion years earlier - the result of a private
meeting in the United States between John F. Kennedy, Richard N.
Goodwin, and Lincoln Gordon in 1962 concerning Goulart’s
generous position toward his Brazilian countrymen - which they
deemed to “border on communism.”

In what some believe was a test of alliance during the Cuban Missile
Crisis of 1962, Kennedy sent a letter to Goulart, calling for the
participation of the Brazilian military in the possible invasion of
Cuba. In response, Goulart communicated that he opposed Kennedy’s
invasion plan, exercising his self-determination for Brazil’s best
interests.

Goulart’s reply to Kennedy stated that "we (Brazil) will never
recognize war as an instrument capable of resolving conflicts between
nations" and sent a similar letter to Fidel Castro with the same
concerns as the US government, but still stalwart against the invasion.
With Goulart's outward opposition for war (and other circumstantial
criteria), it is believed Kennedy developed a personal hostility against
Goulart and grew convinced the Brazilian president was a “…threat to
the security of the United States.”

Goulart had a vision for a nation that rejected war as a solution and
proposed 20th century optimizations to capitalism -
namely, the simple proposal to share the planet and in the process
reclaim the nation’s natural resources for the people. It was merely a
verbal proposal in a public speech. His ideas never impeded
entrepreneurism, innovation, or capitalism. Rather, he opposed war as a
solution, rejected the settler’s mentality for monopolization of natural
resources indefinitely…and placed the value of human life above the
private monetization of the nation’s land.

But his ideas were in opposition to the empire of his global
hemisphere, and he paid the price. Even today, such ideologies that may
challenge the status quo remain too taboo for society to examine - too
disastrous to even discuss openly without the label of socialism, or
worse…communism. The red scare lives on.

It’s easy to acknowledge the power dynamics of today in comparison to
ancient civilizations - because in many ways it’s all the same thing.
When it comes to civilizations, what we get from our leaders, from our
government, is truly a case of reaping what we sow. We either demand
just leaders at all costs, or in our malaise allow corruption
to take us to the brink of the poorest conditions we will
allow.

And how far can mankind slip in our imbalance of power? If history is
any indication, evidently all the way to exalted pharaohs lording over
sick and starving slaves.

Perhaps we should start asking ourselves as humans, how many world
empires, global military forces, and brutal dictators will it take for
humanity to evolve?

How much longer must we wait, until we can all stand united in
opposition to corruption on a global scale, forever ceasing the massive
imbalances of wealth and power…to collectively demand something
better, if for no other reason than to preserve the only planet we call
home?

Unfortunately, if history is any indication the human race may be
incapable of the change that is now needed before it's too late. Unlike
civilizations of the past that could weather the corruption of man, we
live in a new era in which mankind's lustful desire for power is farther
reaching and more impactful than ever before.

Humans have already proven we will hunt game to extinction, fish the
oceans empty of entire species, desertify our timberland, deploy harmful
chemicals in agriculture and war, release deadly gene-edited viruses,
spill millions of barrels of oil per day (for decades), and
threaten the use of nuclear weapons - all in the pursuit of profit
and/or power.

By now, one thing is crystal clear: nothing is too sacred to
sacrifice in humankind’s pursuit of power - not even mother
earth.

As such, we must sober up to the real possibility that humans may not
be capable of saving ourselves, from ourselves. We must acknowledge that
we are now the most likely cause of our own extinction. If we are unable
or unwilling to save ourselves, then for the human species to survive
the next millennia, something bigger than ourselves will be required - a
catalyst of change…an event, a discovery, an intervention, a
miracle.



*** ACT 1 ***

Chapter 1 - The General, 1964

That age-old question floated across his mind as delicately
as a soap bubble, flitting about in one’s peripheral vision, noticeably
present but quietly unintrusive.

It was thee question…the same one everyone asks throughout
their life, but he didn’t have time for that - not now. He rooted
himself back to the moment, nevertheless knowing that somewhere in the
middle of consciousness, between the crispness of lucid reality and the
sweet comfort of a daydream, we all grasp for answers to that same
question…each in our own unique way and yet simultaneously all
alike.

Ernesto Nerez blinked back to the present and restlessly checked his
watch as he stood alone outside the National Congress Building. The long
draw he took from his cigar was emphasized by the huge plume of smoke he
exhaled; billowing and rolling before it stretched out into long dancing
wisps in the setting calm of dusk.

His blue-gray eyes pierced through the smoky haze to study the
buildings at the other end of the terrace, squinting for any detail to
distract himself.

It was no use. He returned to studying the best stogie he could
muster for the occasion. It was a modest cigar, hardly that interesting
and certainly nothing special, but he analyzed it in between drags - the
glowing ember, the veins in the tobacco leaves…anything to occupy
himself a little longer.

He also knew he would never smoke a cigar that cheap again. He rubbed
his face in acknowledgement of such a realization, and felt the whiskers
of his neatly trimmed beard - something closer to a 5-o’clock shadow
that was frowned upon but accepted in the Brazilian military, so long as
it was groomed. With another pull he lightly inhaled and looked back to
study the National Congress Building in the bustling city of
Brasilia.

The campus was another architectural masterpiece by Oscar Niemeyer,
the famous Brazilian responsible for so many of the country's municipal
buildings. Like much of Niemeyer’s Communist style, the National
Congress Building had a cold and concrete design, desolate of detail;
and yet it somehow sprang up from the horizon like a space station,
juxtaposed against the sprawl of public squalor and standing as a beacon
of wealth and modernization against a backdrop of disrepair and tenement
housing.

A pink and purplish hue from sunset bounced off the building's
signature dome, gracing it with a beautiful gradient of color over the
bland sea of concrete. It jogged his memory back to a quote engraved in
marble at the base of the building:


I am not attracted to straight angles or to the straight line,
hard and inflexible, created by man. I am attracted to free-flowing,
sensual curves. The curves that I find in the mountains of my country,
in the sinuousness of its rivers, in the waves of the ocean, and on the
body of the beloved woman. Curves make up the entire Universe, the
curved Universe of Einstein.

Oscar Niemeyer



Nerez allowed himself a smile of appreciation for the quote before
returning his eyes to studying the curves of Niemeyer’s creation.
Beneath the concrete tower was a dome, and while he noted the dome’s
common place in architecture, the more interesting piece to the right of
the dome was anything but common - best described as an ‘upside down
dome.’

The two ‘domes’ complimented each other, resting on either side of
the tower above, and Nerez could only assume there must be some
inference of Yin and Yang. It made sense after all, but instead of a
‘black and white relationship’, or the suggestion of ‘good and evil’,
these two buildings represented the two houses of Brazil, with the
Chamber of Deputies in the upside down dome, and the Seat of the Senate
in the traditional dome.

“Good and Evil indeed…” Nerez chuckled to himself as he took another
draw from his cigar.

The words clung to the smoke in front of him as he contemplated which
one was the ‘good’ one, debating the possibility it was neither. It was
an interesting thought that captured his attention, eager for any mental
distraction he could land on. He drew another pull from his cigar, and
questioned what drove men to conflict, what mental disease possessed a
creature as intelligent as man, to murder and maim - for any reason?

Naturally he searched his soul for the evils and atrocities he
himself just committed in the violent overthrow of his democratically
elected government, the Brazilian coup de tat of 1964.

‘If there is such evil, is it the work of the devil?’ Nerez
asked himself. ‘How can a God, an omnipresent and all-powerful being
allow such atrocities…such suffering?’

A chuckle escaped his lips, acknowledging how far his mind had spun
and supposing such questions of power were derived from this new
promotion, this new ascension.

Regardless, the fact remained that he was about to ascend into a new
role over his fellow man, a powerful leadership role. He shifted his
weight in thought, and his own stature came into consideration. He knew
leaders throughout history and across numerous cultures tended to be
above average height, and assumed men subconsciously sought a physically
imposing member to lead them. It was archaic, and yet at 6’3” he stood
to benefit - literally.

Thankfully, he had the intellect for it as well, or so he thought…and
yet the question loomed. ‘Am I the right man for the job?’

‘Can I do this?’

‘Can I be counted on to lead my fellow countrymen to victory, to
save them in moments of conflict?’

‘Will I see more war, more bloodshed in my time, or will I enjoy
peace times?’

Nerez looked back to both houses of congress, questioning the
fragility of government - the coup being the obvious supporting
evidence.

‘Man’s pursuit of power is instinctive, and for what gain, and at
what cost? Are we capable of peace?’

‘...and not just one tribe, but all tribes?’

Doubt crept in as his blue gray eyes soaked in the shades of pink and
orange migrating over the opposing domes, measuring both houses of
Congress with a foreboding thought.

‘Is humanity capable of saving ourselves, from
ourselves?’

He peered up into the setting blue sky, growing darker ever so slowly
as the earth rolled away from the sun. With nothing left to lose and
time left to kill, he poured his being into a question that he cast to
the heavens - to God, if such an entity exists.

‘If you are out there, please give me a sign - anything to give
me hope in something more?’

Immediately he saw a silvery flash high in the dusky sky, arcing
across the sunsetting heavens, skipping off the atmosphere in a bright
and brilliant streak for only a second before growing dull and nearly
indiscernible. Nerez fixed his gaze on the object, diligent not to lose
it in the wash of sunset blue.

Through careful focus he was not only able to track it, but also
detect a faint trail of smoke stretching out behind it, leaving him to
ponder if he would have ever noticed it at all - if not for his sincere
moment of outreach to the universe. The thought took his breath away,
dumbfounded by the coincidental timing; but doubt is a
persistent mistress, and he wrestled with the authenticity of his
witness.

His thoughts were interrupted by a man equal to him in age and
intellect - albeit his subordinate.

“General Nerez” Oliveira approached subserviently, attempting to
gauge how far along Ernesto was with his cigar.

Nerez weighed the man before him, an unassuming fellow in his
forties, tall and slender - but not quite as tall as Nerez, and
certainly not as broad. Dr. Guilherme Oliveira was a passive man, one
who never saw the point of exercise beyond the necessary maintenance to
age well, instead content with his nose in a pile of books.

The doctor neared closer in his usual hunch - which further
accentuated his already protruding shoulder blades, visible through his
military fatigues hanging loosely from his frame.

Oliveira stopped in front of Nerez and bowed his head slightly,
leaving Nerez to focus on the part in the man’s hair - styled like every
old man Nerez ever knew, in the classic 75/25 divide. His new
aide was a walking antonym of what a soldier should be -
physically frail, intellectually independent, and bereft of
self-confidence.

Nerez smiled proudly nonetheless - for Oliveira was exactly the man
he wanted. The General didn’t need an advisor on matters of security or
military tactics, rather, he wanted another human being. He chose ‘Doc’
for his exceptional education, impressive intellect, and his dogged will
to please - which admittedly, always conjured a feeling of power within
Nerez; something he found intoxicating.

“General…” Oliveira repeated himself timidly.

“Not yet!”

Nerez replied in a low growl. “Not until it’s official.”

“Deepest apologies sir…but…it is time.”

“Yes-yes…I suppose we had better get going then, hadn’t we?”

“Yessir.”

“Lead the way.”



CHAPTER 2 - Jurupari - Impact in the Amazon

The ball of fire Ernesto Nerez spotted that evening careened across
the sunset sky in a northwestern trajectory, ultimately crashing near
the equator in Brazil, just south of Venezuela. Despite the remoteness
of the impact, its arrival was witnessed by two warriors of the Warekena
tribe, an indigenous people of the Amazon Rainforest, inhabiting
stretches along the Rio Negro river.

The first warrior, Cumati, clicked and hummed in the Arawakan
language to get his hunting party’s attention - which at present was
just one other man, the Chief of their tribe, Tumayari. Their hunting
parties were small in recent years, no longer the large numbers of
warriors each man had known from their youth, instead merely a fraction
of their people’s once-proud numbers, as told by their ancestors in
verbal records passed down over the generations - along with the old
tales of magic and deities.

Tumayari hummed his agreement back, adding in a series of low grunts,
“We should go investigate.”

Cumati contemplated the suggestion, knowing they were the leaders of
their tribes, and the best warriors. As such, it was their job to
inspect threats to their land. Even still, this was different…something
had fallen from the sky in a ball of fire, landing with a loud crash not
far from their location, and while he wasn’t supposed to be scared of
anything, he was terrified.

It was just like the visions.

Cumati was the tribe’s Shaman, which among his many responsibilities,
also meant he prepared and administered the sacred ayahuasca ceremonies,
providing divination for the tribe through their drug-induced
communication with the spirit world. A recent sacrament took him back to
the Aion - the name his people had given the interdimensional elf beings
that guarded the otherside; they who always welcomed Cumati’s
visit to their dream plane, sometimes sharing their wisdom and/or
foretelling the future.

The Shaman furled his dark-skinned brow, barely visible through his
long black bangs, cut straight across with a machete and thus crudely
framing his dirty face. He leaned on his spear with just a loincloth
cover, recalling the spiritual warning from the elf spirits while
watching his Chief, Tumayari, hold his nose up to the breeze as if he
could smell what they hunted…that which fell from the sky in a fiery
flame and with a boom so loud it shook the earth.

‘He is trying to smell a God…’ Cumati thought skeptically,
before grunting his reply.

“What if it is a Jurupari?”

Tumayari remained solemn, clicking and humming an ominous response.
“More likely a Mãe-do-Ouro, but we must know for certain either way, to
warn the others…or kill what has come to hunt us, before it gains
strength.”

Tumayari was a slender leader, tall and strong, at least two years
senior to Cumati. At 31, his days were numbered as the tribal leader,
but the tribe’s numbers were in decline and none had the combination of
strength and intellect that Tumaryi had, marking him as the rightful
Chief for the foreseeable future.

Cumati nodded, weighing the Chief’s remarks and knowing that while
the Jurupari was a god, its strength was dependent on the worship of
man. So long as they didn’t falsely worship it (aka, elevate its
prominence through their fear of it), the creature’s strength
would merely match their own. Even still, the elder tales spoke of
Jurupari’s strength and violence - tales both men knew well.

The Shaman also knew from the elder’s tales that nobody had ever
survived seeing a Jurupari up close, so no accurate description
existed...just that it was a deity that could vanish in plain sight,
slaying the attacking men with ease, but sparing the women to bear
witness from afar.

“Perhaps it’s better not to provoke it.”

Tumayari ignored him, looking up to the sky in thought.

As if reading his mind, Cumati considered the ball of fire they
watched fall from the heavens, and knew its resemblance to the ancient
tales of another deity, the Mãe-do-Ouro. The forefathers spoke of those
Gods, who came as fiery globes and flew from mountain to mountain in
search of gold. Most importantly, if they found what they sought, the
area was deemed sacred and could not be violated by any man. All
indigenous tribes steered clear of those sacred designations.

“We won’t survive a Mãe-do-Ouro if we anger it.” Cumati said
sternly.

“Yes, it could be Mãe-do-Ouro, or Jurupari…but it could also
be another white-skinned wizard, returned to enslave our people and rape
our women.’ His brown eyes looked burdened. “We are the tribal leaders,
and our ancestors’ highest command is to protect the tribe. If we perish
defending our people, then that is our lot in life, and we honor it as
best as we can.”

Cumati studied the Chief, who stood defiantly with those words full
of conviction. Cumati saw Tumayari’s muscles grow taunt beneath his
leathery tan skin, easy to spot as it was their custom to only wear
deer-skinned loincloths. The Chief’s arms were scarred from both the
challengers he bested as well as from day-to-day life as an Amazonian
Native - clawing and fighting for every day of survival. Cumati knew
Tumayari was brave, but this was different.

The Shaman chose his words carefully. “I have seen this in my visions
with the Aion, and while I don’t know how it ends, it doesn’t end well,
my Chief.”

“Your visions aren’t always right, old friend.” Tumayari smirked.

“Perhaps we misinterpret them, but the Aion are wise and true.”

“OK, so it may be Mãe-do-Ouro. Old friend and medicine man - I
see you, but it could also be a White Wizard. Do you know for
certain what we stalk?”

“No.”

“And in your many holy visions, have you not always seen the tribe
thrive far into the future, and you yourself become elderly?”

“Yes, many times.”

“Then it is decided.” Tumayari said solemnly, “Let us go and inspect,
before more of it comes and it’s too late...”

Cumati was frowning in a futile attempt to hide his fear, but knew
Tumayari was the rightful Chief as the elder of the two, and reluctantly
clicked his agreement, knowing the logic was sound.

Tumayari clicked in return, and the two crouched low in warrior
stances, slinking through the forest with the speed and stealth of a
jaguar. They wasted no time, easily tracking the location via the
ongoing crashing sounds and loud noises from the center of a barren
circle in the jungle - smoking and steaming, unafraid to announce its
arrival to everyone around.

The Shaman fell mesmerized by how quickly any being could make such a
large and healthy fire so quickly - it was strong magic. As they neared,
they heard massive trees snapping and large rocks crashing together in a
crushing groan.

The strange sorcery gave them pause, but they crept forward
nonetheless - stalwart in their commitment to defending their
people.

Tumayari spotted something and gave a low whistle cloaked in the song
of a scarlet macaw. Cumati knew the whistle and froze, watching Tumayari
for instruction, who was silently pointing his pierced-out lips in a
kissing fashion - the customary sign for pointing in the Warekena tribe.
He followed the direction of Tumayari’s pierced lips, looking up and
seeing a band of trees mysteriously bent over in a semi-circle
overhead.

Their eyes grew wide with amazement, knowing the large rubber trees
leaned towards the direction of the earth-crumbling sounds. It was a
terrifying sorcery, and they both knew something powerful was ahead of
them. A wall of broken trees and branches lay bunched up ahead of them,
resting atop a mound of freshly turned earth. They would have to climb
through the mess to keep going.

When they summited the pile of debris Cumati felt his heart race, not
from the climb, but fearful of whatever powers the devil wizard
possessed, and second-guessing his own ability to defeat a magical being
by spear alone if they were discovered. He reached into a pocket sewn
into his leather loincloth, retrieving a long piece of bamboo and a
small poison dart, which he deftly inserted into the crude blow gun,
knowing the deity was just ahead.

They crept silently forward, picking through the vegetation carefully
to avoid making any rustling sound, when at last they parted a large
fern still rooted in an upturned clump of earth. Beyond it was an alien
world to them - an immense bald spot in the jungle, with a large
depression of bare earth smoking and steaming inside a circle of trees
laid down in destruction like twigs.

Tumayari felt the hairs on the back of his brown neck rise, he had
never seen such a desolate swath of land in the middle of the jungle,
the earth itself appeared hellish, a giant crater of small fires that
filled the land like a bowl full of swirling smoke. He stared down into
the giant earthen bowl, and there at the center was a large mound of
earth that rose above the pool of steam and smoke. The mound crumbled,
shifting and groaning, and Cumati suspected whatever they sought was
under those rocks. The pile continued to rise, and the trees along the
perimeter creaked, bowing penitently to the center in a wide and perfect
circle.

As the mound grew, earth and rock fell away to reveal something
silvery and metallic underneath, rising from the ashes.

The two warriors looked at each other wide-eyed, knowing only bad
magic could kill everything so quickly and efficiently. This being was
just as the tales from their eastern cousins had warned - metal
creatures smoking their pipes as they eat every living thing. And if his
cousins were right, a white-skin would be inside, and he could be
killed.

They also knew if one was present, more would soon come.

“The stories from our cousins are true old friend.” Tumayari spoke
solemnly. “We must confront this creature and send it off, or kill it if
it refuses.”

Cumati knew that’s what Tumayari would say, and felt his heart sink
as he nodded compliance.

Tumayari knelt for prayer, and when Cumati knelt beside him, the
Chief spoke aloud.

“Kuat and Lae, Sun and Moon, Father and Mother…see us and protect us
as we protect our children. We now go to battle in defense of our sacred
lands, for our tribe, and for our sons and daughters. If today you deem
it is our time to awake from this dream, may we return again to your
love.”

“May we return again.” Cumati echoed in custom.

Tumayari stood up with a stoney expression across his face, the look
of a man going to war.

“Let us go then, it is no longer in our hands - it is up to Kuat and
Lae.”

Cumati nodded grimly. “After you, my chief.”



CHAPTER 3 - Choice

Crushing out his cigar, Nerez followed Oliveira under the signature
long and steep ramp toward the entrance of the National Congress
Building. As they walked, Nerez seemed to have never felt the ground,
overtaken instead with the sensation of floating - he practically needed
to pinch himself to remain present, repeating the same dreamy line in
his head.

‘A General - and the youngest ever?!’

***


In late April of 1964, only a few weeks after the Coup, Ernesto Nerez
would become the youngest General in the Brazilian army at just 31 years
old. Granted, he would be the lowest ranking General with only one star,
and of course his ascension would have been otherwise impossible
without the Coup; but with lines drawn and loyalties revealed,
many higher ranking officers were…displaced. Given the urgent
need to reestablish reliable chains of command due to the vacancies, and
in combination with the utmost importance of elevating ‘loyal’ men,
Nerez was promoted all the way to General - essentially overnight.

Particularly, and perhaps more instrumental by his account, was the
sense he was hand-selected by General Silva, a 4-star General who had
only introduced himself 6 months earlier and yet began to slowly give
Nerez access to sensitive information as their talks continued - as if
they both were already Generals, and well before the coup.

More interestingly, his time with General Silva was mostly spent
being quizzed on his thoughts concerning various hypothetical
situations.

The questions from the General were all too often…random, having
little or nothing to do with military strategy, tactics, and situational
responses. Instead, the questions, as best as Nerez could tell, were
intended to gauge Nerez’ ethical compass, his value for the lives of
others, social hierarchy beliefs, religion, empathy (or lack thereof),
and much more.

The truth however, and Nerez suspected as much, was that General
Silva sought out Ernesto Nerez and hand selected him for further
exploration because he was the first man in a decade to submit a perfect
score on his ASVAB test.

The Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (ASVAB) is used to
identify qualified applicants who wish to enter the military. The
highest ASVAB score is 99, which is a percentile generated from an
individual's performance on the subtests making up the Armed Forces
Qualification Test (AFQT): Arithmetic Reasoning (AR), Mathematical
Knowledge (MK), Paragraph Comprehension (PC) and Word Knowledge
(WK).

Nerez did so well the Brazilian military ordered him to take the test
over again...the second time administered under close surveillance. Not
only did he ace the test once more - he proved he could do it under
pressure.

Nerez knew General Silva had that information, but assumed Silva
still needed to know what made Ernesto Nerez tick...what did he believe,
what did he stand for, and what would he sacrifice for those
convictions? Having anticipated questions on his core beliefs and
values, a young Ernesto went into their first meeting with a
gamesmanship mindset to feed Silva what he wanted to hear.

After the initial meeting between them, which could best be described
as an interview, Nerez smugly agreed to meet a second time, convinced he
easily aced the ‘test of values' as well. But the second meeting led to
a third, then a fourth, and so on. The two were spending a lot of time
together, and whatever charade Nerez may have wanted to keep up, he
simply couldn’t hold sway to the barrage of time and questions all
prying at the same thing - who he really was as a man.

If the two were playing a game as Nerez often pondered, Silva was
winning via attrition.

As time passed, their conversations flowed more organically and they
progressed from lunch to strolls across the base, and ultimately long
drives to unacknowledged offsite locations. Acquiescing to his
inevitable defeat, Nerez caved once and for all, proverbially laying his
king down on a chess board of wit. In doing so he shared all his ugliest
truths and beliefs - his role in the coup and the lives he took, his
philosophies on temptation, power, life, and death.

Silva was the first man to ever beat him in a game of intellect, and
Nerez was enthralled - he had found a mentor truly capable of advancing
him. Having found a confidant, he felt more free than he ever had
before, and opened the floodgates to his mind. He cited all his favorite
influences in life, Claude Lévi-Strauss, Darwin, Nietzsche, and many
others.

Through those references, Silva would dig deeper and learn Nerez had
a passion for science and anthropology, with a growing personal library
on a multitude of interests - topics ranging from Newtonian physics and
Quantum Mechanics to Chemical Biology. Nerez was an exceptional man,
intellectually gifted and under the mentorship of another brilliant man
intent on changing the world.

When it came to philosophy, Nerez admitted he did not value all life
and in fact despised “Hippies and Communists,” as he put it. He opposed
socialism with a fervor, and proudly proclaimed that ‘Machiavelli had it
right.’ The ends do justify the means and the human civilization was a
dog-eat-dog jungle, of which the victor earned the spoils regardless of
method. Much to his relief, aside from a couple frowns here and there
from Silva, most of Nerez’ worldly views enthralled the General - at
times eliciting sortied debate, while at other times belly laughter from
the old man.

It was a relief for Nerez to learn that, by and large, the General
agreed whole-heartedly with him and emphasized a cultural war they were
losing if the ‘good men’ didn’t act…the two of them being the ‘good men’
at the tip of the spear. Of course, such thinking always led him to the
same ultimate question - often pondering the mysteries of life and
death.

‘What makes a man good…and does any of it matter in this life we
have to live?’

Suddenly the soap bubble of thought floated across his subconscious
plane, this time gently touching down into Nerez’ consciousness with new
meaning. He thought of that silvery flash in the atmosphere, and the
trail of smoke it faintly left behind…

A chill shot down his spine, acknowledging the flash he saw erupted
into view the second his heart cried out to the heavens for a
sign…dumbfounded at the coincidental timing of it all.

‘What the hell happened back there...could that have actually
been a response from God!?’



***

“Colonel Nerez.” A distant voice interrupted his thoughts. “Colonel
Nerez - sir?”

Nerez pulled himself back into the present while Oliveira held the
door patiently for him, motioning towards a dimly lit hallway with a
little more haste.

“Right this way sir.”

“Thank you, Oliveira.” Nerez picked up the pace, recognizing his aide
was doing his damnedest to prevent Nerez from being late to his own
promotion.

The two walked together quickly in silence, until at last Oliveira
stopped before a wide and tall set of double doors resembling the grand
entrance to a large Opera Hall. The bustling of hundreds of people on
the other side was easily heard. Oliveira stepped forward to open the
door, but Nerez halted him momentarily, overcome by the
question that kept beating in his head like a native drum.

He turned to Oliveira with a burning intensity in his eyes, distantly
knowing it made no sense to pose such an inquiry at that moment. Perhaps
it was his nerves getting the best of him, or more likely it was that
meteorite…or whatever it was. It didn’t matter, and he couldn’t bite his
tongue any longer - blurting his question out awkwardly.

“What is the purpose of a man’s life, Doctor? Why are we
here?”

Oliveira was taken aback. He searched the Colonel for clues, but
found none, and so he stalled - studying the soon-to-be General Nerez
and admiring the sharpness of the ceremonial uniform he wore. He looked
sharp, but it didn’t match the heavy mood the man carried…after all,
tonight was supposed to be a celebration. With a frown, the doctor
asked, “I’m sorry sir, what do you mean?”

Troubled to fully know what he himself meant, Nerez sighed, “I
suppose my question is, what are your thoughts on…reality,
doctor?”

Oliveira couldn’t hide his increased surprise; having never before
seen Colonel Nerez nervous…and recognizing the awkward timing of such a
deep question. He paused for only a moment before replying
matter-of-factly, posing the question back to ensure this is what they
were actually talking about, moments before the Colonel’s ascension to
General…of all times!

“...what is reality?” Oliveira repeated. “Uh, I suppose the first
thing that comes to my mind is something Einstein stated, "Reality is an
illusion…albeit a persistent one, sir.”

Nerez chuckled silently to himself. ‘Intelligent people prefer to
surround themselves with other intelligent people.’ It was a large
part in why he chose Oliveira, his loyal aide he affectionately called
‘Doc,’ in recognition of Oliveira’s unique education.

***


Dr. Guilherme Oliveira held an MD in Psychiatry, but that was
something he enjoyed prior to the coup. Through the economic
turmoil that followed, nobody had time for mental health…the societal
stigma somehow got pinned politically to João Goulart’s party -
psychiatry and psychology were too liberal, and in those years
liberalism was the enemy (as the extreme right wing had come to
call them).

As such, business for Oliveira’s practice halted overnight - nobody
would be caught dead seeing a psychiatrist, not once Goulart and all his
allies were rounded up as dissidents - many of which were jailed or
exiled…some never seen again.

Oliveira was left with no choice. He shuttered up his shop and kept a
low profile, desperately aiming to weather the dogmatism that stormed
through Brazil, not realizing it would be the pains of hunger that would
upend his own moral convictions - and in particular, the speed in which
his own ivory tower of beliefs would collapse for a piece of bread.

Out of work and crushed by the weight of desperation, he joined the
only stable employer he could find - something he found comical and
terrifying simultaneously; he would work for the Brazilian government
(the very people who violently overthrew the previous one). The joke of
course was that despite the ruling party’s stance against communism, the
government ironically swelled to the biggest employer in the land.

And it was his government position that saved him, joining the one
entity that no civilian can claim isn’t patriotic…isn’t loyal
to the nation’s agenda, absolving him from the scarlet letter of having
previously peddled ‘liberal academia’ bullshit.



***

Nerez remained silent. Appreciative of the Doc’s reference to
Einstein and the illusion of reality, but not letting Oliveira off the
hook that easily. He stared patiently, holding his tongue and waiting
for the Doc to share more.

Unsure what to do in the moment, Oliveira cleared his throat and
rambled on. “And uh, Einstein himself believed in something more, saying
something to the effect of his not being an atheist or a
pantheist…but rather subscribing to Spinoza's God - who reveals himself
in the orderly harmony of what exists, not in a God who concerns himself
with fates and actions of human beings."

Still, Nerez remained silent.

Oliveira lowered his eyes nervously, lost in self-deprecating
over-analysis of his reply and the silence from his superior, resolving
to smooth over the awkward moment by returning to his first reply.

“Ahem…ah, so in short, reality is just an illusion, I suppose. That’s
the take-away here, as you surely know, sir.”

Nerez finally broke from his trance. “But if reality is a persistent
illusion…if we are in some sort of hologram…the question still remains -
why? What is the purpose of all this…this illusory life, if
you will?”

Oliveira looked up in surprise, silently diagnosing the General as a
man experiencing acute stress disorder, contemplating the nature of
reality when he should be straightening his tie. The doctor offered a
thin smile and replied in kind.

“The best I can conclude…free choice, sir.”

“Sure sure - choice…but why should choice matter at all if
everything is just an illusion?”

“Choice reveals the truth.”

“The truth in what?”

“The truth in your intention, in your being.”

“My being!?” Nerez barked. “That presupposes a soul, Doctor. Do you
believe we have souls?”

“I believe in consciousness sir, and I look to our innervoice, our
imaginations, and a multitude of curiosities we can’t quite explain or
understand, as evidence. Whether or not that is indicative of a soul, or
some life-giving energy within us, I’m not sure.”

The rustling crowd behind the door grew louder, and both men could
sense the restlessness on the other side. The event was about to start,
and they needed to get inside.

In response to the commotion and perplexed at the topic of their
conversation, Oliveira dryly asked, “Any last thoughts sir, or shall we
proceed?”

‘Choice.’ Nerez mused internally before replying with a
snicker.

“Well said Doc. I choose to proceed - let’s go.”

The bright light of the room hit Nerez’ eyes as Oliveira opened the
door, squinting out into a sea of people. It was the last clear image
Nerez could recall that evening, after which it all passed by in a blur.
So much so that he couldn’t recall much beyond the first few moments of
walking through those doors. At some point when his name was called, he
could remember a raucous applause, all eyes on him, and (somehow) making
it down the aisle and to the podium to accept his ascension to
General.

Looking back, the ceremony carried all the pomp and circumstance of a
royal coronation, but as the years spilled past like a mighty waterfall,
the details of the promotion were a haze - paled in comparison to what
happened after the ceremony. It was a moment at the reception
which he would forever recall with crystal clarity.





CHAPTER 4 - The Mound

Tumayari beat a single fist to his chest one time before loading his
own dart gun, opening his eyes wide for Cumati, showing him the whites
of his sclera in a tribal gesture reserved only for warriors on the
brink of battle. Cumati mirrored the act, both acknowledging they would
fight to the death if they must. This was their moment of glory, or
demise - intending to slay the demon before it could kill their
people.

The Chief sprang forward in a flash, fast and silent into the barren
crater.

Just as Cumati was readying himself to jump in after, something
ground him to a halt. His jaw fell open as he watched Tumayari try to
slow his attack, awkwardly digging his feet into the broken earth and
trying to prevent himself from sliding across the mostly flat ground in
defiance of whatever dark force pulled him.

“Something pulls at me!” Tumayari cried out.

The Chief flopped to his belly with a look of horror on his face,
sliding faster and all the while splaying his legs wide, clawing the
loose dirt and rock. It wasn’t enough. He tried to ram his spear into
the earth, when abruptly Tumayari levitated off the ground, violently
pulled backwards; flying through the air towards a large circular mound
in the center of the mysterious ring.

He gave a shriek of terror, just before crashing into the mound with
a gruesome thud. His own spear lanced him in the side as it too crashed,
and Cumati watched his Chief’s arms get slowly pulled wide, stretched
outright in a perpendicular cross to his upright body.

Cumati looked in horror at the dead chief, displayed as he was -
broken and levitating off the ground, pressed into the side of the large
mound in the center of the crater. He then looked down at his own feet,
which were just outside the border of the barren crater’s ring. He had
not yet entered the demon’s land.

Suddenly he knew what magic this was, and didn’t dare take another
step. The Shaman backed away from the ring slowly, studying his chief
for any sign of life, any indication of hope.

Tumayari’s eyes were closed, and his head lay slack to one side of
his body. A slash across his forehead wept blood down his face, although
not as much blood as the Chief’s spear wound in his lower abdomen,
caused by the Chief’s own spear that struck him; although it didn’t
matter; it was the impact that killed him, and something still pulled at
his dead body.

When he finished studying the Chief, broken and bleeding 5 meters up
the side of a wall in the middle of a mysterious crater, he knew without
a doubt the Tribe Leader was dead.

Staying low in the brush to avoid detection, he observed the shifting
forms of the mound, which seemed to be devouring itself with heavier
objects sinking into the middle ever so slowly. It was hypnotic, until
he saw Tumayari dead’s body pulled slightly into the wall, and
understood…the entity was eating him.

That’s when Cumati knew the entity that took Tumayari’s life was
Mãe-do-Ouro; and in many ways it was a relief.

Mãe-do-Ouro would not attack his village, but it would mean these
hunting grounds would forever be off limits, and unfortunately his Chief
was sacrificed to reaffirm the deities' covenant with man. This place
had just been declared sacred, with a large ring of death that may as
well have been written in blood.

The Shaman felt a twinge of guilt, wondering if he should have
charged in with his Chief, dying alongside him in honor. Had he done so,
there would be no one to warn the others… His emotions tugged at him,
guilt swirled with relief…leaving him to question if his survival was a
silver lining or a cowardly shame. Unsure what the correct answer was,
he resolved to ask the inter-dimensional dwarves in another ayahuasca
sacrament; but that would have to come after the mourning
ceremonies.

In the meantime he needed to return to his village and report the
arrival of the Mãe-do-Ouro, decreeing to his people that they must
forever steer clear of this portion of land - or else.





CHAPTER 5 - The After Party

“General Nerez!”

Silva shouted with a smile and a cocktail in hand as he approached
Nerez in the crowded ballroom afterparty.

The freshly appointed General was accompanied by several other
attendees at the bistro table he stood near. Nerez lit up when he found
the face of the familiar voice in the crowd.

“Marshal Silva!” He replied in kind with a huge grin,
holding up a tumbler of scotch on the rocks and offering his own
acknowledgement of Silva’s ascension to a 5-star General - otherwise
known as a ‘Marshal’ in the military ranks of Brazil. More impressively,
Silva had been named the Minister of War - the highest possible
position in the Brazilian army.

“Congratulations young man, and cheers to your ascension!” Silva
raised a martini and clinked his glass to Nerez’ scotch, which was
quickly joined by a tangle of arms raising their glasses around the
bistro table. “CHEERS!”

Deftly timed with the spirited distraction, Silva positioned himself
closer to Nerez and initiated a low conversation between the two of
them. “So, how does it feel to be one of the most powerful men in
Brazil?”

“That’s saying something coming from you…the Minister of
War, that has a hell of a ring to it!”

“Flattery will get you everywhere son, but this is only the beginning
- I have big plans for you.” Silva leaned in and Nerez could smell the
gin on his hot breath. His graying temples nearly made contact with
Nerez’ own black hair; their two heads looked like a salt and pepper
shaker at the end of the table.

Nerez assumed the old man was feeling his alcohol and was probably
overstuffed by the meal, drawing a shallow breath from his rotund
diaphragm and speaking with cutting clarity, albeit too low for anyone
else to decipher. “I’ll ask again, how does it feel to be one of the
most powerful men in Brazil?”

“I don’t think I’ve had time to consider it, but when you put it that
way…pretty fucking amazing, with all due respect sir.” Nerez
pulled away from Silva before anyone else noticed how close they were
speaking, grinning with as much charm as he could muster to stay in
favor with the buzzed old man.

Silva simply laughed in response, “I figured as much! Well hey,
you’ve earned it…one of the smartest and hardest working men I’ve ever
met.”

“Thank you sir.”

“Seriously! How many languages can you speak - fluently?”
Silva asked in between a small burp, perhaps realizing he was feeling
his drink.

Nerez chuckled nervously, recognizing Silva was a bit tipsy. “A lot,
sir…”

Truthfully, Silva gave a shit concerning how many languages Nerez
spoke or how smart he was...the question was only an ice-breaker. The
Minister of War let the vague answer die, suspended somewhere in the
ether, and having bullishly checked his box of flattery, got down to
business in his inebriated state.

“Listen, I’m going to let you celebrate. I’m getting too old
for…whatever this is.” His hands made a grand flurry above his head, as
if addressing the entire room and simultaneously dismissing it all as
nothing more than a giant dog and pony show. “Besides, one more of these
will send me over the top, and I don’t want to feel like shit in the
morning.” Motioning to his martini glass with a burp.

Nerez found the exchange awkward, and eager to be rid of the old man,
replied with a slick smile. “Well thank you for stopping by, and thank
you for all you’ve done for me.”

But Silva wasn’t going anywhere, instead leaning into Nerez once more
with a murderous calm.

“About that…what I’ve done for you…” He muttered in a low
tone, filling Nerez’ nostrils with the piney scent of juniper. He stared
intently at Nerez until they met eye to eye. Confused at the sudden
change in demeanor, Nerez met his gaze. He couldn’t help but see the
deadly serious look that washed over Silva’s face.

Silva grinned, satisfied with knowing he had Nerez’ full attention.
He leaned in once more, this time so close he could have kissed Nerez on
the cheek. “Nothing is for free son…the whole world is a give-and-take
relationship. Everything has a price. It would be unfortunate
for you to forget I am the one that put you here. One day I may ask for
something in return, for you to make good on this…thing I have
done for you.”

Nerez stiffened at the gesture, feeling the small hairs on the back
of his neck stand when he heard the old man’s message. An instant later
Silva pulled back with a frightful stare into Nerez’ eyes just before he
flashed a wink and a smile, aware of others watching their secret
exchange.

He patted Nerez lovingly on the shoulder to complete the facade,
offering a full grin for all to see as he raised his glass once more and
loudly proclaimed to the crowd, “One more time gentleman! TO GENERAL
NEREZ!”

Nerez heard his name and saw another tangle of arms lift their drinks
high into the air, but he struggled to keep up, fighting the feeling
that the room had just begun to spin. The shock of Silva’s words
juxtaposed to the jocularity that overcame the crowd was dizzying. He
sobered up when he heard the rallying echo, “TO GENERAL NEREZ!” proceed
by another ring of crowded glass.

He forced a smile when the crowd began chanting, “Speech, speech,
speech!”

To his shock, the war cry swelled to engross the entire ballroom, and
realizing all eyes were on him, he raised his glass and slowly spun
around to take it all in, acknowledging the sizable repartee and the
energy he felt from it - powerful and invigorating. But when he
turned back to meet Marshal Silva face to face, the man was already
gone. Nerez watched him quietly slipping out through the crowd, and
realized (once more) he’d have to shake off the dumb expression across
his face.

With another fake smile on display, he would commit to pondering on
Silva’s words at a later time, albeit with an immediate and crystal
clear understanding - there was more to this promotion than the result
of hard work or his charming personality. He was a pawn, to be used and
discarded as needed. Worse, he suspected he would always remain a pawn
to Silva’s dominion with no option to retreat…unless of course he
removed Silva.

He resolved to start thinking on how to do so another day. In the
meantime, he needed to say something to his jovial compatriots.



CHAPTER 6 - Cumati receives an important message from the Aion

It had been two weeks since Tumayari’s death - the customary timeline
for mourning a fallen chief. With the mourning period now complete,
tonight was a night for ascension - Jacare to Shaman, and in doing so,
Cumati to Chief.

The old Shaman huddled near the small fire outside his hut, taking
comfort beneath a blanket of stars spied from the hole in the jungle
canopy; a peephole into the heavens, laid bare by the footprint of his
people. He always imagined it was like a giant eye in the planet's green
skin, an eye full of life that looked out.

His hand rolled the rough end of a stick, of which the other end laid
aflame in the coals. In recent years he took more comfort from a fire
that warmed his bones, even if it was the warm season. He lifted the
flaming stick to his mouth, which fondled a long carved pipe,
conveniently resting in the gap of a missing front tooth.

The smoke wafted out in large clouds as he hyperventilated his breath
to bring the weedy plant’s seed to flame - when at last he inhaled
deeply. Satisfied, he drew an even deeper breath of air to stretch his
lungs, and while holding his breath he handed the pipe to his young
apprentice, Jacaré, before coughing violently in pursuit of his stoned
high.

The old Shaman had come to prefer discussing important matters after
a good smoke - finding it aided in vulnerability, which he knew led to
more open and honest communication.

Jacaré retrieved his own stick from the fire, hacking himself moments
later. The two sat in silence for several minutes after, waiting for
their high to begin.

Feeling the high beginning to pry into his ego, Cumati stared into
the flames of the fire…which according to Warekena beliefs, was a
Goddess trapped by a vengeful husband. The old Shaman fell transfixed by
the fire’s beautiful yet elusive dance, and recalled the elder tale
well. Angered by her betrayal, the husband created fire and trapped her
inside it, knowing nobody can catch flames and therefore nobody would be
allowed to touch her again in pleasure - only pain.

Even still, her beauty was undeniably mesmerizing, aiming to lure
anyone in for a touch, if only briefly. Cumati watched her flicker and
flame all the while providing warmth. It was part of her pact with man,
for helping the Goddess in her duress. In exchange for allowing her to
dance again in the real world, she would provide warmth to any who would
stay and watch her. It was an ancient pact made between the Fire Goddess
and mankind - and a lesson to be learned:

Those in need, even Gods, will look down for help in moments of
desperation.

Suddenly the old Shaman felt his high wash over him, and thoughts of
Tumayari’s demise pulled his attention away from the Fire Goddess. He
could still recall the day they discovered the forbidden land, and will
never forget the shock of his tribe when they too first laid eyes on the
desert crater - the border of the Mãe-do-Ouro’s land claim. The truth of
it was, they now lived with an angry God not far from where they sat now
- well within their tribal lands, and there was nothing they could do
about it.

Still feeling the small ache in his heart for his fallen brother,
Cumati broke their silence with soft words spoken slowly. “Jacaré -
tonight we honor Tumayari, who I suspect is with us now in spirit,
guiding my words so I may speak them wise and true. We are Warekena, and
the Warekena demands the Chief cannot also be the Shaman. It is not wise
to stow meat and grain in the same basket - they spoil each other. Yet,
I cannot fully become chief until your training is complete…so tonight,
your ascension will also be my ascension.”

Jacaré hummed his acknowledgement, and Cumati continued clicking and
humming his words.

“On this moon, you must prepare the sacrament for both of us - you,
as the incoming Shaman, and me in my ascension to Chief. You must
prepare it as strongly as possible for our transformations. If you
succeed, for a short while we will no longer be weevils crawling over
the bark of this plane, instead we will grow wings and fly like the
Morphos through the Woken.”

Jacaré knew the Morphos was the name of the beautiful blue
butterflies, impressively sized and named in honor of dreams. The Woken
is where spirits go after leaving our dream reality, awakening once more
to rejoin those who watch over us, the Aion, while we dream this
life. The Aion are a child-like people who live in-the lowest
of the spirit realms. Higher than man, they stand guard as gatekeepers -
reviewing one’s life in judgement. They are mysterious, wise, and
sometimes playful - talking in riddles, imparting wisdom, and on
occasion…soothsaying.

The young apprentice replied. “I am ready, by ‘Kuat and Lae, Sun and
Moon, Father and Mother’ I am ready. Guide my hand in preparation, and
by your hand - our ascension. If today you deem it is our time to awake
from this dream, may we return again to your love.”

“May we return again.” Cumati echoed in custom. “You are ready
Jacaré. Let us go now to your tent, while the spirit moves with us. It
is time.”

Jacaré led the two to his hut, holding open the door - a crude hinged
barrier made of a stretched Black Caiman leather. Cumati remembered
Jacare killed the gator - it was taller than a man. The old Shaman
ducked inside, noting the scent of yang-yang flowers and the low flicker
of candles on either side of the ayahuasca sacrament, centered on the
shelf in the back.

He scanned the interior of the large straw hut and felt a positive
energy - tonight was a good night to ascend.

The hut itself was made of long wooden poles that bowed up to a
center square of smaller poles tied together, leaving room for a window
opening at the top of the conical hut. A trap door constructed of sticks
and straw hung from the ceiling with a large handle hanging down,
allowing the door to be lifted open or closed in times of rain, and to
allow smoke to escape. Thick weaves of grass made up the skin of the
hut, requiring that fires remain small, or else.

Cumati spied a crude bed constructed in the corner, made of knee-high
timbers all cut to length and tied together in a line. At the foot of
the bed was a crude chest made of woven limbs and straw, and at the
other corner of the hut sat a table topped with cooking items and
utensils. Lastly, there were several clay pots beneath the table for
storing food items, ornately sculpted and colorfully painted.

The fire in the center of the hut crackled, and the elder watched a
puff of smoke drift lazily towards the open skylight as Jacare dumped an
armload onto the small fire.

Cumati glanced back to the young man’s wood pile, resting below
various tools and his ‘closet’ before watching Jacare, who was in the
the final corner of the small hut, collecting his poofas to bring close
to the fire. Poofas were Warekena chairs, made by rolling large bundles
of straw into sewn deer skins, resulting in large cushioned seats. Most
bachelors had at least two of them inside, perfect for resting alone
with one’s feet up, or for entertaining a guest.

Jacaré placed the poofas near the small fire for warmth, leaving
Cumati to sit while Jacaré retrieved a tray with incense on it. The
young man’s hustle prompted a smirk from the elder. “Energy is wasted on
the youth.”

“So you tell me.” Jacaré replied. “I am ready now, shall we
begin.”

“Yes, it is time.”

The young apprentice closed his eyes, and with bowed head prayed
aloud. “Kuat and Lae, Father and Mother - tonight we ask for your honor,
to guide us through the spirit world in search of our soulful ascensions
- Cumati, born of the natal moon in the ninth house as our new leader
and Chief, and I, Jacare, born of the natal moon in the 12th house as
the tribe’s new Shaman.”

The young apprentice stood, wafting the incense back and forth three
times before touching Cumati three times as well - first the left
shoulder, the right, and then his head. He repeated the same on himself,
first his shoulders and then his head, before tossing the incense in the
fire with a silent prayer that offered the sweet incense as a
sacrificial gift to the spirit world.

Jacaré then retrieved a bowl of Sanipanga - a natural dye that stains
the skin with a semi-permanent violet color, believing that if one could
extract the purple color onto your skin, you could carry good spirits
with you. Of course, if the hue was too weak and transparent, one could
risk bad spirits. Wisely, Jacare selected only the finest Sanipanga
leaves for the ceremony, and confidently dipped his finger into the
bowl, drawing a circle around each of Cumati’s eyes. Pleased with the
rich opacity, he repeated the steps on himself - encouraging
divination while in the spirit realm.

Lastly, Jacaré presented Cumati a pipe - the bowl stuffed full of
dried and crushed B. Caapi vine, considered to be the "spirit"
of ayahuasca, the gatekeeper and guide to the otherworldly realms.
Ayahuasca was a main ingredient in the concoction and a powerful
psychotropic plant on its own, but when Warekena Shamans combined the
intoxicating vine with Chacruna, a small shrub containing the
hallucinogenic chemical DMT, it created a potent combination enhancing
the effects of Ayahuasca's MAOI antidepressant properties.

Cumati held the pipe to his mouth and exhaled deeply from the bottom
of his breath while Jacaré lit the pipe’s bowl for his new Chief. Cumati
breathed deep, instantly collapsing backwards, still holding the pipe
and unable to even inhale all the way, settling into the poofa in a
comatose state - his spirit having separated from his body.

Jacaré smiled at his success, having prepared it as strongly as he
could, just as the old Medicine Man had shown him. The young Shaman
gently plucked the pipe from the new Chief’s comatose hand, prepared it
for himself, and joined his elder - falling back onto his poofa and into
the spirit realm.

***


Cumati opened his eyes to another dimension, pulled into kaleidoscope
landscapes that divided the space in between, before his consciousness
awakened in a new plane of existence.

A mystifying world coalesced in front of him, materializing all at
once into a familiar landscape of a jungle oasis on a warm day - but its
colors were brighter and softer at the same time, rich and vibrant, but
fuzzy at their edges.

Looking up, he saw the sun was at its zenith, and butterflies flitted
through its beams of light, breaking the shafts as their wings winked in
and out of the rays, reflecting small twinkling flashes above the
fauna.

A trickling creek flowed through the middle, near a grassy opening
where a red brocket deer grazed. That’s when he noticed a cool breeze
meet his face, and when he turned into the wind he saw a small elven
creature had appeared, watching him patiently and smiling with eyes that
read his soul. Its body language was relaxed and disarming - its bearded
face was pronounced with exaggerated ears. It had a bulbous nose and a
thick brow beneath an oversized balding scalp. Its stature was short
like a child, and it chortled when Cumati knew what it was - an Aion
gatekeeper of the ascended planes.

‘Welcome back Cumati’ it said telepathically in a singing
manner. ‘We have missed you. Come - there is much to discuss before
you return to the trial.’ Its words rang out in a crystalline
high-pitch warble that created images for Cumati to see its thoughts in
his own mind.

Despite the creature’s odd appearance, Cumati felt the mental words
warm his heart with pure love, and sat down on the log beside it. He
stretched his legs out, dangling his toes in the water, somehow knowing
there was nothing to fear in this realm - no black caiman. Everything
was safe and peaceful.

‘Do you find my appearance crude?’ The Aion asked
curiously.

Cumati knew he literally couldn’t lie in this realm, his thoughts
were immediately public to those he interacted with in a telepathic
stream of consciousness communication. Lying was for those who spoke
with a tongue, the unenlightened incapable of higher communication.

‘Just different.’ He telepathically replied. ‘Your form
shimmers and changes, like you are made of light.’

The creature smiled. ‘Isn’t it an odd temptation to accept the
exterior as evidence of the interior?’

‘Indeed it is, Wise One.’

The Aion chuckled. ‘Please, call me Kapeeshwara.’

Cumati nodded, aware of the deity and curious as to why it was him
that he met with in his ascension to Shaman.

Kapeeshwara, he knew, is a deity that embodies man’s mind, a restless
entity akin to a monkey. Monkeys symbolize instability, leaping from
branch to branch, reflecting the erratic nature of thought. The body may
be strong, but the mind is often uncontrollable. Yet, it can be
influenced by its associations. Supreme devotion transforms the
instability over time, strengthening the mind and bonding with the
almighty in profound ways.

Cumati thought back to his teachings, knowing this is why we honor
Kapeeshwara and the mind: to remind ourselves that we become what we
connect with. If the mind dwells in negativity, it becomes tainted.
Conversely, if it aligns with positivity, it harnesses its true power.
Therefore, Kapeeshwara represents the limitless potential of the mind,
if one can remain patient and diligent.

Kapeeshwara nodded, having experienced Cumati’s full understanding in
a streaming emotion, and spoke telepathically once more. ‘I have
been watching you…waiting for your arrival to deliver a message, one you
will not like.’

The new Chief felt something cold in the message, a feeling of death
and sadness soaked in the Aion’s words.

‘Your tribe will one day vanish, not in your lifetime, but
perhaps in your young pupil’s.’

‘Jacare?’

Kapeeshwara nodded and continued on.

‘The unenlightened cannot destroy the trial vessels. There are
other tribes, Cumati - much bigger and more advanced than yours, and
they are as numerous as all the raindrops in a mighty storm. These other
earthly tribes…they have great magic. They can fly to Lae (the moon),
and talk to their counterparts back on Eo (earth) with only a
whisper.’

Cumati was mesmerized that such magic existed in the trial - amongst
other human Shamans in the world. How advanced they must be -
they were wizards…and it made him wonder if anything was possible with
strong enough magic.

Kapeeshwara continued. ‘These vast tribes also have strong
medicine, in some cases stretching their lives to more than one hundred
winters; and they have so much food that some eat themselves to
death.’

Cumati giggled at the thought of somebody having so much to eat that
they could kill themselves.

‘But with all the good magic they have, they also have bad magic;
magic they use on each other, casting huge balls of fire high into the
sky that crash down and kill a million people - poisoning the land for
hundreds of years each time one explodes.’

Cumati’s eyes widened in both fear and fascination. His mind cried
back a reply. ‘Perhaps they are too powerful?’

‘We wonder the same thing. If only they could love each other
more and stop fighting, they would all ascend…rapidly.’

‘Why do they fight like this?’

‘The song of the serpent’s hiss deceives their dreaming, tempting
them further from the path in pursuit of limitless wealth and
power.’

‘But they are already strong and powerful wizards, rich and well
fed…how could they want more?’

‘Greed is one of the trial’s most tempting obstacles. They are
now so blinded they will bring Eo to Apocalypse…unless they are
stopped.’

Cumati’s eyes widened again, this time with worry. ‘Kapeeshwara,
you do not think I can stop these wizards, do you?’

Kapeeshwara erupted in laughter, causing the Shaman to shrink in his
foolishness, too ignorant to understand the humor in his words.

‘Cumati, your heart is good but you know not what you say. Rest
easy, there are others that watch the wizards of Eo. Others from far
away stars. They are mostly curious about the Woken, fascinated by your
brief lifetimes and primitive magic…always watching, they are.’

The funny looking deity then added with a giggle. ‘And WE watch
them.’

‘Why does everyone watch the wizards of Eo, are they afraid of
another fireball battle?’

‘Yes - that and a thousand other ways these wizards poison
themselves, and Eo.’

‘I live on Eo - do they poison me too?’

‘Yes. That is why we all watch them now. Their magic has gotten
too strong, outpacing the wisdom they need in their hearts to wield such
power. They risk the destruction of Eo, and that is something we cannot
allow.’

‘Kapeeshwara, why are you telling me this?’

‘Because there is something you can help with. A conquistador
wizard will visit your hunting grounds many moons from now. You will
know him when he shows up, because he will walk straight into your camp,
leading a team of wizards, and he will be the darkest skinned man of the
group - darker even than your skin.’

Cumati considered how dark this wizard’s skin must be. ‘What do I
say to this wizard?’

Kapeeshwara ignored the question, and Cumati watched the elven
creature’s head glow - reaching out and touching Cumati’s head. In doing
so he blessed the Chief with the knowledge of a new language, instantly
fluent in Portuguese, English, and several others. Cumati felt the
knowledge fill him, and laughed in awe. Kapeeshwara continued.

‘Tell him the miracle men must live, to save mankind from
themselves. They are chosen, and this conquistador warrior you meet, the
dark-skinned one, must pledge his allegiance to them.’

‘What if he doesn’t believe me?’

‘He will - I have seen it. But Cumati, you must understand there
are MANY outcomes I have seen, all of which are possible, many of which
end with the mass destruction of Eo. Nevertheless, a few good outcomes
still remain…leaving a slim chance for mankind to save themselves. Most
of them start with your message.’

‘How will I know for sure?’ Cumati thought to himself,
considering that perhaps another dark-skinned man might walk into their
village one day.

Kapeeshwara smiled, and once more touched Cumati’s head - this time
foretelling of important events that would come to pass on his tribal
land. The information poured into his mind instantly and fully, and when
the deity stopped Cumati replied simply.

‘I understand.’ The new Chief tried to swallow, but realized
he left his physical body behind, and the tightness in his throat was
merely an illusion. The blunder made the Aion chuckle once more.

‘It's time for you to return…as Chief of your new tribe.
Congratulations Cumati.’

‘But Kapeeshwara, I have so many questions.’

‘We all do…the answers will come to you in due time, they always
do once you earn the answer. Now go - you have important work ahead of
you.’

Cumati began to protest, hoping to glean any more information, but
Kapeeshwara spoke commandingly over him. ‘Goodbye Cumati.’

‘Goodb-’

Instantly the deity vanished, and the world they conversed in began
to fade out.



***

Cumati never finished his salutation, instead pulled back into
Jacare’s hut abruptly, where he blearily awoke as the official new Chief
of the Warekena tribe.

Despite his disoriented state of mind, the deity’s message remained
clear…many moons from now Cumati would see the first of two
signs, with the second sign serving as his queue to deliver an important
message - one absolutely necessary to save humanity.





CHAPTER 7 - SNI

Three Years later. July 3, 1967

General Nerez swiftly made his way through the hallways of the
National Congress building as routinely as any day job. The luster and
fanfare of being the youngest General (ever) faded long ago, and by his
estimate he was still merely a pageboy for those above him, albeit with
a much more impressive title. The pay wasn’t bad either.

He turned the corner and continued to hot-foot it back to the
conference room where his superior, General Morales, was waiting.
Realizing he had kept Morales waiting longer than usual, he picked up
his brisk walk when suddenly he heard a familiar voice yell his
name.

“General Nerez!”

It was hardly a passable office yip, the sort where someone may
briefly raise their voice; rather, it was a boisterous yell that stopped
the young General in his tracks, instantly recognizing the voice that
called out to him - one he barely knew over the last three years, having
watched Silva rise to a role that ran him in the highest circles,
oftentimes in meetings far beyond Nerez’ security clearance.

“Ernesto - slow down Goddamnit!”

The curse echoed off the industrious hallway, and Nerez didn’t need
to turn around to confirm the man yelling it. There was only one person
he knew who would be so bold in his behavior and so direct in his
approach, despite the fact they were in the heart of the National
Congress Building, five stories up and surrounded by office workers -
all of whom surely heard the man yelling and none of which lacked title
and influence.

“Marshal Silva.” Nerez said with his back still to the voice. He then
turned with a playful smile, his best solution to hiding his shock.
After all, the last time they spoke, Silva threatened him. Nerez was
anything but thrilled to see this man suddenly back in his life.

“I’m shocked to see you, you’re a busy man.”

“That’s an understatement. How long has it been?”

“About three years, sir.”

“Three years…huh. Have they been good to you?”

“Truth be told sir, I barely have time to take a shit these
days.”

Marshal Silva let out a chuckle before muttering, “Ahh, I remember
those days and all I can tell you is this…if you work hard, put in your
dues, a four star is in reach…hell, maybe even a five star. Keep
grinding - it will pay off.”

“I should be so honored to join your company, sir.” Nerez decided to
try flattery to hide his shock.

“Bleh - quit kissing my ass Nerez, it’s me. And whatever it is you
think you’re running off to - let it go! It’s time you stop pushing
papers sun up to sun down. You’re coming with me today and I’ll handle
anyone who gives you shit about it.”

“Sir?”

“If you’re gonna work your ass off, may as well do it for something
that can truly help Brazil.”

“Marshal Silva…ah.” Nerez fumbled to find the best way to reply. “I’d
love to see what you have in mind, but General Morales is waitin-”

Silva interrupted with a cutting tone and began speaking in a low
growl. “What the fuck are you about to say to me, son? I
selected you, and I refuse to believe I promoted such a
spineless pussy. I can give a shit about Morales! I’m the Minister of
War in this country Goddamnit, and I told you you’re coming with me
today. Is that fucking clear enough for you Nerez, or would you like
to see what happens when you disobey MY orders?!”

Nerez swallowed hard, suddenly realizing three years wasn’t long
enough. “Crystal clear, sir.”

More so, the young General knew that Silva was the last man on earth
he wanted to piss off. As the Minister of War and top aide to the
Presidency of Castelo Branco, Marshal Costa e Silva, defended
the interests of the ruling party hard-liners and the ultra-right
faction of the Armed Forces - a group of state-sanctioned extremists
that didn’t care for compromise or second chances. In many ways he was
more powerful than the President. Whatever Silva had planned, Nerez was
stuck with him whether he wanted to be or not.

The Marshal turned without a moment to waste and began walking back
from the direction he came. He spoke with his back to Nerez as he
strolled quickly, awkwardly forcing Nerez to hasten his pace to heel
with his superior, faithfully obeying while the man continued to berate
him.

“Fuck me Nerez! Your generation is going to give me a fucking heart
attack - God help us!”

‘The man is still pissed over a suggestion to update my
commanding officer!’ Nerez of course kept his thoughts to himself,
fully aware of the shark tank he was wading into when keeping company
with Silva.

“Look son, I like you, but I need you to do what I say - that’s how
this is going to work. It’s how the world works! There is always a
hierarchy. If you can simply obey, you’ll find I’m just peachy…or have
you forgotten who I am in recent years?”

“I have not forgotten sir.”

“I didn’t think so, and I trust you remember who made you a
General?”

It was clearly a rhetorical question, and Nerez assumed this
posturing was directly related to the quid pro quo threat Silva left him
with on the night of his promotion years ago. He suppressed his anger
and instead responded subordinately.

“Yes sir, of course.” It left a bitter taste as he hadn’t ‘pandered’
in years…but he concluded that whatever ego he had, needed to be checked
all the way down. He was dealing with one of the most powerful men in
the country, and this man believed Nerez owed him something. It
left the young General on pins and needles.

“I also trust you remember what I said to you on the night of your
promotion?”

‘Bingo.’ Nerez thought before replying, “With crystal
clarity, sir.”

“Excellent. Well, that day is now…time to earn those
stripes, General.”

Nerez had no idea what was happening, but of course continued to
follow in stride, the whole time belaboring over the two questions
racing through his mind, ‘What choice do I have, and what is
happening?!’

Silva rounded a corner and stopped in front of the elevator lobby. He
pushed the ‘down’ button and the doors opened. When they stepped inside
he handed Nerez a keycard.

Nerez turned the card over in his hand, it was blank on both
sides.

“Go on - slide it.”

He looked back up to Silva quizzically, but caught the man’s growing
impatience and quickly slid the card in the only slot he saw - adjacent
to a button set apart from the rest.

“Good, now press that button there.”

Nerez looked down at the unmarked button below the ground floor,
hesitatingly pushing it.

“Excellent. Now…that is your keycard going forward
General.”

“A key card? I’ve never heard of such a thing…”

“It’s brand new - state of the art. That little magnetic strip is
what grants you access…”

“Access to what, sir?”

Mashal Silva looked at him with an evil smile and replied, “Access to
the Serviço Nacional de Informações, otherwise known as,
SNI.”

Nerez couldn’t help but detect there was a lot more to this
‘SNI’…he had never seen the Marshal this excited before. Unsure of what
was happening, he decided he should remain open-minded, but neutral.

“SNI…never heard of it?”

“That's because it’s brand new, it only gained legislative approval 3
weeks ago. Finally got it past that asshole President of ours…” Silva
paused and clenched his jaw, muttering something about “that
motherfucker” before he continued with his normal volume of voice.

“Branco has been…resistant to the idea of creating an army
intelligence service, insisting it would weaken the General Staff. But
Branco is a fucking twat, and his time at the top is overdue. The
successful creation of this department is evidence of that, he has lost
his party and therefore his ability to bend his political will. SNI will
be his downfall, and our ascension.”

Nerez suddenly knew what this visit from Marshal Silva was - another
power struggle still shaking out after the Coup three years ago. He
suddenly realized the stakes.

Silva continued. “Despite the President’s misconceptions,
SNI is something we began drawing up prior to the coup.” He squinted at
Nerez, weighing the face the young General wore. “Few people know what
I’m about to tell you, General…”

Silva turned to Nerez in the cramped space of the elevator and
squinted his eyes to drive home his message. “The American CIA helped us
pull that coup off, with orders upon high…all the way to the White
House. They saved Brazil from Communism, but there are still those who
resist these positive tides of change, even despite the surging
economy.”

Silva paused to clear his throat, a habit that frequently afflicted
him via his love of cigars.

“The milagre econômico brasileiro is real, and we have the
United States to thank for getting us on this path. But the job isn’t
done and the US can’t do it all for us…we must overcome the remaining
resistance on our own. Communism is a resilient cancer, and I fear our
current president isn’t strong enough to do what is needed to stop
it.”

Nerez realized what was happening. ‘He’s assembling his
followers. Lines of loyalty will be drawn again, and soon.’ He
tried to stall while he could mull over his instincts, quizzically
asking, “Why would the US care about Brazilian politics?”

Silva snorted at such a preposterous question. “Because Brazil is
shaping up to be one of the most influential powers in the western
hemisphere, and the most instrumental in shaping trade relations for
much, if not all of South America. Squash the humility son, Brazil is a
big deal, and the US knows it. Perhaps more importantly, we know they
know…and visa versa.”

Silva then muttered, “Most of all though, the United States has
bigger ideas for Brazil.”

“Excuse me sir? How do you know that?”

Silva cleared his throat once more. “Because they approached me -
they told me as much!”

“They approached you, sir… Who - The United
States?”

Silva’s face went blank with emotion. “Yes, I’ve been meeting with
the CIA. We discussed terms, a course of action they had already worked
out…which I’ll admit is genius…and I agreed. Circumstances are now well
in motion to elevate this new intelligence agency in Brazil - in
conjunction with the United States. The President didn’t see
what I did, but I know you will. This was not just for me or my closest
confidants…”

Silva paused to make sure Nerez met his gaze on that word, a reminder
that Nerez was one of his confidants, and continued. “This is
for all of Brazil. We must do the hard things for our
countrymen - the shepherds who will defend our flock from the
wolves.”

“Yes of course, but what do they want?”

“The US will ensure my rise to power, and those who choose to join
me. In exchange they play an unchecked hand in South American affairs.
Amnesty - full authority to carry out covert military
missions.”

“Full amnesty for their military…?”

“Calm down Nerez.” Silva said matter-of-factly. “Think about it…can
we, the Brazilian army, really stop the US Military if they
want something? Besides, we already made our deal with the US
three years ago. Fuck, you and I aren’t having this conversation without
the US assistance. That coup never would have happened without
them!”

Silva leaned in for effect. “You know what I learned from that whole
fucking mess?” His eyebrows raised expectantly and yet simultaneously
condescending. “The United States already owns us. So I
realized there is NO choice…and well - if you can’t beat em, join
em.”

Nerez sighed. “I agree, but military amnesty…”

“I said covert! Of course we can’t allow them to
openly operate military vehicles in Brazilian territory - they
know it and we know it…it would be an international headline and nothing
but a fucking problem for Brazil, top to bottom. Buuut, if they phone it
in ahead, stay fast and low - what the fuck do I care if they want to
take out the trash for us? Besides, we’ve seen what their covert forces
are capable of. They’ll do what they need to do and nobody will be the
wiser - no skin off my back!”

“But what are they doing?!”

Silva gave him a blank stare to drive home an obvious answer.
“Colombia, for starters…FARC!?”

Nerez immediately felt stupid for not seeing it quicker. Back in May
of 1964, a CIA-funded program called Plan LAZO was initiated. It was
part of Kennedy's ‘Alliance for Progress’ program. In essence, the
United States trained Colombian military troops to invade the largest
peasant enclaves. The peasants had become a formidable force, promoting
a political line of agrarianism and anti-imperialism. In response, the
military used a bomber aircraft with Napalm. The casualties were
plentiful, but not total. Many of the armed inhabitants of the enclaves
escaped. Two years later many of the victims and/or close friends and
family of the victims were solidified in their hate for America and
their commitment to revenge. They soon formed FARC (Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Colombia). Today, FARC was quickly becoming the largest
terrorist threat to Colombia, and their influence was spreading into
Brazil.

Silva continued, “I ain’t lettin’ FARC get so much as a fucking
toehold in our country. If the US wants to lead that charge, God Bless
em!”

“I get it, and I can’t say I disagree with you. Fittingly it sounds
like the best, and only option considering how the US has
tanked the Colombian economy in retaliation for their lack of
cooperation in squashing FARC.” Nerez cited the latest gossip amongst
the intelligence community, believing the U.S. government focused on the
destruction of FARC and other left-wing guerrilla movements to such an
extent that they were willing to support various destabilizing
elements in Colombia’s democracy and economy. “So what is SNI?”

Silva smirked with pride. “SNI? We intend to make it the most
essential department to the strength and security of our great nation. A
new arm of Brazilian Intelligence - modeled after the American’s CIA
with their help…and occasional involvement.”

“So is this an American department, or a Brazilian one?”

“Well now, that’s where you come in son.” He grinned. “We’re in
Brazil Goddamnit, if they want to give us a hand up - fine
by me - but I’m not about to make our great nation another
puppet regime to the Americans. Hell, I don’t trust those yankees any
farther than I can throw em!’ Silva then looked Nerez square in the eye
and added, “That’s why I'm gonna need someone I can
trust.”

The elevator door opened, and Nerez realized how far underground they
must be. It must have been some sort of nuclear bunker, or a DUMB (Deep
Underground Military Base) covertly located directly under the National
Congress Building. He had to hand it to Niemeyer, and wondered if that’s
why the famous Brazilian architect built so many government
buildings.

‘What other secrets lay beneath our buildings?’ Nerez
pondered as Silva stepped out of the elevator, greeting a receptionist
flanked by an armed guard.

“Welcome back Marshal Silva.” The receptionist said neutrally while
the soldiers flanking the front desk snapped a salute.

Silva gave a proud salute back to the men before adding, “Thank you
Camila.”

With a smile on his face and a twinkle in his eye, he gestured to
Nerez like a spider inviting a fly to dinner.

“Right this way, General.”



CHAPTER 8 - Silva Affirms Nerez as the Director of SNI


The General couldn’t suppress his surprise, prompting a light-hearted
laugh from Silva.

“C’mon-c’mon, I want to get you familiar with your new home.” The
Marshal said proudly.

“My new home?!” Nerez couldn’t mask his concern.

“Let me make this more clear…I want you at the top son - the
Ministro-Chefe…the Director of the whole show.” Silva extended his
arms out as they left the elevator lobby, suggesting everything in this
underground space (whatever that represented) would be under Nerez’
leadership.

Nerez’ head was completely full of questions, with few answers he
could work out on his own. Even still, he smiled with the belief this
was something important, and if he had to pick sides, it seemed best to
roll the dice for a shot at the top.

“Absolutely sir.”

Silva studied him once more in a flash, like they were playing poker
and in a showdown for the final pot. The old man chose his words
carefully, continuing with a clearing of his throat. “There’s more. I
have to make this appointment public, before the mid-session resumes in
Congress August 1st…before Branco fucks it all up. That’s less than a
month away.”

‘He wants me out in the open, already. Shit!’ Trying to hide
his concern, Nerez calmly asked the question burning in his mind.

“If I’m the Director and Branco eliminates this program, what does
that do to me…my career?”

Nerez was right to be scared of Branco, who dropped all pretense of
democracy on October 27, 1965, when he issued the Second Institutional
Act, abolishing all existing political parties and restoring his
emergency powers as well as extending his term. The man was a dictator,
worse than anything they would have had with Goulart. Perhaps more
concerning, was that everyone expected Branco to extend his term once
more after the break in session.

Silva claimed otherwise… “Leave that to me.” He feigned confidence.
“While I won’t officially have any affiliation with SNI, you
can bet your ass I’ll be directly involved and pulling the strings, ya
understand? You do what I say and we’ll be alright, I’ll cover both our
asses and in the process you’ll get all the limelight.”

“...or the fault.” Nerez looked at Silva boldly, mustering all his
resolve to speak his truth regardless of rank. To his relief, the
Marshal seemed to tolerate his boldness, within reason.

“Yes, General…and the fault. But don’t fuck anything up and
there won’t be any fault to be had. I’m not sure I like your tone son,
are you telling me you can’t handle this?”

“No sir, I welcome the challenge.” Nerez tried to backpedal some, but
it was too late.

“Yer Goddamn right you do, if you have any brains in your head at
all! This is the fast track kid, but you start looking this gift horse in
the mouth and decide to get cute with me because it isn’t cushy enough
for you, fuckin blink twice and I’ll send you back to washing dishes
just so you can spend every fucking hour until your retirement thinking
about the day you passed up the best opportunity of your life!”

Nerez suddenly knew he hated the man, but smiled through it anyway
knowing the power and influence he gained in association with Silva was
intoxicating. The ends would justify the means.

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained General!” Silva was still ranting,
and Nerez realized he needed the man to stop.

“I’m not blinking. Thank you for this opportunity and your faith in
me sir.”

“Uh huh.” Silva said dismissively before pivoting the conversation.
“Son of a bitch…where were we!? Ah yes, SNI…”

Nerez watched the man blink in and out of anger like a light switch…it
sometimes made him question Silva’s mental stability.

Silva continued calmly and respectfully, as if they were best
friends.

“Immediately after the coup, we began acquiring hordes of information
from all corners of Brazil. The range of what we gathered
is…extreme. I’m talkin’ shit secretly stored in the safe of a
former diplomat here, under the bed of a Senator there, and of course
all the files from the previous military personnel that have
been…disposed of. Hell, combine that with some of the shit we seized in
the last few months from area libraries, our own public archives,
numerous museums…and you have your hands fucking full, son. And
that’s just the domestic stuff we have!”

“Wow…” Nerez couldn’t hide his mind being blown over this feedback.
He then caught up to the last thing Silva said. “Wait, we have
international information as well?”

“More than you can imagine.”

“I have a good imagination.”

“No son, you really don’t - not in this instance. There is some stuff
in there I still can’t believe, let alone understand. Most of it is
boring as all hell. And I’m sorry to inform you of this, but your first
task as Director is to go through all that shit…and in doing so maintain
a cursory understanding of the entire contents in that room. Organizing,
cataloging, and funneling the most relevant shit back to me before I
challenge Branco for president. With that intellect of yours and
photographic memory, you are the best man for the job.”

Nerez pushed past the flattery…this wasn’t a promotion, he was simply
the sharpest tool for the job. He tried to learn more. “So I’m looking
for dirt on Branco?”

“Hey - you said it kid…but yes. Find something that will let me bury
that motherfucker, for both our sakes.”

“Any suggestions on where to start?” There was no use in resisting
this change, he quickly concluded, and so he mentally got on board.

“Great question…yes. Stay away from all the historical
files…the boring land disputes from the 1800s or confiscated documents
of old titles and settlements. Look at more recent stuff…files
concerning the Coup, dealings with FARC, or any of the Nazi files - any
documentation showcasing connections back to Branco for accepting those
bastards into asylum.”

“Ah, we have documentation of Nazis in Brazilian asylum?”

Silva let out a comical snort. “You’ll soon find out. I’ve only had
time to scan a few things, but I can say first-hand there is some fucked
up shit in there. If I didn't know any better, half those Nazi
maggots ended up here in Brazil, and they all brought something
with them to bribe whomever stood in their way…”

Silva lost his train of thought with that last sentence, pulled away
in mesmerization for a brief instant before he gathered himself and
proceeded.

“Look son, there is a mountain of files and it’s damn near overrun
us. Everything we deemed sensitive has been stockpiled in a
storage room until we can get it sorted, and decide on something more
organized to store it, something more permanent…a catacomb
of sensitive information, or something…?”

Silva pondered his own words before continuing. “But until then, if
any of our former leadership profited from the Germans we harbored after
the war, it may be enough. I’ve heard rumors…and Branco is still from
the old guard. I’d love to find a connection to burn him - if nothing
more than an insurance policy should I need it.”

“With all due respect sir, why not get an army of secretaries down
here…10, 20 of ‘em? We could have all the information rolled up in a
month…maybe a few weeks.”

“I considered it, but the fact is I can’t just pass this off to any
low-level tech with a type-writer. Secretaries spill the tea with each
other like kids splash in a pool, and if one of them gets even a little
bold and tells a friend, a spouse, a relative…it will be out in the
open. Besides, for all I know there’s dirt on me down here…” Silva
paused in consideration before pressing past his own interruption.
“That’s why you’re here. You and I, we think alike. I know that to be
true as we have had many conversations spanning all facets of life -
politics, religion, money, power…all of it. I also know how smart you
are. You’ll know if you find something relevant, or not.”

He cleared his cigar-agitated throat and paused, studying Nerez in
silence. But Nerez said nothing, unsure of how to reply. The gap in
their conversation allowed Silva to calmly remove his glasses, rubbing
his eyes and face before carefully placing them back on. Nerez watched
the old man’s eyes squint back into focus, and continue.

“I can see the struggle in your face, so let me put your mind at
ease. I’m not worried about Branco, and you shouldn’t be either. Truth
is, things are in motion and if all goes to plan, I’m going to
be the next President whether you find some dirt, or not. The CIA is
backing me on this, and the undercurrent of contacts I have has
confirmed my win is almost a certainty.”

‘Checkmate.’ Nerez knew he had no choice but to agree. This
entire setup has been a sales pitch, and if he didn’t buy it…well, he
had to buy it. It was time to cast his lot.

“Sir. If you tell me this is good, I know it is. I’m with you, and
can start immediately.”

Silva smiled proudly. “I won’t forget this when I’m President. When
that happens, I’ll need your help as Director of this Operation. I’m
about to be a much bigger target than I already am…and as you know those
commie bastards almost got me once while I was campaigning. Good men
died that day, and I won’t risk being caught off guard ever again, not
while I am president.”

Nerez knew Silva was talking about what became known as the
Attack of the Guararapes. While Silva was campaigning for the
Presidency of the Republic, he barely escaped death during a left-wing
guerrilla attack at Guararapes International Airport in Recife on 25
July 1966. Suddenly Nerez realized why the deal was so sweet to Silva.
He gets the ultimate seat of power, and in exchange all he has to do is
allow the Americans a covert green light to carry out revenge on the
zealots who tried to kill him.

Nerez nodded in comprehension and Silva continued. “Are you sure
you’re up for this soldier?”

‘Can fire be used to fight fire?’ Nerez considered,
wondering if the tactics these men intended to carry out would prove
effective. Although he also knew it didn’t matter, so long as men like
Silva remain in power they will wage their war as they see fit, and if
not him to lead it…they’ll simply find another who will. It was even
more reason why General Nerez knew he had no other option, and
yet…he knew not what he was agreeing to, only that the man he was
dealing with may as well have been the devil himself.

‘How the fuck did I get here?’ He thought before replying
professionally. “Yes sir.”

“Excellent. In that case I have one last test for
you…for both of us. I need you to fully accept what this
position requires. This isn’t for the faint of heart…we’ll have to
‘crack some eggs to make our omelets’ if you catch my drift. Call it a
prerequisite before we make it official…follow me.”

Silva then turned and began walking down a long dim hallway away from
the small elevator lobby.

Nerez quickly followed the General to a three-way fork in the
hallway. The lighting was better at this intersection, and Nerez could
see evidence of their depth in the earth from the bubbles of swollen
paint sweating on the walls. Drips of condensation fell from the
ceiling, accumulating in a small stream adjacent the hallway as they
passed, and he noticed a drain in the middle of the intersection with
small streaks of water leading to it from all three hallways.

“Watch your step.” Silva said quietly as he stretched a leg with a
hop over the puddle. “It’s wet, and you’re no good to me on
crutches.”

Nerez aimed to take it all in, stepping wide over the hallway stream
and hastening his stride to keep up with the Marshal. His eyes scanned
his surroundings. A dim incandescent light in a metal wire fixture
offered the sole ambience in the hallway as the two burrowed deeper into
the underground maze. He tried to recall their path thus far, and began
to wonder if he could get them back to the reception area without
error.

They made another right turn and he noticed the hallway was much
longer than before, with prison doors lining each side - stretching into
the dim and lengthy darkness. At the very end of the long hallway shone
a brighter light from what appeared to be a guard’s room. As they
neared, Nerez confirmed he was correct.

The two stopped in front of an armed soldier standing guard in front
of a locked door with a small window. The man was previously playing
cards with his co-worker, abruptly snapping to duty at the officers’
arrival.

“Good evening sir.”

“Good evening soldier. Tell me, has he said anything significant
since my last visit, or is he still silently protesting.”

“Not a peep sir.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.” Silva replied as he studied the door
at the end of the hallway to his right. Nerez followed his gaze and
drank in the setting.

The prison door was heavily fortified. A thick steel slab with rivets
hung on hinges large enough to cage an elephant. About a third of the
way up the door and in the center was a window with a small metal plate
that could be slid open or shut. It was open, and Nerez stole a brief
glance of what was inside - a badly beaten prisoner, slouching in a
chair and chained to a table.

Nerez then studied the soldier, who was still standing as stiff as a
board in full attention after his snapped salute to the two of them.

“At ease.” Silva commanded before turning his attention to Nerez with
a satanic smile. “On the other side of that room is one of the bastards
from the Attack on Guarapes.” Silva subconsciously touched a scar under
his shirt, no doubt recalling the pain of a bullet he suffered in that
attack, before continuing.

“That motherfucker tried to kill me, and trust me when I say…he would
kill you now if he had the chance! As much as I’d enjoy killing him
right now with my bare hands, I believe he has information. Information
that may lead me back to his nest of vermin. I need him to talk son, and
if you’re going to join me as Director, I need to know you can be
persuasive in getting people to spill their guts…even if it means we
have to literally spill their guts.”

With those words, something inside Nerez sprang to life. An old voice
that tempted him to indulge in darker pursuits, a voice he
assumed he could never answer again with the passing of the
coup - which conveniently provided him a playground of immunity to carry
out his darker urges. But alas, the coup was a special moment in
time…those days were forever lost. And yet, here before him was
a new opportunity, a rare gem for him to succumb to his darkest hedonism
with full impunity - all in the name of national security.

He grinned at the success garnered by weaponizing the amnesty aspects
of ‘national security.’ It was essentially a blank check. But a battle
of logic sprang to life inside of him, was it too good to be true? Was
this the test from Marshal Silva? He realized he had to make a choice,
but uncertain in how to proceed, he stalled.

“What about him?” Nerez gestured to the guard.

“Not his first rodeo. Besides, he’s one of mine…hand-picked. Hell, he
likes to get in on the action every now and then, don’t ya soldier?!”
Silva chided him playfully - the guard remaining stoic nonetheless.

“No need to complicate things here son. We are in a never-ending
battle of ideologies. Just as they do to us, we’re simply giving the bad
guys a dose of their own medicine - for the sake of justice.
Brazil is in a war Nerez, whether you like it or not. Good vs. evil. And
to ensure the greatest good, sometimes we need to consider some evil
applications of our own - to remain effective. Besides, these subhuman
pieces of shit won’t respond to anything else, it’s all they know. They
are primates, following an ignorant and violent creed. They are a cancer
to society, and we will cut them out - because someone
must.”

He then pulled a pair of pliers from the inside pocket of his blazer
and handed them to Nerez with a grin on his face. “This man still hasn’t
told me where his friends are hiding. Do you think he’ll tell you?”

The demonic playfulness on Silva’s face excited Nerez, and suddenly
engulfed between his present reality and a faraway thought, the soap
bubble of thought flashed itself in his mind’s eye. He couldn’t keep
himself from wondering if those were the ghostly whispers of those he
had killed in his past - still haunting him in between the spaces of his
soul. But his past wasn’t the present, and he still had a choice to
make.

‘Choice. The ever present magic…of the present.’

His mind raced. There before him lay a monumental fork in his life -
happening right now, in which this decision would reveal what
he truly stood for - what he believed…a choice.

A series of questions arced across his brain like the electric licks
of a tesla coil, the electricity searching for a source to ground.
Questions he no longer knew the answers to.

‘Is life precious, or is life cheap? Are there consequences in
taking a life, beyond the consequences imposed by man, or may we freely
take life as needed in service of our wants, as easily as cracking some
eggs to make an omelet?’

He wanted to consider the choice before him longer, for a lifetime
perhaps…but he couldn’t, Silva needed an answer - now. Except
Nerez already knew the answer, because he had already answered it a long
time ago. He took a deep breath and made his choice.

Instinctively his hand reached out and accepted the pliers. As he
passed through the threshold he felt the thought bubble that had danced
across his mind so much since the coup, finally erupt in his mind. The
delicate sphere popped once and for all - winked out from existence in
the silent depths of his consciousness unceremoniously, and he wondered
if thinking of it as an ever-present thought bubble was ever accurate.
Somehow he knew at that moment, it was never a bubble…it was a voice of
guidance that he had learned to suppress and ignore over the years, and
now it was gone - replaced with a new voice that he invited
in.

Just before the latch shut behind him he heard the words of his
Marshal Silva - the voice of a man who would ascend their power beyond
his wildest dreams…and all he had to do was kill his conscience.

Silva cleared his throat, and with a thin smile, sneered. “Make me
proud son.”



CHAPTER 9 - The Catacomb


Nerez had no memory of his drive home that evening, and he barely
slept that night; conflicted once more over his actions and unable to
silence his racing thoughts.

The drive into work the next morning wasn’t any better, instead
passing as a blur and contemplating if he slept at all. Without exactly
recalling the passage of time, he found himself alone in the elevator
lobby of the National Congress building once again, staring tiredly at
the elevator and pausing to consider if he was doing the right thing -
in that, could his acts of evil be justified if those actions led to a
greater good?

Perhaps his conscience hadn’t fully departed him after all, he
realized with new introspection.

A jolt in the elevator indicated he’d reached the bottom, marking the
end of the long ride down the elevator and pulling him past the moment
of introspection. He reset his mind, greeted the receptionist Camila,
and made his way to the secret storage room Silva romantically dubbed,
the Catacombs. Nerez rolled his eyes at the name, but it was
dreadfully apparent Silva was especially proud of that label and it
wasn’t going to change.

All at once he realized the maze of hallways he was in, and needed to
reign in his wandering thoughts to focus on the directions Silva had
shared with him. His hand squeezed the key to the underground storage
space while his eyes darted in search of his destination.

The hallway felt cavernous, further accentuated by the loud echo from
his own footsteps, abruptly stopping in front of the storage room door -
or at least he believed it was the correct door. He paused and held his
breath. A sense of trepidation shaken with torrent curiosity took over;
he exhaled heavily with anticipation as to what he was about to embark
on, and unlocked the door.

His outstretched hand searched for a light in the dark, fumbling on
either side of the entrance before finding the switch that would poorly
illuminate the dank space inside. He stepped into the room and heard the
heavy door click-shut behind him, closing off the light from the hallway
and underscoring the dimness of his surroundings.

Instantly his eyes strained into the darkness with a fervent
curiosity to see his ‘office’ for the first time. Only when they finally
adjusted to the lowlight could he contemplate the massive underground
space; comparable to a school gymnasium buried deep in the belly of the
earth. He saw a small desk in the middle with a modest chair and a lamp,
and the room smelled stagnant with an overtone of old cardboard boxes
and dust that slightly irritated his nostrils. It was a familiar smell
from his youth - that of a newspaper press room.

‘Curious why the sense of smell carries such vividness in our
memories?’ He wondered.

The memory took him back to a happier place in a happier time, but he
shook himself back to the present, understanding whatever fond memory he
wanted to escape to didn’t matter. He stood in the middle of a library
of information, tasked with a daunting secretarial assignment to bring
order to an impossible pile of disorder. The situation crashed over him
like a huge wave, leaving him awash in the realization of an unfortunate
task before oneself, and yet having the begrudging resolve to admit
there was no choice but to get started.

His eyes surveyed once more, and once more he felt despair. The room
was huge…full of boxes, trunks, and mountains of files stacked
two meters high in some instances.

“Where the hell do I begin?” Nerez mumbled aloud to himself as he
made his way to the musky wooden desk, standing poetically alone on
narrow eagle claw feet in the middle of the large underground space. He
guessed it was oak, built with a single pull-out draw centered in the
middle with a dull brass handle inviting him to look inside. He obliged,
and in pulling out the drawer saw a few pencils roll on top of a stack
of typewriter paper. He supposed it was provided to aid in his task.

‘This won’t do.’

He shut the drawer and continued to scan. To his great relief he saw
an old typewriter case on the ground behind the desk - a beige T237
stamped with an Underwood Italiana badge. It was the same 18 manual
typewriter he had in his office, ‘top side.’

‘Much better.’

With a system for recording his progress, Nerez looked for a clue,
trying to decide which secret he wanted to uncover first with the
intention of leveraging it as a political weapon. A smile touched the
corners of his mouth, and sitting alone in consideration he couldn’t
help but detect an ominous warning attached to his intentions…a soft
whisper in his mind that questioned the wisdom of rummaging through
whatever dark secrets lay in store, and whether or not a secret is best
left buried?

‘Depends on the secret.’

He pulled the tassel handle of the lamp switch at the corner of the
desk, springing the single incandescent bulb to life. It pitifully
served as the brightest light in the otherwise dim room, casting long
shadows from the towers of skewed boxes crammed all around him; many of
which were tattered, visibly opened too many times and with too much
weight from other boxes stacked on them for too long. Other boxes had a
sheen of dust from being in storage the last three years, proving their
secrets had remained safe for an exceptionally long time. Searching out
into the darkness, he spotted the last few wooden crates in the corners
of the massive room, each decorated with an occasional cobweb,
criss-crossed with droopy strings of dusty spider silk hanging from the
corners.

Fighting the sensation of feeling overwhelmed, he resolved to get to
work, moving to the floor to take advantage of the space and opening
boxes one at a time, spreading files out in all directions. It wasn’t
long before he discovered, to his great relief, that there was a
mostly chronological order to the file room…an indication that
he wasn’t the first to put eyes on all this information, despite what
Silva told him.

‘Interesting?’ Nerez thought, ‘But why would Silva lie
about that?’

He pressed on, soon discovering boxes from the late 1800s, with
documentation spanning back to the country’s initial independence from
the United Kingdom of Portugal in 1822. Many of those documents were
stamped ‘Museu Nacional’ (The National Museum of Brazil) and he wondered
why they were in the mix. He flipped through one at random, stopping to
read a blurb somewhere in the middle.

***




In 1784, Manoel da Gama Lobo d'Almada, a Portuguese soldier, did not
mention having seen any indigenous people on the banks of the Xi River,
but he gave indications that there were many - although he did not name
them - between the headwaters of said river and the Tomo, a tributary on
the right bank of the Guainia:

"I entered the Xi River and sailed upstream to an eastern branch of
it called Uheaupudy probably Igarap Teuapuri. which I climbed until I
found a low-lying area where. among the bushes. I found the path of a
narrow. sunken but well-kept (continuous) road. ( ) A very good order
was necessary in the march because there was a lot of gentility
paganism. which we heard every morning when they played their
'trocanos'. a kind of drum. Twice their spies came out to us armed with
Curabis. which are small poisoned arrows that they shot at us. But with
a few shots from the vanguard we made them retreat and we continued our
march peacefully."





***

‘Why confiscate data from our country’s oldest scientific
institution because of a political coup?’

The mysteries were too vast, and stopping to contemplate even a few
of them thoroughly would slow his progress to a crawl. He was a quick
reader, but scanning was all he had time for under the circumstances,
and so he dove in. A few hours passed, and soon there were several piles
haphazardly arranged into a new system he devised. The boxes on the
floor to his right were essentially all land and title disputes of the
nobleman long past. Much of the contents were filled with an occasional
cover-up of a high-profile murder, a series of sexual escapades among
elected officials, and some underhanded slavery transactions via the
ruling elite of the time.

“Yesteryear’s power elite and all their dirty laundry…”

It was a comical remark for his ears only, mostly over the fact that
so much was documented. Perhaps for the same reason he was
rummaging now…as a dirty laundry insurance policy to use if needed.

He could only imagine whom of the aristocracy much of this stuff was
seized from. Admittedly the ‘dirty laundry’ was mildly interesting, but
Nerez needed to push boxes of that kind to the bottom of his priority
list and come back to them if time allowed. Fittingly, those boxes were
placed in a cluster he called the ‘Unimportant’ pile.

He continued to sort through boxes and eventually made his way into a
large section pertaining to Brazilian counterintelligence - specifically
information on Kennedy’s Project Mockingbird, which Brazil
accurately identified as a domestic wire-tapping program on
American Journalists for the sake of identifying government leaks and
whistleblowers.

He mulled the possibilities of what an American whistleblower might
reveal that had the US concerned enough to dedicate a special project
for it.

‘The United States has too many secrets, and more every day it
seems. A house built on too many secrets, with too many lies, isn't a
real house…it is a house of cards. Collapse is inevitable.’

He set those files off to his left in a pile he labeled
‘Indeterminate’, as he still needed to discern if there was anything
immediately and politically valuable to him and his superiors involving
US affairs…fighting the lingering question, ‘Or does SNI intend to
emulate the US, spying on its own people and striving to control the
media?’

The third and final pile carried his most advantageous content - the
‘Jackpot’ pile, as he came to call it, which he placed directly in front
of him in the center. It quickly became the largest pile as well,
containing affirmations of covert military operations, dark funds, and
the holy grail…damning information on numerous top officials
currently in power with evidence of things such as money
laundering (egregious amounts), extramarital affairs (several of those),
and in at least two instances connections to the Comando Vermelho
(arguably the most powerful organized crime ring in Brazil). The
information was electrifying, and he could only imagine what he would
find next.

Moving along, he found a grouping of boxes exclusively
international in their contents. Mainly he began opening files
that detailed much of Brazil’s role in providing asylum to fleeing Nazi
war criminals, quickly learning that many of the asylum seekers were
scientists involved in varying degrees of research ranging from advanced
capabilities in rocketry inspired by the V2, and several German
scientific papers that cited Tesla’s hypothesis on zero-point energy.
Another pile detailed psychological revelations through grotesque human
experimentation, pharmacology trials, and some theories on quantum
physics that read more like a dabbling into the metaphysical.

“Jesus. Fucking mad scientists!” The words were gritty from the
realization even he had lines he wouldn’t cross. The Nazis truly
exemplified evil.

He checked his watch and saw it was just past 5pm. He allowed himself
time for one last ‘sorting’ before he called it a day, sliding an old
trunk from the corner. A small chuckle escaped as he opened up the
trunk, a hefty cross of gold lay glistening in the low light of the
room, resting atop a random pile of possessions.

‘What is something like this worth?’ He smirked, questioning
if anyone would ever know if he took it for himself.

The gold cross was ornate, a beautiful and ancient piece of
hand-crafted art. The body of Christ was intricately sculpted, and the
outreaching transept of the cross was emblazoned with rubies. Perhaps
more breathtaking was that there were trunks and chests of similar
treasures and trinkets everywhere. He imagined if they all held such
prizes…many of which were surely stolen artwork and artifacts from the
most notable museums and cathedrals in the world. Items looted from
Notre Dame, the Louvre, the Musee d’Orsay….all smuggled away by German
SS Officers during Hitler’s occupation of Paris. Rare and beautiful
pieces, buried in a dark and secret dungeon under the capital of
Brazil.

He slid the cross into his shirt (a little something for himself),
and moved onto the next artifact…a woman's ivory comb with a painting of
warships displaying Spanish flags - probably from the late Renaissance,
he assumed, logging the artifact accordingly.

The old chair creaked as he sat in it once more, dutifully logging
the things he deemed worthy. The typewriter echoed inside the cavernous
basement, clicking methodically as Nerez recorded a brief description of
the size, appearance, and the trunk it came from…which included an
inscription in Italian sewn into the silk lining and belonging to a
‘Helmut Gregor.’

The General shook his head, appreciating the eyesore of seeing such a
blunt German name sewn into a long Italian inscription of the trunk’s
craftmanship. Just below the inscription he saw a small brass badge that
read, ‘Genoa, Italy’ evidently where the trunk was made.

Sifting through the rest of the contents, he pushed aside a pair of
men’s shoes, some newspaper clippings, an old record player, and a small
collection of records. The General then pushed aside a child’s wool coat
to discover a bejeweled dagger and sheath. Several colorful gems were
ornately inlaid into the silver and it was obviously old, very old, well
beyond anything modern. He presumed it was from a medieval
period…perhaps the mid-1200’s as a best guess. He could only imagine the
value of such an artifact, but also understood the controversy in openly
possessing such spoils of war, and the questions that would ensue.

Finally, he studied the last remnants in the trunk; a stack of travel
documents bundled up with twine and written in German. He set it aside
for perusing and reached into the bottom of the trunk, retrieving a
unique legal envelope with swastikas on it. He opened the envelope and
discovered a report in a leatherbound sleeve, approximately 75 pages in
length and titled ‘Projekt Ewigkeit.’

His fluency in German immediately sparked alive. ‘Project Eternity,’
authored by Josef Mengele, Auschwitz, Deutschland.

“What the fuck…?” Nerez said aloud, recognizing the infamous Nazi
officer and physician known as ‘The Angel of Death’ for his vast array
of cruel human experimentation.

Nerez then considered all the experimental documentation Mengele
could have risked incriminating himself with in his flee from
persecution as a war criminal, and asked the obvious question. ‘Why
this one - and how did Helmut Gregor come to possess it?’

With keen interest he carried the file to the eagle claw desk, made
himself comfortable, and began to read the abstract of the weighty
report.



CHAPTER 10 - Projekt Ewigkeit


The wooden chair creaked once more as the General leaned back,
licking his thumb as he slowly turned the pages, searching for something
he wasn’t yet sure of.

With sharpened focus he opened the medical report, beginning with the
abstract.

Projekt Ewigkeit appeared to be exclusively based on
pharmacology trials using a drug few would have known in 1943 Nazi
Germany, as it was only first synthesized in 1931 by the Berlin-born
chemist Richard Helmuth Fredrick Manske. The drug of focus for this
particular trial was Dimethyltryptamine, commonly referred to as
‘DMT.’

Nerez had only briefly heard of the drug before…identified as the
active ingredient in ayahuasca - a preference of the medicine men in
Amazonian Natives for their various rituals. But as the General thumbed
through the abstract, he learned DMT is a strong psychedelic found
naturally in a number of animals and plants all over the globe - not
just in the rainforest. Further, recent discoveries revealed spikes of
DMT naturally occurring in the brains of humans during traumatic life
events…birth, near-death experiences, and death itself - as noted via
research on cadavers.

He read on, learning of a favored theory that rose to prominence
among German scientists - many of whom hypothesized that a better
understanding of DMT's effect on the brain could provide clues into
cellular longevity. Specifically, the hypothesis was that DMT was a
‘death molecule’ - and simply preventing its emergence in the brain
could thereby extend life, perhaps even indefinitely. Obviously human
testing was preferred, and while such an atrocity would never occur in
peace times, the war introduced new opportunities.

Henceforth, Projekt Ewigkeit was born…Project Eternity.

However, when Nerez reached the middle of the abstract he learned the
medical experiment reached a fateful conclusion too common in science;
DMT did not provide the findings the scientists hoped for. There was no
discernible impact on humankind’s longevity despite a host of
experiments - many of which were extreme, unusual, and uniquely
cruel.

Initially dubbed the ‘Death Molecule’, it turns out it was quite the
opposite, with the research proving DMT was fatal less than 1% of the
time. More so, repeated and unusual observations were recorded that
conjured new potential for DMT, prompting a change of course in the
macabre experiments.

In fact, the scientists learned that at high concentrations the
effects of DMT were a powerful hallucinogenic, altering all the
senses and greatly skewing a person's thinking, sense of time, and
emotions. While the prospect of longevity was dashed, the team pressed
on with the testing, fascinated by new revelations from the drug and
seeking to discover other advantageous applications. Perhaps a truth
serum for the war, if nothing else.

Dr. Josef Mengele was selected to lead the new testing, pivoting
their research to understand the molecule’s effect at higher doses; and
learning that once a minimum mg/kg dosage was reached, it elicited
individual experiences with remarkable commonality -
eerily similar and consistently repeated. It was the commonality of the
‘experiences’ (drug trips) that ultimately elicited the pivot, as it
seemed they had discovered a consistent and repeatable
experience.

For example, in every instance (even when patients were informed they
were being injected with a powerful hallucinogenic) the subjects
insisted their experiences were not conjured…but undeniably
‘real’. A shocking 100% of the studies revealed full-blown dissociations
with their physical bodies, claiming their ‘spirit’ or ‘conscious being’
completely departed their flesh and transcended to another dimension…or
so they whole-heartedly believed while under its influence.

So intrigued by the consistency of these interdimensional stories,
the scientists gave DMT a new name: The Spirit Molecule, or God
Molecule, in acknowledgement of the subject's common claims of
interaction with a higher power.

Nerez paused upon completion of the abstract and allowed himself a
mocking snort, considering the poor human guinea pigs who believed they
experienced something divine, assuming most had no idea what Mengele had
even done to them.

And yet, with a burning curiosity he turned the page to learn
more.

***
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Nerez scanned several other pages quickly, flipping to other patients
and their profiles. Yael Blum’s profile was the first of many he saw
marked with a star. Although when he looked at the detailed findings in
patient addendums, to his great annoyance he found the data redacted. A
large block of text in the middle of Patient 1’s findings was blacked
out - forever hidden and known only to Mengele it seemed.

***
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‘Why redact the findings of a drug trip?’ Nerez scoffed.
‘They’re not taking this shit seriously, are they?’

Despite his disdain, he found himself glued to the report, diligently
checking every ‘star’ profile and feeling his heart sink whenever he saw
Mengele had blacked-out another chunk of the research…which he soon
learned was on every patient’s recap. Although not every page
was starred…the realization sparked a detective thought.

Quickly flipping through more pages, he looked for the common
denominator amongst all the stars and concluded they all shared the same
experience… at least from what he could discern through the
redactions.

As odd as it was, as best as he could tell, all the ‘stars’ claimed
to communicate with nonhuman beings. Foos, as many of them
called them. Much of the entries were redacted, but he found (at times)
some were left unredacted, or so poorly redacted he could make out the
words despite the black. Bizarre claims from the drugged prisoners:
Dwarves, elves, child spirits, sprites…however they were identified,
they all shared a common denominator - communication with otherworldly
entities. More so, there were several bold proclamations underlined
concerning the liberation of consciousness when the Foos revealed
themselves - and the mighty power of thought. It was all fantastical
content, intermixed with rantings about the return of the
Watchers, the Observers, and plenty on the
Foos.

“What a crock of shit…” He said quietly to himself in disappointment
as he set the report down.

Nerez suddenly grew angry. For once in his life, for a moment…he
thought he found something truly fascinating, something that answered
that nagging question ever present in his mind…but instead he found some
bullshit about ‘the power of thought’, and dismissed the report
entirely.

‘Maybe in the ‘40s psychedelics were ground-breaking
science.’ Nerez considered, knowing that decades ago there was
great excitement for psychedelics with a list of potentially positive
applications. However, everyone had since learned psychedelics were
reserved for drop-out hippies and losers. Mengele couldn’t have known
such things in the 40s, mistakenly believing he found some divine
elixir, a ‘Spirit molecule.’

Nerez shook his head, berating Mengele with his thoughts.

‘The psychopath became a sucker of his own pseudoscience
bullshit. He merely preceded a revolution of LSD and other drugs that
made people feel ‘free’...which is to say, resistant to ‘following
orders’ - a movement of stinky people proclaiming their independence
from those in power. ’

“Bleh.” The general snorted his disgust aloud in a room by
himself.

Independence…the exact sort of thing a man of Nerez’
position did not want to encourage, and considered the present
hippy revolution in America - with its marijuana, psilocybin,
and LSD. He hoped the US would outlaw the substances before the masses
reached an assembly of consensus that risked being ungovernable by a
central power; because whether he liked it or not, what gained
popularity in America tended to flow into Brazil.

‘Fucking Yankees better figure it out!’

Annoyed, he checked his watch again with a yawn - 7:04pm. He had
invested two hours into Mengele's smuggled and redacted project…a report
that merely claimed the obvious.

‘Hallucinogens make people see things! Shocking!’

It was a fruitless attempt to discover something actually meaningful,
and upset that he gave so much attention to something that seemed more
akin to a horoscope reading, he hastily returned Projekt
Ewigkeit to its box of origin, pushed it over to the ‘Unimportant’
pile, and picked through the last of the chest’s remnants, which
included a newspaper article from the New York Times - dated December
13, 1944. In short, the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force
in Paris released a press statement describing the phenomenon of a
new German weapon the allies were referring to as ‘Foo
Fighters’ - a word that someone had circled, presumably Josef
Mengele.

‘Foo Fighters, eh?’

Nerez tried to imagine Mengele’s interest in keeping such a clipping.
‘He thinks there’s a connection - between his Foo Fighters and the
rantings of his drugged out patients…idiot.’

Feeling exhausted and half convinced Mengele was a crackpot, he
stuffed everything back into the trunk, marked it ‘unimportant,’ and
headed topside for the evening.



CHAPTER 11 - Begin at the Beginning


It had been just over a week since Nerez murdered the Guarapes
suspect, defenseless in his custody. In recent days he’d been probing
the weight of what he felt, trying to decide if he could justify his
actions even greater, and lighten his burden. Keeping his countrymen
safe was his comforting mantra, but he found the words hollow
lately, suspecting hangmen of ancient times told themselves similar lies
- surely since the dawn of man.

Except this morning was different - he had a fresh and new
distraction.

SNI had just confirmed the capture of another terrorist last night, a
man suspected of involvement in the Guarapes incident. ‘We got
another one.’ The General mused, acknowledging there was more work
to be done - work that hinged on the information he could get…a
confession if nothing else.

That voice of guilt spoke up once more, and Nerez pondered if the
confessions were valid in light of the ‘process’ they used - torture,
mutilation, sleep deprivation. It was an ugly business. If not for the
confessions, he supposed a case could be made that they had the wrong
guy.

That’s why the confessions mattered, convinced he would never admit
to something he didn’t do…or so he told himself.

Besides, they always got a confession…evidence to him they
always got their man. SNI was good at what they did, and Nerez was
learning quickly that it was necessary…the country was full of hippies
and liberals and they needed to be eradicated.

Yet, there were other whispers that haunted him, persistent truths
that tugged at the borders of his mind, dark desires he was less open to
exploring about himself - fearful of the reflection he knew he’d see,
one not found in mirrors. His was a soulful one, aware of the evilness
in what he did, but he craved it nonetheless, almost to the point of
obsession, struggling to stop thinking about the urge that flitted at
the edge of his brain like a nagging itch…calling him back to the depths
of the building like a Siren to the sailor.

True to form, after a long day of work the itch grew the
accompaniment of a clever whisper - a question of his honor.

‘Can more be done to keep Brazil safe?’

His mind would cunningly continue.

‘Don’t skirt your duty soldier - for you and your countrymen, let
off some steam and save innocent lives in the process!’

Suddenly the narrative of torturing a suspect became an obligation of
duty in the name of national security, mentally promoting the task to
his highest priority and slipping out of the doldrums of the catacombs
much earlier than his usual full day.

With a briskness in his pace he sought his target, building the
anticipation of the thrill he would soon get with every step closer; but
when he stepped into the hallway and saw the armed guard in front of the
holding cell, he heard a scream that made his heart drop.

To his dismay, an agonizing cry of terror wailed from the prisoner he
intended to visit. A shockwave coursed through his body, and instantly
his intentions crashed down, realizing there would be no relief of the
cursed mental itch he felt, and angry to learn who had stolen this
release from him…although he already knew who.

‘Silva.’

Nerez seethed, quickly concluding he had better turn tail to keep
Silva out of his hair, but it was suddenly too late - his timing
couldn’t have been worse as the door opened and out walked Marshal Silva
with a brow full of perspiration and slightly out of breath.

“General Nerez!” The man glowed with an energy so palpable Nerez
could almost taste it, adding between deep breaths. “I’d welcome you to
try and see if he’ll speak to you…”

Nerez felt his heart leap for a moment.

“...but I just took this man within an inch of his life. Perhaps
another time…”

The General noticed the glint of satisfaction in Silva’s eyes when he
said those words, and without saying anything else he conveyed a
look of knowing. Silva knew the itch that Nerez felt, the
incessant itch, except Silva also had an itch, and he scratched it
first - he was the alpha, and he mockingly reminded Nerez of
it, rubbing his subordinate’s nose in his defeat while the leader
grinned.

The Marshal carried on, speaking between breaths. “I’m glad you’re
here because you saved me a trip. I was on my way to come get
you…there’s someone I’d like you to meet. Come - follow me.” Silva
turned down the hall, once again talking with his back to Nerez as he
walked away, always assuming the man would heel.

Nerez hated the man but quickened his pace to catch up, doing his
best to hide his boiling frustration at the unexpected turn of
events.

“As we have previously discussed, all that makes SNI great isn’t
entirely of our own making. Just like the catalyst that sparked the
coup, the US will help us build this department from the ground up, but
I need the Presidency or this is all for naught - and that’s not good
for either of us.”

Nerez gave no reaction, opting to just walk in silence and trying to
mask his sullen attitude…besides, he already knew all of this.

“In particular, one specific agent with the CIA has been paramount in
the many endeavors that have gotten us here today - benefitting both
you and I.”

Silva side-eyed Nerez to measure his reaction. Nerez gave the
smallest of nods but otherwise remained stoic.

“The man you’re about to meet is an aid from the United States, and
trust me when I say he knows all our secrets…at least at this
moment…and until further notice there is nothing you can’t say to him
that you wouldn’t say to me. Is that clear?”

Unable to hide his shock, Nerez replied with a, “Yessir...”

Silva picked right up on it. “Trust me, I feel the same way and
intend to build fences in due time, but for now, he’d like to meet
you…discuss SNI, the direction of this new department, the goals,
challenges…ultimately nurturing it into the world-class intelligence
agency we know it can be.”

“Happy to help, if I am able.”

Silva chuckled, “You already are - you’ve been in the Catacombs for a
week. We’d like an update on what you’ve found so far that is relevant,
and would like to learn of your progress overall to gauge your current
pace, and forecast accordingly.”

“Yessir, but I have nothing prepared… I’m not sure where to
begin?”

“Begin at the beginning. Tell us the first file you selected, a brief
on what it entailed, and ultimately how and where you cataloged it. This
isn’t a test and nothing here is complicated. There is no right or wrong
answer, we just want an update - I trust that’s not an issue.”

Nerez hesitated, beginning to reply but then saying nothing.

“Nerez - that’s not an issue, is it?” Silva asked with a marked hint
of question and authority.

Nerez’ mind raced as he puzzled how to share some of the information
he had already come across, some of which involving intel on Silva.
Other files included counterintelligence information on the United
States, surely not something he could share with an American liaison he
was about to be introduced to. He would have to tread carefully,
realizing he’d have to puzzle it out on the fly…

Suddenly sensing his further delay in response was milliseconds from
being ‘too long’, he blurted out, “No issue at all sir!”

“...good.” Silva replied with a sense of suspicion before they
arrived at the elevator, both stepping inside for the long ride up.



CHAPTER 12 - Meet Jack Lauring


The two entered Silva’s office, and Nerez got his first glimpse of
Agent Jack Lauring.

A handsome man in his 40s looked up from something he was reading,
and Nerez saw the man’s impeccable sandy brown hair, cut short on the
sides but longer on top - sweeping back like Superman. Although he was
more rugged than Superman, with two-day old stubble on his face and a
cigarette between two strong and slender fingers.

His eyes were amber, concealing something within them that was both
strikingly intelligent and dangerous. He wore a white collared shirt
under a dark gray suit, of which the top two buttons were loose,
revealing a glimpse of chest hair. A sleek loafer dangled over one
crossed leg as he sat leisurely in the corner leather chair of Silva’s
office, neglecting to stand up and greet them properly.

The way the man held himself, comfortably alone and showing no
concern over Silva’s rank - the Ministry of War for
Christsakes, was all the evidence needed for Nerez to know Jack
Lauring was a powerful man.

“General Nerez,” Silva motioned to Nerez before sweeping his hand in
a dramatic introduction to the man in the corner, “Meet Special Agent
Jack Lauring.”

Nerez offered a thin smile and turned to greet Lauring. To his
surprise Agent Lauring never looked up, instead replying lazily. “Thanks
Marshal - gimme one minute, just wrapping something up here.”

Nerez was dumbstruck.

He had never seen Silva wait for any man, let alone this
foreigner…sitting unattended in the office of the Ministry of
War. The curiosity swirled.

‘Who is this guy?!’

Silva attempted to save face and brush past the sleight, conveniently
occupying himself with the armoire behind his desk, which neatly
displayed a select grouping of glass decanters holding various labels of
world-class scotch. “Nerez, how about a drink while Agent Lauring wraps
up?”

“Sounds great.” Nerez’ simple reply carried a note of wonder and
guardedness.

Lauring chimed in from the corner, his eyes never left the manuscript
he read. “Make mine a double please.”

It was in that moment that Nerez realized Marshal Silva, a stoic and
unflappable man that stood above everyone else in Nerez’ mind, a man
making a run for the Presidency of Brazil, was also a pawn. A
human chess piece being moved around on the board of life by another
above.

The concept blew Nerez’ mind. After all, Silva certainly was no pawn
in his immediate circle, and if the prognostications for Silva’s
ascension to the President were correct, he was no pawn to anyone in the
entire country of Brazil. And yet, here sat a man who casually
ordered the very-possible future President of Brazil to get him a drink
- a man not from Brazil.

‘Is there always a bigger fish or a bigger tribe - when does it
stop?’ Nerez’ mind drifted, but Silva broke the silence as he
poured the drinks.

“General Nerez - while Agent Lauring wraps up, whatever he’s
working on…I’ll introduce the man for you.” Silva dressed up the
words with a playful ring…his best attempt to engage Lauring without
growing cantankerous over the ongoing lack of respect.

The move worked, as Lauring muttered in an equally spirited tone,
albeit still not looking up from his work. “This oughta be good.”

Receiving the cue he sought, Silva smiled and began.

“In the Fall of 1961, right when Joao Goulart was taking over the
presidency, the US increased the number of CIA agents and AID officials
into Brazil. They were tasked with “improving” the Brazilian police
forces. We were blessed with Agent Jack Lauring here, who was sent to
Brazil under the cover of ‘adviser in scientific investigations’...and
we’re lucky to have gotten him. Before coming to Brazil, Agent Lauring
had set up the first police advisory team in Indonesia in the CIA-backed
coup of 1958.”

“Really Silva!?” Lauring broke in with a chuckle. “You’re going to
start with my one failure?”

“Oh, suddenly you would like to engage?”

Lauring laughed. “Touche! But a lot of people died that day. We
learned a lot of what NOT to do for a successful coup.”

“What was the final body count there - two…maybe three million?”

Lauring replied from the chair, still casually bobbing that loafer
with the tempo of his temperament, “I really don’t know, and honestly I
try not to think about it. It was a big number…but I sleep like a baby
knowing I played a role in Indonesia beating back the evils of communism
- just as Brazil chose to in ‘64.”

Silva snorted. “If they’re red, they’re dead!”

“Amen.” Lauring said solemnly.

Silva went on with the introduction for Nerez’ sake, “Agent Lauring
was also instrumental in Turkey’s coup of 1960 if I recall correctly…or
was it 1961?”

Lauring finally put his papers down and looked up to join the
conversation.

“Turkey was 1960. Prime Minister Adnan Menderes whined about the US
aid from the Truman doctrine and the Marshall Plan running out, so he
planned to visit Moscow in the hope of establishing alternative lines of
credit. Big mistake.” A small and sinister laugh floated from the man’s
cool demeanor.

That’s when Nerez saw the man’s face for the first time, and honed
into the personality before him. Lauring resembled a polished
politician, smiling and unapologetic for any decision he makes because
he doesn’t make mistakes (as far as he sees it)...in fact, Jack Lauring
appeared as though he expected gratitude at all times, if nothing more
than…for gracing others with his presence.

In an instant, Nerez saw it all, saw right inside the American.
Behind the smiling veneer resided someone cold and calculated, the
smooth cockiness of a serial killer - a man who could order the deaths
of millions of people and smile in fond memory of it.

‘Takes one to know one.’ He conceded.

Silva meanwhile continued to kiss the man’s ass. “Needless to say
Nerez, Jack was an asset to the success of Brazil. He is knowledgeable,
efficient, and seasoned…with multiple real world successes. We are
privileged to have him.”

“Ah, thank you Silva.” Lauring said in a playful timbre. To Nerez’
silent dismay, Lauring actually stood up, crossing the room to join them
- and grab his drink, rightly concluding nobody was going to serve
him.

Holding his glass high, Marshal Silva addressed their trio, “To a
meeting long overdue, let this be the first of a long and fruitful
relationship for the betterment of Brazil. Cheers Gentleman!”

“Cheers.” Nerez and Lauring said in unison over the chime of
glass.

“General Nerez, I’ve heard so much about you - please sit.”

“You’ve heard all about me? How did you stay awake?!” Nerez said with
a forced chuckle to try and lighten the mood as he found a chair.
Besides, he had heard nothing of Agent Lauring until this
moment, and opted to shield his surprise from the numerous information
grenades he was taking ever since he crossed paths with Silva only ten
minutes earlier.

“There’s that wit Silva told me so much about.” Lauring said with a
flat smile as he sized up Nerez from the corner recliner like a king
measuring a peasant before him - deciding if the man carried any notable
value or could be discarded haphazardly like most men he cast aside.

Silva broke in. “He’s sharp, Lauring - trust me. This is who we
need.”

“Please, call me Jack. And yes, so you’ve said - many times. Let’s be
clear here Silva, I have no objections. If you tell me this is the man
for the job, so be it.”

Nerez could no longer hide his frustration over the two talking about
him as if he weren’t there.

“Gentleman, with all due respect, what exactly are we talking about
here?”

“You see!” Silva said with a grin towards Lauring.

“Indeed I do.” Jack replied flatly once more, but his stare dared
Nerez to be so bold again.

Lauring addressed him coldly to hammer home his superiority. “General
Nerez, I’m sure you’re aware of the current political climate in Brazil
- so I won’t waste time. I also trust you are aware of the growing
number of liberal rebels accumulating in cities all over Brazil - either
under the influence of FARC or some other subversion of communism.”

Nerez took a sip of his scotch and nodded in reply.

Jack noted his consent and continued. “The coup was a massive purge
for the country of Brazil, and America was pleased with the swift
results and promising new path for this great nation, but you still have
trash to take out, and if you don’t address it soon - things will start
to stink…if you know what I mean.”

“I do. What does the United States suggest?”

“Terrorist strikes are on the rise and what happened back at Guarapes
is child’s play. CIA intelligence shows a formidable strike is imminent,
with rebel forces rapidly expanding. Currently they pose a minimal
threat, but if you do not act soon our forecasts predict catastrophic
consequences for Brazil, with a 25% chance of civil war in the next 18
months. That estimate rises over time…unless Brazil takes
counter-measures.”

“Counter-measures?”

Silva spoke up. “Listen son. You and I both know the world is full of
sheep. Most people allow themselves to be herded around, content with
simple lives and somebody else thinking for them so long as they have
food to eat and a safe place to exist. But as we’ve discussed, there are
wolves out there. Clever wolves that will dress like sheep and mix in
with the herd. They don’t kill the sheep, instead they poison their
minds - give ‘em ideas, make ‘em think they should have more. They get
‘em all pissed off and riled up over the current conditions, and we all
know what that’ll do. A nation full of discontented people makes ‘em
unruly - they stop working and start protesting…demanding this and
threatening that. These sheep think they should live like us shepherds,
but they have no idea what they are talking about…no concept for the
consequences of their demands.”

Jack joined in. “People have no idea what this world is capable of,
the evil within it. We must protect the masses - keep ‘em in line. I’m
not talking about total control here, but there is a global work-labor
force that is just dandy the way it is now…we don’t need anybody getting
new ideologies and convictions to fuck that all up - capitalism is
the only way - we ALL know that. It’s a beautiful machine so long
as we keep the workers working - as they are now. But us
shepherds…we’re getting a wolf problem. Thankfully the solution is
simple - we kill the damn wolves. Once we do that, the sheep go back to
grazing and us shepherds relax, staying comfortably in control knowing
the ‘thought-wolves’ are away.”

Silva took back the narrative, playing off of Jack as if they
rehearsed this.

“We need to kill the wolves, son. But it won’t be an easy
task…they’ve been busy. We expunged a lot in the coup, but many still
remain in hiding. Worst, some that were previously sheep seem to be
growing fangs. The communist filth isn’t gone at all, in fact…we fear it
may be spreading. There are whispers of discontent at the market,
employers are reporting more challenges with employees - people are
disgruntled and getting together.”

Silva took a quick sip of his drink and continued. “Let’s be really
fucking clear here - we can’t allow the masses to establish
collective bargaining for anything! Whether it be for wages,
housing, or healthcare…and certainly not militias, or whatever the fuck
we should call FARC. Goddamned terrorists!”

The American cut in again, more so to quelch the ensuing rant from
Silva and bring the mood back to a calmer tenor.

“The people need a leader, but it needs to be of our
choosing. We need to crack down on unions, independent news sources, the
radical leaders of local municipalities, schools and their leftist
intellectuals, all of it…fucking soccer coaches for all I care! Nobody
can lead that we don’t approve of, and if anyone opposes this new order
of peace, we remove them. You see, the masses will jump on the wagon of
whomever has the best offer. Which is why we need to cut off the heads
of these wolves and their ‘better offers’, simultaneously sending a
message to anyone who might consider joining their rebel bandwagon of
dissent - regardless of the cost.”

When Agent Lauring finished, he sniffed at his drink and studied
Nerez, who so far sat contently.

Sensing the need to engage, Nerez asked a general question to neither
man in particular, “What do these rebels want?”

Silva spoke first, irritated at the very notion of liberal
ideologies.

“Some of them are demanding we share the natural resources…the oil,
the steel, the timberland - to take it from those families, those
companies, and divide the profits from those major exports. Oh
sure…they say everything else could remain the same…other
private companies would remain private, the military remains the
military, but we all know what that leads to…this is a slippery slope,
and we need to cut that shit off right now.”

The Marshal began using his tumbler of scotch as a prop to emphasize
his point, waving it to and fro as his temper climbed.

Silva continued. “Could you imagine how drained our resources would
become if all that revenue was shared!? Our military would
weaken, infrastructure would fail, and all the surveillance tools and
resources we have would be gone! These ‘intellectuals' are more
like children…they can’t understand what they are asking for, and they
are getting Goddamned greedy!”

Nerez was confused. “Agreed sir, although pardon me…I am under the
impression the government doesn’t own the oil, the steel, and the
timberland. Those are all private corporations and wealthy families -
no?”

Lauring jumped in, “Wealthy families that pay taxes! We’re a little
off task here, wouldn’t you say Marshal?”

The question was rhetorical, meant instead for Silva to calm down and
shut up.

Lauring continued. “Look, Silva’s point is simply this…not everyone
gets to be wealthy in this world, we know that. The people of
Brazil have enough to get by. Do they ever get ahead, no, but we’re
certainly not proposing that this great nation is permitted to
starve…never! But…the people should be a little hungry - a
little desperate. It’s good for production - keeps the people
working.”

Lauring gave an apologetic smile braided with strands of evil - still
struggling to see through Nerez, aiming to sort out the man’s thoughts.
He continued in pursuit.

“I can tell you on good authority General, hungry people are a
lot easier to control. They are more willing to put in a full
day’s work - toiling every day in harmful conditions that nobody would
ever do if they were fat and happy. How else are we going to get people
to voluntarily do the shittiest yet-necessary jobs a society needs -
sanitation workers, road construction, mailmen? There must be a
hierarchy in this big ant hill, with workers and soldiers serving and
protecting the upper class - and a strong military fighting for the
entire hill, for the cause of its leadership…our causes. Make
no mistake, the masses must do what we tell them, serving our
agenda first. If we can’t establish that, we’ve already lost.
It’s simple math - if we don’t have the numbers, we don’t have the
power.”

Lauring tipped his glass up for a large swallow of scotch and went
further.

“Financially independent people don’t want to work
8 hours a day, and they certainly don’t want to join the
military…because they are content! Content people become
confident people, confident people get ideas…they recreate…they start
making fucking art and pacifying the nation - protesting and writing
songs about peace and love. Putting Goddamned flowers in soldiers’ guns
and refusing to do as they’re told! America is a fucking mess right now.
We can’t have that, not on the precipice of this new technological era.
Hell, its fucking 1967 - they’re calling this the space age! And we all
better wake up…Russia has a fucking Sputnik satellite spying on us right
now! But mark my words, America will put a man on the moon before the
end of the decade - that's no bullshit, and I’ve got the clearance to
say that confidently from the progress I’ve personally
seen.”

“A man on the moon…?” Silva stared out at nothing in a dreamy
state.

Jack ignored the Marshal, doubling down on his point.

“And yet…take a look at America right now! Fucking free love and
hippies!? Its a goddamn tragedy! People dropping out and dropping
acid!? Laying around all day except to protest a war, a war that is more
profitable and advantageous than those fucksticks could ever know! There
is a business to war! Shit, we’re not doing this just for the fucking
hell of it…and I promise you nothing is more profitable, nor is
anything more efficient in establishing control over the masses,
than war! As such, if a new war should come, any war, we must
ensure we always come out on the side of victory. Every step of
precaution is necessary.”

Jack took a breath and raised his voice, reaching the culmination of
his point.

“Don’t fool yourself into thinking a similar movement isn’t brewing
right here in Brazil? There is a real threat stirring - world wide.
Russia and China are already lost. Everything we know…all of
it, can be undone under such nonsensical ideologies…via fucking
hippies loving each other and picking flowers! And if we allow it,
what then?! What happens when the next invader shows up and we’re not
prepared to fight because we have a nation of pretty paintings and
flowers? A nation short on soldiers and with limited military
equipment…even the guns among the people would be gone if the hippies
have their way!”

The man exhaled angrily, tilting up his tumbler and downing his
scotch.

Nerez smiled at the man’s passion. “So SNI is a precaution, a
response to the evil of the world. Strategic violence, covertly
executed for the sake of preventing widespread violence?”

“Exactly!” Silva replied with a grin for Lauring to see, proud over
the sharpness Nerez displayed, a man he selected.

Nerez continued quizzingly. “What about the people - will they stand
for such public acts of violence from the government under the premise
it’s for their own protection…? Seems like a hard sell. Isn’t
this risky, the kind of thing that could fuel another coup…one that
doesn’t go our way?”

Lauring answered cooly.

“That's why it's covert…and I hear your point - sheep don’t like
blood, and spilling too much may backfire…make em panic. We’re not
talking about a lot here, nothing like Indonesia. The coup is over, but
a little blood spilled on occasion is for their own good. They need to
know the threat - and be scared of it. We’re already drumming up
propaganda to spread the terrorist threat from FARC and others like
them, but these measures will only slow the cancer of socialism to the
young ones - we hope. Regardless, it certainly won’t undo those that
have already been poisoned with liberal ideologies. Make no
mistake, blood is the best thing to remind the people of Brazil that
without us, they are not safe. We create panic, and then sell our
protection to keep everyone under our control. When they’re under
control, we stop the terrorist attacks, completing the illusion that
we keep them safe.”

“How do you intend to do that - how does a government create a panic
that it then appears to alleviate?”

“We’re going to blow up one of our own buildings.” Silva said
solemnly.

“And pin it on FARC?” Nerez asked.

“Exactly. The target is still yet to be determined, but with enough
casualties the people will become bloodthirsty without any nudging from
us. We follow the attack with propaganda, affirming more attacks are
imminent unless we enact martial law. The people will rush towards
compliance - anything to feel safe. If all goes well, we won’t have to
blow up any more of our own buildings, driving home the point that our
measures are working - the sheep have been saved. If we get to that
moment successfully, we’re in total control of an entire country. Works
every time.”

Silva added, “Fear is our best tool - you know that Nerez. We shove
as much fear down their throats at every turn…scare ‘em into knowing,
with conviction, that without a strong military and secret
police force to watch for spies, foreign nations will invade…or domestic
terrorists will pull us down. At the height of the scare, we deftly make
sweeping changes to fund this new effort - resolutions that will sail
through congress at light speed, each with subtle earmarks to set the
table for indefinite power. From there the rest is elementary, we build
up our infrastructure and ultimately establish total control. It all
starts with intelligence…it all starts with SNI. When it’s
fully functional it will be for the betterment of Brazil.”

“So keep ‘em poor, keep 'em scared - that’s the core
objective…off the record...passing short-term laws with long
term ramifications to establish unchecked power?” Nerez asked,
considering how easy it is to manipulate people when they’re
desperate.

“In short - yes.” Lauring replied with a nose that Nerez was up to
something.

General Nerez continued. “Just for the sake of playing devil’s
advocate, you believe if there was more financial parity among Brazil,
if living conditions were better for all, the people would pacify
themselves into broken infrastructure, poor sanitation, and a collapse
of blue collar jobs?”

“Correct.”

“…you don’t think people could assemble on their own to create a
harmonious community…or at least if they could, they would simply get
conquered?”

Lauring’s skepticism grew to annoyance. He didn’t like being
questioned - ever.

“Human civilization has yet to encounter a culture of people living
in paradise that aren’t soon conquered. Sad but true. As much
as I’d love to give everyone a mansion with a lifetime supply of food,
it wouldn’t be prudent. The ant hill can’t be full of juicy, fat queens,
it has to have armies of fire ants willing to defend the colony at all
costs.”

“You don’t believe people would voluntarily take up arms to protect
themselves?”

Silva suddenly grew embarrassed, with a small concern over the
dissident questioning from his star recommendation. He felt obligated to
insert himself between the growing divide of his two compatriots.

“Don’t be stupid Nerez. Wars aren’t fought with pitchforks and swords
anymore - in which any swinging dick can show up the day of the battle
and make a contribution. We need warplanes, and pilots to fly them. We
need a navy, and people who can operate anti-aircraft guns. We can’t
just give our people paradise, watch our volunteer army diminish, and in
our greatest time of need expect people to know how to fly a fighter
jet. Besides, rich people don’t risk their own lives - they don’t
have to!”

He let slip a hollow chuckle, attempting to force a lighter mood .
“Rich folks are spineless - caring only for their fortunes and fleeing
to the next country they can afford. They have no loyalty to any
specific colony - just whatever suits them when it suits
them!”

Jack spotted an opportunity to steelman Silva’s words. “For Brazil to
be a great nation, everyone has a role to play, and whether or not we
like it, there always has to be a hierarchy - human nature compels us to
establish rank.”

Silva retorted with a coy smirk, returning back to that volley of
reinforcement between the two that, again, bordered on it being
rehearsed. “We just happen to be at the top, and we need to ensure that
Brazil retains our position at the top, a leadership position
on the global stage, led by you and me…”

Silva looked at Nerez, and then turned to Jack, adding, “With the
help of our allies…we can do this. But make no mistake, the wolves are
afoot, and we must act.” The Marshal then took a satisfying chug of his
cocktail, leaving room for Nerez to finally get a word in.

The General acknowledged any resistance to these two men was futile,
if not suicidal. He replied in compliance. “Understood, and so you want
me to lead this, removal of the wolves?”

Silva emptied his scotch, and with it his previous embarrassment,
relieved that Nerez was finally getting it.

“Yes - exactly. Look, I’m going to be President soon, at which point
I can’t remove the wolves myself. And Jack here can only do so much as
an American AID worker. But I refuse to assume the role of President and
reside over this growing issue with a blind eye. Somebody is going to
have to get their hands bloody - possibly very bloody. It has to be done
one way or another…somebody has to lead the charge. That person will be
you, General Nerez. Now is your time son - that’s why we’re all
here.”

Nerez realized this was the moment he had longed for -
for years. They were extending him full authority and carte
blanche to carry out whatever agenda he wanted…wholly supported and
funded by the government of Brazil and aided by the United States of
America in the name of national security. While he didn’t
exactly agree with the ideologies, he returned to the same predicament
he kept repeating to himself.

‘How can I refuse?’

His words rang from his mouth true. “It would be my honor.” Nerez
said firmly without a moment to waste, fearing they’d offer the job to
someone else if he so much as hesitated.

“Excellent. In that case, let’s table the concerns on the ground in
Brazil, and shift to the skies.”

“Marshal…” The American interrupted in a moment of protest.

Nerez picked up on the gaff and couldn’t help but wonder what secrets
they kept from him, even in this impending new title…Director of
SNI?

“No no, you’re right. That can come in time.”

Silva acquiesced to whatever Lauring relayed to him in coded
communication.

“Hm. In that case, let’s table the concerns on other matters until
next time and get to the other point of this meeting. Tell us
General Nerez, what has your time in the Catacombs yielded?”

Fighting the anger that stirred over being treated like a subservient
child who could so blatantly be kept in the dark, he struggled to
suppress the voice that brought him to cross paths with Silva in the
first place (the voice that wanted to kill and torture). Nerez replied
calmly nonetheless. “Well sir, I’ve combed through a wall of boxes over
the last week. The information is…overwhelming.”

“Give us the highlights.” Agent Lauring chimed in.

Nerez understood his moment on the hot seat had only just begun. He
drained his cup of scotch and replied with a coerced grin, “In that
case, pour me one more and allow me to regale you with speculations on
the nature of reality…at least according to prisoners under the
forced influence of Nazi-regimented psychedelics.”

Jack Lauring couldn’t suppress a chuckle, and giving a wink to Silva
replied aloud, “Something tells me I’m gonna like this kid.”



CHAPTER 13 - The Crypt or the Kingdom


Two weeks had passed since his meeting with Agent Jack Lauring, and
even after so much time, General Nerez couldn’t shake the man from his
mind.

Shifting his aching body on the cold concrete floor of the Catacombs,
he looked down at the piles of folders laid out in front of him with
lament, turning his eyes to the room at large like a glutton for
punishment. It was daunting, the progress was slow, and he was hating
the process with every passing minute. Worst of all, he hadn’t found
anything on President Branco, Branco’s cabinet…or really anything useful
whatsoever. It was discouraging to say the least.

The only positive he found in his new predicament was that he was
approximately 1/10th of the way through the contents of the Catacombs in
about one month…meaning he would tackle the job in less than a year - or
only half of what Silva predicted. The realization gave him a spark of
encouragement, setting him diligently back to task.

The General spied a new box to open, the one he had been putting off
for a while now…unsure why he kept skipping over it, but certain it was
another dud.

That’s when it struck him, ‘It’ll probably be my payday…besides,
isn’t that the way it always goes? Life’s pleasant surprises from the
things we least expect?’

He pulled the box down from the top shelf of the gray metal frame,
and when it was chest high, just under his chin, he exhaled deeply and
blew the excess dust off. A large billowing plume of tiny particles
fanned out wide in front of him, revealing a label on the top of the box
and its confiscation details - name, address, date, etc. There was
always a label, Nerez learned, concluding it was the only premeditated
action of organization the coup’s hoarders lent his efforts.

Nerez came to call the label, ‘the source.’

The ‘source’ was the geographic origin of the contents…from
whence the contents were confiscated. Nerez scanned the label, learning
the box he presently held was taken from one of Goulart’s cabinet
members - the Secretary of State to be specific, Senator Ballio. General
Nerez knew Ballio was one of the political dissidents exiled during the
coup, and assumed this box was discovered on his personal property -
judging by the residential address on the label.

‘Interesting. What, pray tell did you find, Mr. Ballio?’
Nerez snickered to himself, hopeful and eager it was another stash of
blackmail against political opponents, which so far had proven to be the
case most of the time…reminding himself that, ‘Branco may have
qualified as a politico opponent to Ballio.’

The tape pulled chunks of brown paper with it as he pried open the
box to retrieve its contents - a stack of papers and photographs.
Sitting on top was a photo that made Nerez’ heart skip a beat. It was a
picture of Silva, seemingly meeting a man in secret, for whom Nerez
didn’t recognize…at first.

He set the first picture aside and picked up the next - this time
recognizing the other man…it was Jack Lauring. He turned the
picture over and saw a date written - March 2, 1964, and considered what
it meant. Goulart’s loyalists were searching for dirt on those most
vocal in their opposition to Goulart - men like Silva, and they found
something!

‘Holy shit! Goulart’s team knew the CIA was subverting the
Brazilian government…but this was days before Goulart’s last speech. Why
didn’t the liberal party act, leak this information to news
sources!?’

Then it dawned on him.

‘The photograph was too late…’the coup was only days later. They
didn’t understand who Jack Lauring was, let alone the direness of the
situation…all took them by complete surprise!’

Nerez shook his head, setting the pictures aside along with several
papers of field notes to match the photos. He sifted quickly, scanning
for anything that may catch his eye. He picked up a green card
application.

‘Odd - what is this?’

The application was for an Argentinian man named Peter
Hochbichler, approved with the Brazilian seal, a stamp, and signed
by…Costa e Silva?

“Who the fuck is Peter Hochbichler?” He whispered aloud. The words
disappeared into the room, soaked into the stacks of cardboard without
reverb, accentuating the lonely silence of the Catacombs.

He set the green card application aside in a pile he left for the
‘important’ contents, before pulling another bundle of photographs in a
new stack of glossy 6x9’s. It was another picture of Silva, this time
soliciting a prostitute - captured via someone’s long range camera in
what the General assumed was a stake-out. Worse, it was yet another
piece of misdeeds he’d found on Silva since beginning his work in the
Catacombs - one of a dozen at least.

‘No wonder that asshole wants me down here digging - he’s got a
laundry list of evidence against him! Is that what this whole Catacombs
bullshit is about?’

Nerez fumed, but in looking down at those photos he knew this was the
sort of thing Silva was indirectly looking for. Perhaps this
discovery would get Nerez out of the Catacombs, or at minimum ease up on
the urgency of sifting through the entirety of it. The thought brought
him the most optimism yet, but as his typewriter clicked dutifully to
life with nimble fingers ready to capture all the details of the latest
box, the typing abruptly stopped…

‘Nobody knows about these files but me…’

Both the rearing potential and dire ramifications of that sentence
ricocheted inside Nerez’ mind, weighing his choice with careful
consideration.

‘If I keep this information to myself and am discovered having it
by the wrong people, they will kill me.’

He didn’t like the sound of that, and considered what was the counter
argument…the risk/reward assessment?

‘If I keep this information and use it strategically, I could
bring down Silva, getting him off my back forever and at the same time
leaving open a vacancy that nobody is more qualified to fill than me.
Without much effort, I could claim his title for myself…Marshal Nerez -
Minister of War.’

He grinned to himself, loving the sound of it and wondering if he’d
take the Marshal title as well - as a matter of preference of course,
before his thoughts jumped to a more sober note, recognizing this wasn’t
a game for some new title…he was daydreaming about a gamble entailing
life or death, the Crypt or the Kingdom.

The stakes were high, but he would accept them…opting to shoot his
shot or die trying.

In the process, if that meant ruining the career of a corrupt man, so
be it. Hell, that’s an easy decision. It was now a matter of weighing
the odds, the final step before determining if the risk/reward was
balanced one way or the other - if there was an advantage either
direction. After all, he was gambling with his life.

‘How likely am I to be discovered hiding this information? Is
there any way to safeguard it against discovery?’

In a flash he already knew the answer. He’d hide the box in plain
sight…it would never leave the room, instead sealing it back up and
leaving it to appear unsearched. He’d find a way to secretly
mark it for himself, and place it in a corner of the room - staged just
so, to appear overlooked and untouched. That way if it was ever
discovered he’d have the easy alibi of a box ‘missed.’ Hell, it was a
gymnasium of boxes.

Lastly, he’d have to pinch some of the evidence from the
already two boxes he had on Silva, associating those contents with a
different box entirely, and then bring it forward to Silva in a staged
act of loyalty. Essentially he’d bring his master a crumb, but hide the
feast for himself.

He reasoned what to bring forward, after all he had a pile to choose
from, and grabbed an empty box to begin forging his own contrived
confessional - of the dirt he found on his boss, Marshal Silva.

His first choice was the easiest - one of the many photographs of
Silva with a prostitute. ‘I’ll even pick the prettiest one from the
bunch, just to stroke that son-of-a-bitch’s ego!’

He’d sprinkle in some other files he had on the man as well. Trusting
the final combination should provide him the alibi he’d need -
protecting his lie that he would bring everything forward to
Silva, yet covertly stashing the bulk of the worst crimes for his own
leverage…should he decide to ever use it.

It was a sound plan, and as added insurance he found huge comfort in
the fact that his work was already inherently secret…nobody had access
to the Catacombs aside from himself and a few others (none of which he’d
ever seen in the Catacombs). By virtue, the contents within the
Catacombs were solely entrusted to him alone - allowing him to conclude
the odds were overwhelmingly in his favor. If he decided to take this
bet, it seemed he held all the cards.

All he had to do now was push all-in, and hope his gamble wouldn’t
cost him everything.

Three days later, Nerez made his move.



CHAPTER 14 - The Enemy of My Enemy is my Friend


The General took one more deep breath to calm his nerves before
lightly rapping his knuckles on the door to Marshal Silva’s office.

“Come in.” Silva called from the other side of his corner office,
high on the 8th floor of the National Congress Building.

The door pushed open easily, and Nerez stepped through with a
tattered box of evidence he fraudulently assembled.

“Ah yes, General Nerez - you wanted to see me. Please, have a
seat.”

“Thank you sir.” Nerez sat, placing the cardboard file box on his lap
with a solemn grace.

Silva weighed the man for a moment, attempting to read the General’s
mind - trying to see through him.

“What have you brought me?”

The General allowed his nervousness to come forward, knowing it would
serve his deceit, misconstrued as concern for Silva’s well-being despite
his intention to backstab the man.

“I…I’ve found some evidence, sir - of which you’ll see was kept in
secret as a potential weapon of blackmail…against, you,
sir.”

Silva exhaled deeply. “I sensed something was wrong when you walked
in the door.”

The Marshal then paused unusually long, scratching his face and
leaning back in thought - studying Nerez before breaking his
silence.

“So you found some dirt…just not for the right guy.”

“Precisely.”

“Well then, let’s have a look, nothing you haven’t seen already.” If
Nerez didn’t know any better, the Marshal was gloating.

The General lifted the box from his lap and set it on Silva’s desk.
The old man rose and gently opened it, reaching inside to examine the
photo on top.

Nerez held his breath, hoping the photo he placed on top was the best
start to a sequence of evidence he carefully staged for a bigger agenda
of his own.

Silva smiled wide in nostalgia before laughing proudly and looking
fondly at the black and white photograph. It was a surveillance shot of
a beautiful prostitute, naked and sitting on top of the Marshal as he
lay back. She arched her back with fingers in her hair, appearing in
ecstasy with her mouth agape and eyes fluttering shut.

“Ha ha - Adriana…” The man swooned. “Ahh…she was all
woman - the best fuck I ever had!”

He simpered before adding, “I’m so happy you found this General, I’m
keeping this one!”

Nerez offered a small chuckle that was genuine, but not because he
gave a shit about Silva’s favorite call girl. The truth was that he
wanted to burst out laughing with pride, exceptionally pleased with how
well it had gone so far with that first photograph. He didn’t
even need the rest of it, the hook was already set, and set firm.

He remained silent as the Marshal picked through the contents of the
manufactured pile of evidence, including some receipts that were frankly
obscene - including a $255k receipt for the title of a yacht in Rio de
Janeiro. All of it paid with state money and Silva’s signature. The guy
didn’t even try to hide his corruption anymore…it was sloppy, and for
the first time Nerez found himself losing respect for Silva - debating
if the man convinced himself his bold laziness was a luxury afforded via
his disillusioned assurance of power.

Silva kept picking through the stack of files, hemming and hawing
every now and then until he reached the bottom. The last in the pile was
of course another stack of prostitutes. Nerez reasoned he’d start with
the sugar, and end there. The Marshal pulled the last contents of the
box, holding another glossy photograph and studying the picture with a
wry smile. It was a grainy image of himself in a parking garage -
reclined in the driver seat of a Mercedes while a blonde woman gave him
a blowjob.

He chuckled to himself…largely because he couldn’t even remember her
name.

“So I like to have a good time - can you blame me?” He looked at
Nerez with a devilish grin. “Is this all you’ve found so far?”

“These are the things I felt worthy of calling your attention to,
sir.”

Silva remained silent a little longer than usual, yet again, as if he
could smell the taint of a lie, but not strong enough to assume
conviction.

“You’ve been in the Catacombs two weeks since our last check in…do
you mean to tell me you’ve discovered nothing else relevant?”

“That’s correct sir.” Nerez lied some more. “It’s been painfully
redundant - consisting mostly of historical records, stolen artifacts,
and some light accounts of blackmail - none of which however would serve
our purposes. Then again, by my estimate I’m only 10% finished, so give
it time.”

“Hm. Yes, perhaps that is the problem…only 10%. We don’t
have a lot of time.” Silva frowned. “You’re not going fast enough…”

Nerez calculated his progress thus far and it was twice the speed for
which the old man initially estimated - he should have been satisfied
with successfully lying to the man, but the pride of his work ethic was
challenged.

“With all due respect sir, I would be haphazard to go any faster. As
is, I have logged many 12 hour days - detailing every last bit in
summary…and I’ve completed more than 100 boxes of content already - much
faster than the initial prognostication.”

“Yes - yes, it’s thorough…but perhaps it’s too thorough.”

Silva turned stoney, asserting his command with a new order, “I don’t
need ALL the details General…you’re using a microscope and it’s costing
us precious time. The election is in a few months, and at your rate of
progress you won’t be through half the Catacombs before time is out. You
have to move faster, which means you need to peruse
more…glances and scans at best. I need something on that motherfucker
(Branco)...you’ll know the good stuff when you see it! Hell, find me a
picture like this if you can!”

He held up the photo of the fellatio-giving blonde, adding. “Although
he probably likes boys - faggot!”

Nerez let slip a snicker, not for the derogatory comment, but in
knowing what a gift this was in aiding his own agenda. He was intending
to hide a box under the alibi of going too fast and missing it…concerned
over the instruction of thoroughness he was initially given. But now…the
Marshal specifically instructed him to peruse as fast as possible -
glances and scans!

The meeting was going better than he’d ever hoped. “Happy to sir,
although it's possible things could get missed...” Suddenly the General
felt his chest tighten, realizing he was getting cute.

Silva squinted his eyes, studying Nerez a skosh more than usual.

“I doubt it, Nerez. I know the man you are - diligent and
loyal. You will find what I ask if it’s there, no stone
unturned…but no need to dissect things either. Am I clear?”

“Crystal, sir.”

“Good.” His eyes gave a warning glare - which screamed in
silence: Don’t FUCK with me - not even a little bit, or else.
Silva then waved a hand in dismissal. “Carry on.”

Nerez turned to leave the old man’s office, but before he could take
a step, Silva added in a threatening tone, “Anything of
significance, General…let me know immediately.”

“Yessir - of course sir.”

Nerez turned once more when Silva spoke up yet again, clearing his
cigar-irritated throat. “One more thing General…I’d like you to use SNI
resources to covertly track Branco’s movements, current and future - as
far out as we can see. His travel schedule, hotel agenda, speeches, and
so on. Keep it secret, only trust your best men…and keep me abreast of
any travel plans he makes outside the limits of Brasilia.” Silva took a
breath before adding coyly, “He’s getting reckless in his trust of the
masses, and frankly I’d like to ensure his safety as much as
possible…”

“Of course sir.” Nerez sensed the gamesmanship with those words - a
playful timbre of murder just under the surface.

Murder.

It was certainly one way to win the presidency, but not the best.
Nerez suddenly knew Silva was no longer as certain to win the highest
position in the land - despite the sales pitch of confidence he’d given
Nerez just a month ago. His fallback plan was to have his opponent
assassinated, masked as an accident, and with Nerez taking point for the
SNI espionage support. It was a wonderful plan for Silva - he wasn’t
officially associated with SNI…everything to gain and nothing to lose,
because ultimately he’d pin the loss on Nerez if things took a turn for
the worst.

“Thank you General, that’ll be all.” Silva dismissed him smugly,
assured he pulled Nerez’ strings how and whenever he fucking wanted.

Content in letting Silva believe he was as powerful as he imagined,
Nerez nodded acknowledgement and swiftly left Silva’s corner office.

The General raged inside as he huffed down the hallway, quietly
asserting that nobody pulled his strings any longer - the time had come.
He headed straight for Oliveira’s office, reminding himself the ends
would justify the means…reminding himself he would take Silva’s fucking
corner office.

‘But first things first…’ he thought, quoting that old line
to himself, ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend. I won’t ascend at
all if Silva can’t beat Branco…Branco must go down first, then
Silva.’

Nerez criss-crossed the National Congress building, finding Oliveira
one floor down and on the opposite side. The Doc was reliably at his
desk, completing the General’s daily brief. Nerez gave the partially
opened door a light knock.

“Sir - I wasn’t expecting you. Is something the matter?”

“Nothing is the matter Oliveira.” Nerez pushed open the door,
inviting himself in. “You didn’t find anything yet on Peter Hochbichler,
did you?”

“No sir, not ye-”

Nerez interrupted him. “Put it on the back-burner. I just had a
meeting with Marshal Silva, in which I received some new
orders…sensitive ones. I need to put in a request with you.”

“Anything, sir.”

Nerez closed the door and turned to Oliveira in a low, grave tone.
“This is the kind that can’t allow for a mistake…or else.”

Oliveira swallowed, “Understood sir.”

“I need you to track the movements of President
Branco…covertly. Nobody can know what you are doing. This comes
straight from Marshal Silva, in confidence.”

Oliveira’s eyebrows raised in alarm, but he otherwise stayed silent -
understanding the gravity of what this request might mean. He forced a
brave reply.

“How much time do I have?”

Nerez exhaled in satisfaction, knowing by the question alone that
Oliveira would do it, and do a good job.

“As long as you need to do it safely. If you need a month, so be
it…the number one rule here is: don’t get caught. But we do
need something before the election. Anything Doc -
give me something to work back up to the top with, if you know what I
mean.”

“I do sir.”

“Of course you do.” Nerez smiled proudly. “Speaking of, it isn’t
unnoticed Doc…how often you put your own skin in the game by my order.
Your loyalty will be rewarded in kind if we can pull this off.”

“Thank you, sir.” Before Oliveira could enjoy the compliment a little
more, the General pivoted - eager to move on to his own business.

“Is that today’s brief?” He gestured to the files Oliveira was
working on before the interruption.

“Yessir.”

“Are you finished?”

“Just about sir…I was also going to grab your coffee before I made my
way down.”

Nerez gave a thin smile, “I’ll save you the trip.”

He grabbed the files from Oliveira’s desk, “and I’ll grab my coffee
on the way down. You just get me what I’m after…and Doc - don’t get
caught!”



CHAPTER 15 - Succession


Four weeks later.

Marshal Silva was in high spirits, sitting behind his new desk in the
Palácio do Planalto - the official workplace of the Brazilian
President.

He tipped back a heavy gulp of whiskey, smiling wide to his first two
guests - those he considered most fitting of the honor.

The first was General Nerez, who swirled a scotch on the rocks while
admiring the architecture of the Palácio do Planalto through
the many windows. It was another Oscar Niemeyer building, recently
inaugurated in 1960 and serving as the workplace of every Brazilian
president since. The outside of the building was framed with flying
buttresses, best described as slender pillars of concrete that flared
out wide to a point from an otherwise broad-based pillar - like curved
triangles. Nerez found it to resemble the many sails of a schooner at
sea, stacked one in front of the other.

It was those exterior buttresses that allowed for all the walls of
the building to be entirely made of glass - top to bottom. He turned his
focus from outside the building to the inside, scanning his surroundings
inside the President’s office, admiring the furniture which matched the
same 60’s theme of the building - all of it portraying a futuristic
feeling, reminding its occupants that they lived in the dawning of a
space age.

Agent Jack Lauring was the second guest, having arrived from America
that afternoon in light of the…recent events. He sat calmly,
sipping his gin and tonic and dangling that leather loafer in his usual
way, when Silva lifted a newspaper and began reading an article from the
New York Times, awkwardly in broken English.

“July 13, 1967 - Fohrmer Presideent ‘Umberto Castelo Brahnkco was
keelled today en ay plane coleeshun.”

He cleared his throat and went on, “Presideent Arthur da Costa e
Silva…” Silva smiled wide, interrupting himself, “My God how i love
theez wurds…I never heard aneething sweetehr!” before returning to the
paper, struggling in broken English, “Presideent Arthur da Costa e
Silva...has prom…prohmi-sa……ugh!”

Silva switched back to Portuguese in frustration. “Ugh, what is this
word?! …you know what, you read it, Nerez!”

He stuffed the newspaper into Nerez’ chest with a sausage finger,
“Right there!” pointing to the sentence where he left off.

The General studied the sentence and began reading, “...President
Arthur de Costa e Silva has promised to continue the Castelo Branco
policies, ordered five days of official mourning for his predecessor,
who for his three years in office pledged to battle Communist and
corrupting influences in the Brazilian Government.”

Jack Lauring, who brought the newspaper with him from the States,
offered a slow clap for Nerez’ perfect English. “Well said.” He replied
before returning the conversation to Portuguese, knowing his Portuguese
was much better than Silva’s English. “Does this mean you boys are in
the clear then?”

“Wouldn’t you say so Jack?” Silva retorted in surprise.

“Yes I would.” Lauring shook his head in disbelief, “I have to ask
though - how the hell did you arrange for a mid-air collision!?”

Silva smirked, “Not my brain child. That there is a story for General
Nerez to share!” He held his tumbler of whiskey up to the General, “By
all means, regale us of your dastardly solution, you clever devil
you!”

Nerez grinned proudly. “Well, we needed it to look accidental…and
having seen the President’s flight lo-”

“EX President!” Silva interrupted, showing his inebriation.

“Yes - EX president’s Flight Log” Nerez continued, “we knew we had
him. Naturally, we couldn’t shoot him down…nothing could appear
suspicious, and so an accidental collision seemed the obvious
choice.”

“What was the…ex President flying in?” Lauring asked.

“A fucking Piper PA-23!” Silva interrupted in a shout.

“Isn’t that a four-seater prop plane?”

Nerez replied. “They make em as big as six seats…but yes, a very
small plane.”

Silva snorted and leaned into Lauring with a fog of smokey bourbon on
his breath, “Yeah, but guess what this fucker hit em with!?” Silva
grinned in another interruption, pointing his sausage finger once again
at Nerez, “A fucking Hercules! Have you seen those fucking things -
HUGE!”

“Of course.” Lauring replied flatly, slightly perturbed at Silva’s
growing intoxication. “We used to pack up to 90 combat troops in em
during ‘Nam - they’re flying whales.”

“So that’s it in a nutshell.” Nerez brought them back to the point.
“A big plane coming down on top of an unsuspecting little plane - pretty
simple really.”

“Still - a risky ass move. What about the pilot for the
Hercules…where did you find a guy who wanted that job - that’s
bordering on Kamikaze!?”

The General laughed. “Some gunslinger with nothing to lose…a military
pilot, young guy who needed the money…and God did he sound like a
dumbass!? But, we did our homework and it wasn’t long until this guy’s
name kept coming up - with that bush-cutter accent of his. God, what was
his name?” The question vexed him, but he pressed on. “Anyway, the
fucking guy was cocky as shit, especially once we told him the details.
As soon as he heard the plan was to have a Hercules drop down on a Piper
- he was 100% convinced he could do it.”

“No hesitation in killing the President of Brazil?” Lauring chuckled
in shock.

Silva snickered, “Oh God no - we didn’t tell the pilot it was the
President! We told him he was taking out a known drug lord.”

“Does he know you guys lied to him?”

Nerez responded as Silva took another drink. “He does now. I suppose
he can protest, but all he will do is implicate himself in a conspiracy
for assassination. Besides, he got paid a handsome sum in cash…he
ain’t saying shit. He’ll be dishonorably discharged and get on with
his life as a free man. Granted, he'll be lucky to ever fly again, at
least for anyone reputable, but hey - he got paid.”

Nerez frustratingly looked at Silva. “What was that street dog’s name
anyway?”

“You’re asking me? I don’t remember those details General…I don’t
have to…I have you!” Silva laughed some more, seemingly at
anything as he continued drinking.

“Wow - he killed the president and didn’t even know it.” Jack
muttered in disbelief.

“HE HAD NO FUCKING CLUE!” Silva blurted out in laughter before
downing his tumbler of whiskey.

Jack shot a look of disdain at Silva - watching him laugh like a
drunkard. He wasn’t sure how many Silva had prior to their arrival, but
that was his 2nd tumbler in just thirty minutes - each one filled to the
top.

Nerez meanwhile continued muttering to himself, challenged to
remember the pilots name. “Jorje…no? Jaime…No…”

“It really doesn’t matter.” Jack interrupted matter-of-factly, but it
was too late…Nerez recalled the man’s name.

“Javier! That’s it…the pilot’s name was Javier.”

“Javi-never-fucking-fly-again!” Silva hollered through belly
laughter, his bulbous nose was flushed red and his eyes appeared to lack
focus. “It doesn’t matter what the fuck that peasant’s name was!
Gentleman…I am the fucking President of Brazil, and you two are
my highest and most trusted advisors - FUCK all the rest…how we got here
or who we fucked to do it, WE MADE IT! CHEERS gentleman - TO US!”

Silva raised an empty glass to toast, which upon seeing nothing
inside prompted his displeasure. “FUCK. Empty already!? Goddamnit, that
won’t do! Pour me another Nerez - and Jack, quit being a pussy and
fucking drink faster you cunt!”

Jack couldn’t hide his contempt, “...and what a charming President
you are.” The words were delivered sarcastically, but careful enough for
it to be the last word.

Silva simply laughed at himself with the remark, too drunk to
care.

General Nerez meanwhile intended a similar course of
professionalism as Lauring, but was falling sway to the rapid speed
President Silva kept topping off his drink. He didn’t feel the same
sovereignty that Lauring had as an American, and so he acquiesced to
being the drunk’s drinking buddy. It was a losing gambit, and in what is
perhaps best known as ‘liquid courage’, Nerez broached an observation he
couldn’t shake since the collision. Feeling his alcohol, he took a deep
breath and uttered something on his mind.

“I saw something in the sky during the collision - something I can’t
explain…”

“What are you talking about?” Lauring asked quizzically.

“The Hercules and Piper weren’t the only craft in the area. There was
a formation of 5 indistinguishable objects, impossibly high but there
nonetheless - right above the two airplanes at the time of the
collision. I saw them reflecting the sun in perfect position…bizarrely
stationary until the collision, which made me think they were high
altitude weather balloons, except they all shot off shortly after the
wreck. It sent a chill down my spine.”

Lauring flashed a look of shock, and suddenly Nerez understood
Lauring knew exactly what the General was talking about…except before he
could pursue the topic any further, at least with any seriousness, Silva
chimed in belligerently.

“What the fuck are you talking about General - are you trying to tell
us you saw UFOs!?” Silva burst out laughing, sloshing his freshly poured
drink on the arm of Nerez as he leaned his direction. “Jesus Christ
Nerez - you think you saw a bunch of UFOs watching the collision -
waiting for it?! That’s fucking rich! What - did you send a memo to
Mars, inviting them to the show!? Oh fuck me!” Laughter erupted from the
drunk, and he gasped for breath before asking, “How many drinks have YOU
had son!?” Laughing harder with each word he muttered.

Nerez forced a courtesy chuckle. “I’m pretty sure we captured them on
radar as well, but it wasn’t until the last minute - certainly too late
to call off the mission. If you check the-”

Silva interrupted. “FUCK ME NEREZ!” He nearly spit out his drink.
“You almost called off the mission over some Goddamned
balloons?! Jesuth Christh Nerez - that mission needed to thucceed if I
was to be President, tho unless you saw a little green man coming to
stick something in your ath - you don’t call off that fucking mishuun
fer anything!”

The man slurred his words, laughing and adding in between bated
breath, “And even if little green men came to probe your ath - do your
fucking duty tholider! HAHAHA!”

Nerez smiled awkwardly in response, concluding this had become a
waste of time. But, dare he say it, he concluded something more…
something in Jack’s face. Jack knew what Nerez was talking about…about
those UFOs - but he was keeping quiet about it…

“LITTLE GREEN BUTT PIRATETHS FROM THPACE!!” Silva spit in laughter,
spraying Nerez’ face with foamy spittle.

It was the last straw for General Nerez.

On the outside he laughed it off, summoning all of the false
jocularity he could muster from the small buzz he felt. On the inside
however, he burned, resolving to have ‘the last laugh’ and planning his
own ascension behind his wide grin.

‘Fuck you! You drunk piece of shit. I’m going to end this - end
you! This will be my office soon - mark my words…’ The hateful vow
jolted through his brain, all the while keeping up appearances on the
surface.

That’s when he knew he and Jack were both just acting, putting on
their own charades for their own agenda - suddenly the General saw it
all so clearly. They all were in a play of their own making,
all of them faking and feigning the character persona that each believed
would best advance their own agenda. They were ALL fucking
puppets in a play of their own making, excessively pulling
their own strings to establish more power, driven in fear and defiance
that anyone else might pull their strings for them.

And so Nerez sat through the celebratory drink until the new
President passed out, suffering an old drunkard with a big fake smile
and a new lens on life, patiently acting his ass off until he could get
his big break.

Except today he finally realized that he didn’t need to wait any
longer, he was already poised for checkmate, and when he departed at the
end of the night there was only one thing on his mind…

Life was his own play to act out, and he was the
playwright.

Sticking to the script he intended to write for himself, he resolved
to approach Oliveira first thing in the morning with a final covert task
- one to bring down Silva once and for all…the final move in his
ascension to power.



CHAPTER 16 - Peter Hochbichler


More than a month had passed since that drunken evening in President
Silva’s Palácio do Planalto, and he still couldn’t believe that a
sociopath had become President. Nerez couldn’t stop thinking about it,
with his thoughts probing between the lines of their conversation and
debating whether or not to broach the UFO topic with Jack Lauring.

‘Jack knew…’

Nerez saw it, and wondered what else the American may have known. His
searching thoughts were interrupted with a hastened tapping on his door.
Oliveira entered General Nerez’ corner office, the very office Marshal
Silva used to occupy when he was the Minister of War.

Intrigued by the surprise visit, Nerez gave him a once over. “You
look nearly out of breath Doc, did you run to my office?”

“No sir, but I spared no time either.”

“What is so urgent?”

“Recently you asked me to look up a name…Peter Hochbichler, an
Argentinian immigrant, circa 196-”

“Yes…” Nerez interrupted, checking his surroundings for any
eaves-droppers and motioning to hush Oliveira. “Close the door and come
inside.”

As soon as the door was shut, Nerez asked impatiently, “Well - what
did you find?”

“Cutting straight to the point, Peter Hochbichler goes by
another name…Fritz Hollman, aka Helmut Gregor…also known as -
Josef Mengele.”

“Josef Mengele?” Nerez looked up to confirm, “...the Nazi
doctor from Auschwitz?”

“Yessir - he is here in Brazil, or at least was at one point…his
exact whereabouts aren’t presently known, or for that matter, if he’s
even still alive.”

“Holy shit…” Nerez mumbled aloud, underscoring what it
meant, and what it would mean to the people of Brazil if they
saw physical evidence of President Silva smuggling one of the most
wanted men in the world (for war crimes against humanity) into
Brazil.

In a flash the General considered just exactly who Josef Mengele was,
a man he studied upon discovering the mysterious redacted German
experiment, Projekt Ewigkeit…

***


Before the second Great War, Mengele obtained doctorates in
anthropology and medicine, which led him on the path to a respected
research career. In 1937 he joined the NSDAP (Nazi Party), and the
following year became a member of the SS. When World War II broke out he
served as a medical officer in a battalion, but his journey took a dark
turn when he was transferred to serve in the Nazi concentration camps in
1943. It was at Auschwitz where he saw an opportunity to conduct genetic
research on human subjects, primarily focusing on twins. Shockingly, he
showed no regard for the health or safety of his victims - engaging in
horrific macabre experiments. Eventually, as the Red Army advanced
through German-occupied Poland, Mengele was transferred from Auschwitz
to the Gross-Rosen concentration camp in January 1945. The transfer
happened just ten days before the Soviet forces arrived at Auschwitz,
saving him from a grim fate. Since then, the man has been presumed on
the lam, or dead…until now.



***

Oliveira continued. “Turns out a man back in Israel has evidence to
suggest Mengele is in hiding, some Nazi hunter named Simon Wiesenthal.
Evidently this Wiesenthal fellow has been especially eager to bring
Mengele to justice upon discovering his escape to Argentina in July
1949. The claim is Mengele initially settled in and around Buenos Aires,
but later fled to Paraguay in 1959, Brazil in 1960…and allegedly still
here today.”

“How did you come across this information?”

“Its all over Interpol sir. Peter Hochbichler is a wanted man…it only
took me this long because I had misspelled his name - seeking
"Hochbicher in all my previous queries - I somehow dropped the ‘L’.
Apologies sir, it’s a mistake I should have caught sooner.”

But Nerez was too elated to care about the blunder, and he extended a
rare show of mercy. “You found him, that’s all that matters now Doc -
nice work.”

“Thank you.” Oliveira said softly.

“Do you have the Interpol paperwork?”

“Yessir.”

“Good. Leak it to the press - use whatever news sources owe you a
favor, I don’t care. We just need the people of Brazil to be scared
shitless that a satanic Nazi murderer is their next door neighbor, with
a live investigation that Mengele’s asylum was covertly provided by a
top-ranking official still in office, according to a secret
whistleblower!” Nerez grinned. “The media will eat it up.”

“How soon?”

“Today.”

Oliveira checked his calendar: August 27, 1967. “I can probably get
something published in this Sunday’s paper - full circulation. A story
like this will make the front page - it will turn the country upside
down.”

“Yes - IF, it goes to press. It’s time I make a few demands of my
own.”

Oliveira swallowed hard. “You know who the official is…don’t
you?”

Nerez only muttered his reply with a dreamy smile on his face, too
fascinated by the events now in motion.

“...of course I do.”

***

Monday Morning, September 1, 1967

“EXTRA EXTRA! PRESIDENT SILVA DISCOVERED DEAD!”

Passer-bys shielded their ears from the orphan teen, boisterously
shouting over the bustling crowd in between his puffs of cigarette
smoke. He wore a white t-shirt with a pair of pants held up by a rope
tied around his waist, and most men passing by knew the young lad via
his street sale of Jogo do bicho (the animal game). Today however, the
boy took up hawking newspapers, which were selling like hotcakes -
hotter than the animal game.

The boy stood atop the Marco Zero monument - a bold move in and of
itself, as it was the prime location for hawking - reserved only for the
toughest on the street because the Marco Zero (Zero Marker) is located
in Praça da Sé, in the central area of the city in front of the São
Paulo Cathedral, in the city center of São Paulo, Brazil.

***


The cathedral in São Paulo, constructed in a Gothic revival style
under the first archbishop Duarte Leopoldo e Silva, began in 1913 and
was inaugurated in 1954; although the towers were completed later in
1967. Designed by German architect Maximilian Emil Hehl, the Neo-Gothic
structure is the largest Catholic church in the city, accommodating up
to 8,000 worshippers and measuring 111 meters in length, 46 meters in
width, and with towers soaring to 92 meters. The building features over
800 tons of rare marble and is adorned with sculptures of Brazilian
flora and fauna, including coffee branches, pineapples, and
armadillos.



***

The Cathedral was not just a tourist magnet, it was also a major
thoroughfare for businessmen looking to grab lunch from one of the many
food carts. It was also the best location a street orphan could get, and
so the boy took it for himself, daring anyone else to knock him off his
marble perch.

‘Location, location, location.’ He thought to himself,
somehow knowing location never ceases to matter, no matter how rich or
poor we are.

The teen leaned out into the crowd atop the hexagonal prism marker,
which was the literal representation for the geographical center of the
city (from which all distance measurements located on the city's
toponymic plaques are established). It's why he loved his perch all the
more. Standing atop the exact center of São Paulo made him feel like the
unofficial prince of the city.

Those feelings of royalty were buoyed by the line of men waiting for
his business, knowing each coin he stuffed into his pockets was 100%
his profit margin; having stolen every last newspaper from the
various vending machines in the square.

He took another pull of his cigarette and yelled out “PRESIDENT SILVA
IS DEAD! READ ALL ABOUT IT!”

Another coin was held in front of him, and he handed a paper down to
his patron in exchange, waiting for the next man to step forward. It was
a perfect and profitable morning, when abruptly another voice called
out, interrupting the monotonous sales pitch from the young hawker.

“President Costa e Silva discovered DEAD on Sunday August 31, 1967
after suffering a sudden cerebral thrombosis!”

The loud voice erupted from a well-dressed man in a stingy brim
fedora, quite proud of himself for so selflessly sharing the news with
his fellow man - for free. A group of businessmen immediately
pushed closer to the new source of their free news.

Arys sized-up the man stealing his profits, clearly someone who had
just purchased a paper from him. The teen wanted to pick a
fight with the asshole, but instead studied him carefully, trying to
determine if he was a man he shouldn’t mess with; in particular, a
member of Commando Vermelho…or who those on the street referred to as
‘CV.’

The Commando Vermelho were a new gang of thugs, forged behind prison
walls but coalescing little bits of power in the free world. Arys knew
some CV members, having grown up on the streets and knowing who got
pinched by the cops, and who didn’t. Everyone he knew that came back
from prison was twice as hard as they were before they went in, with
about half joining CV. Its ‘membership’ seemed to be growing every week,
but this man was no gang member.

‘No…’ Arys shook his head to himself, knowing immediately
the twat was no CV, ‘He’s just an asshole!’

Arys clenched his jaw, watching his line of customers suddenly
disperse, content to instead listen to the well-dressed man sharing the
news for free. “Hey pal - keep it to yourself, I’m trying to sell papers
here!” Arys sneered.

“Shut up kid!” Some jerk in the back yelled, prompting a snicker from
the rest of the onlookers. The man with the paper smiled at his new
found popularity, and acknowledging the crowd like a performer,
continued to read aloud - this time with more flare.

“...ENDING a brief presidency. General Nerez is considered firs-”

“WHAT did you say!?” The teen interrupted, no longer concerned with
selling papers, instead openly challenging a well-to-do adult who was
screwing up his profits.

“What do you want, kid?” The man scowled at the boy - ready to thump
the street rat if he must…not intimidated by a 13 year old orphan.

“That sentence you read, what was the name of the General?”

“Buzz off peasant!” The man said dismissively.

“You’re already fucking up my sales…least you could do is tell me the
name of that General.”

“Watch your mouth in public boy!” The crowd howled at the man’s
retort, encouraging the man to double down. “Oh I get it! Poor thing is
illiterate! Hey son, if you’re going to hawk papers - learn to read!” He
erupted with laughter, overly pleased with himself as the mass of people
laughed with him.

Arys appeared defeated, too insulted or too hurt to fire back. With
slouched shoulders he walked away, prompting the crowd to laugh even
harder in mockery, as he was swallowed into a forgotten sea of
passers-by.

The man reading the paper cleared his throat, and feeling victorious
projected his voice a little louder, continuing to the applause of the
crowd.

He barely got through the second sentence when all at once the boy
appeared again, somehow doubling-back around the outskirts of the crowd,
creeping low behind the man and approaching him stealthily.

The man continued, reading at a near shout over the hustle and bustle
of his many followers. “It is speculated that Silva died of-”

He stopped reading to gasps from the crowd, who suddenly realized the
orphan teen had returned, and was holding a knife.

Unsure what was the matter, the man looked about in confusion, but it
was too late, Arys had all the distraction he needed to pounce,
launching into the man from behind and pressing his switchblade to the
man’s neck.

“Remember me motherfucker!?”

The crowd froze and the man turned white, scared shitless. “Fuck kid
- what do you want!? Just put the knife down!…I’ll stop reading the
paper already!”

“Not so fucking tough now, are you?”

The man winced at the stink of the orphan teen, who seemed to be
caked in the pungent smell of old garbage.

“Put the knife down kid! Look, I’m done reading!” The man dropped the
paper dramatically.

“That's not what I asked for, asshole.”

“What do you want!?”

“The name of the General.”

“It was NEREZ…General Nerez, for Christ sake!”

Suddenly the voice of another boy yelled from the other side of the
commotion. “Arys - what are you doing?!”

Arys glared at the man but lowered his knife, quickly jumping back in
case the man had thoughts of revenge. The crowd gave the teen and his
knife a wide berth, resulting in a cushy buffer of empty space wherever
he moved.

“What the fuck is wrong with you kid - can’t you read?” The man in
the suit mocked, trying to regain his pride…and feeling safer at a
distance knowing he wouldn’t be surprised twice by the scrappy orphan
with his shitty knife.

“FUCK YOU!” Arys yelled angrily.

“Fuck you kid! I ain’t ever buying shit from you again, your
papers or your Jogo do bicho - fucking street trash!”

Arys took one step toward the man with a half mind to stab him, but
his friend called out again. “Arys - the cops are coming. We gotta
go!”

Arys didn’t need to hear it twice. He bolted from the square toward
the heart of the city.



CHAPTER 17 - Arys Garcia


Arys ran with the swiftness of an Olympian on his long legs and
slender frame, hurdling bollocks and weaving through patrons and
passersby of the cathedral before criss-crossing down an alley and
sliding behind a dumpster. He tucked himself low and out of sight,
peeking out to watch for anyone in pursuit.

Moments later the other boy arrived behind the dumpster, their
agreed-upon rendezvous point in moments of crisis. “What the FUCK was
that!? We were making enough money to eat for a week, and you flip your
shit, dump all the papers, and try to cut a man’s throat!?”

“Yeah…sorry ‘bout that. I kinda lost it back there.”

“No shit! What the fuck happened!?”

“Just something that twat in the suit said…a name from the
article.”

“Who fucking cares!?”

Arys lowered his eyes and mumbled. “Yeah.”

The boy studied Arys, witnessing the struggle on his friend’s face;
his lanky frame was sitting in the most vulnerable position he’d ever
seen, balled up and hugging his knees. It was unusual to see him look so
small, because he was otherwise so long - skinny, but built on a big
frame. Most people thought Arys was years older than he really was
because of his height.

It also didn’t hurt that Arys was strikingly handsome, despite how
poor he was. The kid taught himself to cut his own hair with a stolen
clipper set and scissors, and did a surprisingly good job of keeping his
hair styled in a shorter pompadour, faded down the sides with the top
swept back like James Dean - a popular look in 1967, an American
look. It made Arys look confident, albeit bordering on cocky at
times - a boy pretending to be a man.

His friend realized just how foreign it was to see Arys so
vulnerable, and in a rare show of empathy, asked, “So...what was the
name?”

Arys rolled his eyes, feeling stupid for even talking about it.

“Some asshole my parents hated. I used to listen to their stupid late
night gatherings at the bookstore. Ya know - the commie shit I told you
my parent’s believed in. All the adults…they’d send the kids upstairs in
a loft to play, but nobody played. Hell - how could we…when
downstairs we heard the grown-ups shouting and crying?!”

The boy watched the weight of a single tear begin to well up in Arys’
eye, but somehow it never fell.

Arys willed it back with a determined look, adding coldly, “Sure, the
rest of them would try to hush anyone that got too loud, but that only
drew more of our attention to the horrific stories they told each
other…and we heard 'em all. Stories about the army coming into
towns across Brazil and taking people away because they voted
differently, or had some books the military didn’t want them to have…I
dunno, some shit like that. My parents used to say the military did it
because people had different thoughts than what the President wanted…but
it had to be more than that, ya know…it had to be…people don’t kill each
other just because they think different things, do they?”

The friend shrugged. “I once seen a man get stabbed for $17 dollars.
I watched him die through the crack of a fence. I think humans kill for
anything.”

Arys nodded, continuing on. “All us kids…we didn’t know much, but we
knew something was seriously wrong. Our parents were furious and spoke
tough words, but the truth is they were scared shitless, and it
turns out they were right to be scared shitless, because one day that
bookstore was bombed, killing everyone inside it.”

“But not you…”

“Nah, not me. I should have been upstairs in the loft that
day…playing with my friends. I should have died with them all, probably
be better than this shit life! But for some fucking reason, that night I
was left with my Grandmother instead…I mean a place I’d stayed
maybe twice before.”

“That’s lucky.”

“No, it wasn’t random and it wasn’t lucky. My parents knew something
was wrong, somehow they knew in their gut…but they didn’t listen to it
all the way, they only listened enough for me. They left me behind in
this hell hole, and with nothing.”

“If you weren't there, how do you know all of this?”

“The morning after, a police officer knocked on my grandmother's door
with the news. I took it pretty bad, but when the cops started
ransacking her place - fucking it all up in search of evidence for her
‘insurgency,’ I knew the police weren’t the good guys, and if we didn’t
have them, what did we have?”

“Fuckin’ pigs.”

Arys ignored the comment, too swept up in the painful memory.
“Grandma took it worse…dying of a heart attack later that day. She
couldn’t stand to have her house turned upside down like that, not in
her old age. I think she died of a broken heart…and can you blame her?!
I mean, these are the cops…they were supposed to be the good guys
keeping us safe!”

“Fuck them.”

“It didn’t stop with my Grandmother’s house. The police and military
went door to door removing ‘insurgents.’ The next door neighbor and my
elementary school teacher got stuffed into a truck…I watched it happen.
Far as I know, my neighbor never came back. Others disappeared too,
several lost their business, and some died suspiciously…all because they
were on the wrong side of the coup. That’s when I knew the tales my
parents were telling each other - the horror stories we heard upstairs
in the loft about the things happening in other towns…it was real. They
weren’t just stories, and all at once it seeped into our town. …it
didn’t take me more than one FUCKING day to learn that I was on my own.
My parents were murdered, and the next day my Grandmother keels over
from a fucking heart attack…”

He sniffled, wiping his runny nose with the back of his filthy hand.
“Nobody was able to take on another mouth to feed - especially with the
constant raids freaking everyone out. So just like that, I learned I had
no one to rely on anymore - nobody but me.”

Arys clenched his jaw and stuck his chin out, being sure to show his
friend he wasn’t a pussy with his vulnerable words before erupting in
violence. “Well - SO FUCKING WHAT!” Heaving in anger he added, “You know
what my Grandma always told me before she died!? LIFE'S A BITCH! …and
then ya die!”

He flashed a tough smile. “She always laughed as she said it too…And
ya know what? She was fucking right!”

“Damn…that’s some crazy shit man. Sorry to-”

Arys interrupted, “Don’t fucking tell me you’re sorry - I’ve had
enough Goddamned sorry’s for two lifetimes…”

“Uhh…” The friend struggled to say something other than ‘sorry’.
Awkwardly he asked, “So what’s some General have to do with all of this
- is he the guy that bombed the bookstore or something?”

“I dunno, I was little…I didn’t catch much. But, that was the one
name all the adults ranted about constantly - pinning much of the blame
on the same devil, all of ‘em cursing his name constantly. General
Nerez, GENERAL NEREZ…all the fucking time. So yeah - I literally can’t
forgetting his father-fucking name.”

“And the news article today, the one about Silva dying…it mentioned
General Nerez?”

“…turns out he may be the next President…” Arys stooped his head in
disbelief that so much wrong is possible.

“And now what…you want to kill him, kill the President?”

“I’d love to kill him, but people just don’t kill Presidents...”

“I suppose you’re right…”

Both teens sat in silence, unsure what to say next, when Arys' friend
decided to tend to some business of his own.

“Well, in the meantime I want my half and then some…you fucked us
back there, that’s on you - not me.”

It was the friend’s turn to be tough, proving he was no pussy either.
After all, they all lived on the street, nobody had it easy but they
lived by a code - and Arys owed him for his fuck up. They both knew it,
even still, Arys glared at his buddy.

“Fine.” He dolled out approximately 75% of the coins they made
selling papers. “But I’m not giving you a cent of my ‘Jogo do bicho
money, so don’t even think about it.”

Arys counted out the money into his friend's hand, and when he
finished he asked, “Aight Feijão - we square?” He only called him by his
nickname, Feijão, when he wanted something. It was a name his
friend found flattering - oddly, because Feijão translates to ‘Beans’ in
English. However, they both knew the moniker was short for Feijão
Mágico, aka ‘Magic Beans.’ A name the kid picked up from all the cans of
beans he stole, swearing they kept him alive his first year on the
streets. The Magic part was only added once Feijão learned of the famous
story, Jack and the Beanstalk. Feijão found commonality with Jack’s
destitution, and believed he too could ascend to a promised land in
time. Of course if Arys really wanted to flatter him, he’d call him
Magic…but he only used that name when they pulled off a sizable
heist.

“Square.” Feijão replied with a grin across his dirty face - more
than happy at the money in his hands even if it was less than their
potential.

Arys then counted the money he made from today's newspapers, and an
equal amount from the Jogo do bicho tickets he sold late last night. It
was a good stack…but still short for the boss. He had to get level
before Friday…meaning he’d have to go back to selling Jogo do bicho for
the lunch rush. He knew doing so was a risky gambit, but so far,
profitable.

He thought about the stupid game…the risks he took in being a teenage
dealer, and all that it stood for - at least from what his Bicheiro
taught him.


Jogo do bicho dates back to the late 19th century, initially invented
as a fundraising solution for the Rio de Janeiro zoo. However, the game
quickly spread beyond the confines of the zoo into a wildly popular
lottery game run by mobsters known as Bicheiros, or ‘bankers.’

Within months of the game’s popularity, government officials postured
to end the game, but that only drove the popular lottery-type game into
the city and underground, where it has thrived ever since. By the 1920s
the game was well-accepted with federal officials waffling between
tolerance and intermittent attempts to crack down on the game, but
always succumbing to the game continuing on, often spurred on by
corruption from within the halls of those bent on stopping it. Rudyard
Kipling famously wrote of observing bookies working the avenues -
carrying cards of colorful animal pictures and constantly exchanging
money with the local betters. Since then it’s gone more underground, but
still alive and well.

The game’s predominant reason for its popularity was due to its
acceptance of any betted amount, covered by the crime bosses who always
upheld their end of the bargain to ensure public trust. It was good
business and the word spread. To paraphrase a Brazilian diplomat of the
times, “If you see two homes tucked away nicely in the backlands, you
can bet that a bicheiro lives in one, and a steady bettor in the
other.”



It was such a stupid and simple thing, but a profitable one and easy
money, at least for a kid willing to do what it takes to command
ownership of it - which meant stuffing HUGE sums of money into his
pockets and/or stashing the cash somewhere safe until he could deliver
it to his boss. That was the risk in being a dealer, because everyone
knows the dealers have loads of cash on them - sometimes the dealers are
holding $10k in paper bills, and perhaps just as valuable, a ledger
of who bet what.

That ledger, and all that money, is why inevitably somebody always
knocked over a dealer - it was only a matter of time.

Worse, it was never a smash and grab job - a hit on a dealer almost
always meant murder, because if the thief didn’t kill the dealer in the
process, the odds are good they themselves would be discovered and
killed in retaliation by the ‘Bankers’...the Bicheiros.

Despite the circumstances, Arys Garcia was that risk-taker, and as
far as he was concerned it was the easiest money he ever made, even if
it was a high-stakes game of Russian Roulette every day. Somehow, it
made him feel alive…that and he wasn’t scared of death anymore,
believing if he died he would finally get to see his father again, and
hug his mother. And so, as long as he had air in his lungs, he would
keep making more money than most of the businessmen who passed him -
even when his cut was only 5%, because it was 5% of a quantity that he
couldn’t have imagined, streaming through his hands every day.

He was on the fast track, but he knew a fall was inevitable. As such,
he planned to get out…just in time, stashing the money and from
there forward always watching his back. Such an outcome scared most
people, but it’s all he ever knew. In the meantime though, he had to
survive dealing long enough to stash his exit money. He determined the
best way to do so was to remain non-existent.

A low-profile was the key to his survival as a dealer. He
was content staying dirty and on the streets until he could make his big
move and disappear; even though he had stashed thousands of dollars for
himself. It wasn’t so much his idea, as much as it was he bore witness
to those that got flashy with their profits.

All the other dealers in the past, the ones that got hit and
died…they all flaunted their money. High-rise apartments and new suits
like pimps, with a bevy of prostitutes circling them like hungry pups
waiting for a scrap. None of those hookers were loyal beyond the money
given them, and ultimately dealers that built up huge entourages always
wound up dead.

It’s why Arys kept few friends, his appearance unassuming, and his
address unknown. He had bigger goals for himself, knowing his present
occupation was simply the shortest distance between two points - where
he was today, and where he soon planned to be.

‘Speaking of, I have work to do.’ He told himself.

The orphan teen stood up, and with Feijão already gone and his
pockets still reasonably full of profit, he looked over his shoulder and
slinked off to a secret spot in the city only he knew about; the place
he hid his money and the only real sanctuary he had.

Arys slipped into a narrow walkway between two buildings; a passage
barely wide enough for two men to pass unobstructed before coming to a
small service door next to a bay of steel dumpsters on casters, each of
which stewed in puddles of stinking slop from the constant influx of
rotting garbage spilling from their rusted bottoms.

A half dozen rats scattered as Arys approached the rancid pocket of
the city, pulling a key from his sock and stepping over the slime of
spilled garbage before quickly unlocking a backdoor into the building’s
utility room.

The stench was even worse than outside, concentrated with a hot steam
that made the pungent smell of rubbish feel tactile on his skin, leaving
him sticky if he stayed too long. He passed underneath three sheet-metal
shoots that hung from the ceiling like giant stalactites in a cave, each
one directing garbage from the tenants’ service room above into the
steel dumpsters below - waiting to be filled enough to be rolled into
the alleyway for removal. It was disgusting.

Despite the conditions, Arys learned to love that rancid waste room…to
call it home.

To him it was special, because insofar as he could tell, the place
was his. Further, it was invisible - nobody knew where
he lived, and he kept it that way. Certainly nobody would conclude a
successful Jogo do bicho dealer would sleep in trash.

Compared to what Arys had known in his younger years though, the
conditions were pleasant.

Granted, there were rats and it reeked of hot garbage, but most of
his options growing up on the street came with rats and garbage anyway -
at least here, he had it to himself - with a locked door all his own!
Further, the utility room housed the boiler, keeping the room plenty
warm in the winter nights via the radiant heat of the pipes. He knew
what it was like to sleep outside in the winter, and he would never go
back. Lastly, a water spigot was at the other end of the building,
providing endless potable water that Arys drank from and bathed
with.

It was a street orphan’s dream spot, and so long as the boiler didn’t
break - prompting unexpected visitors, he only had to deal with the
garbage men every Thursday morning…in which case he simply awoke when he
heard their loud trucks and hid behind the boiler until they finished
servicing the dumpsters - which never took more than ten minutes.

‘Indeed - it’s a pretty damn good home.’ He smiled to himself as he
made his way to the back of the room, behind the boiler - his
bedroom.

A pile of blankets lay bunched in the corner of the industrious room,
making up his bed near the giant boiler, set atop a layer of bricks with
cardboard stacked thick on top. Ordinarily bricks would make a terrible
choice for the base of a bed, but the bricks were necessary to avoid
getting wet from the leaking boiler, keeping him 3 inches above
grade…just enough to stay dry above the half inch of standing water.

Arys skipped over the puddle, stepping onto the border of his
makeshift bed and rising to his tiptoes. He took a deep breath, and
pressing himself against the back wall behind the boiler, reached back
to something he kept carefully balanced on a large pipe extruding into
the wall. It was a tight squeeze between the wall and the boiler, barely
wide enough for him to reach his arm back, all the while mindful to not
burn himself on the excessive heat of the boiler.

His fingers reached out, flitting in search of an old tin can, his
very own ‘safety deposit box.’ Probing fingers carefully found the edge
of the can, retrieving it gingerly, still careful not to burn himself on
the way out.

The tin can was packed with huge notes - almost entirely of $100
bills, currency he kept for himself as often as possible, giving the
Bicheiro the smaller notes to save space, with consideration to the
limited volume of his tin. He sorted the two biggest bills from his
pocket and stuffed them into the can before carefully returning his
safety deposit box to the boiler pipe, meticulously to ensure it felt
balanced.

With nothing left to do until dinner time, and unmotivated to sell
Jogo do bicho, he pulled a newspaper from the back of his waistband, one
he’d stuck under his shirt earlier that day and was happy to still have.
That asshole businessman back in the square was right, Arys couldn’t
read…at least not fluently; but he was determined to change that, even
if it meant teaching himself.

He spread it down on his bed and forced himself to work out the
sounds aloud until it was something familiar. He had already mastered
the alphabet and the most common words, and through those he found his
angle to learn them all, recalling the basics from the couple years of
school he could still remember…sounding out the letters, pressing them
together to make rudimentary words even when he didn’t know if he said
them right, or what they meant - persevering nonetheless, because it was
the most important thing in the world to him.

His goal was simple. He would learn to read, if for no other reason
than to oppose those who prejudged his worth in a society of privilege
and suppression. Every one of those men in suits, the ones he saw every
day with all their money, they all were highly educated men.

So while he didn’t know much, he saw firsthand every day that his
best ticket to a better life for himself was an education - and knew
enough to know an education starts with literacy.



CHAPTER 18 - Farewell


Jack Lauring sat at a bistro table under the straw awning of a
bustling cafe in downtown Brasilia. He was dressed to fit in, with a
fedora and sunglasses on his head and a linen button-up shirt atop his
shorts and leather sandals. A cheerful tune played from speakers high in
the corners, winding down in transition as the DJ chimed in.

“That was the latest release by Rital Lee, former member of Os
Mutantes with the new hit, Hoje É o Primeiro Dia do Resto da Sua Vida
(Today Is The First Day of The Rest of Your Life). Up next, O Vira by
Secos & Molhados…but first, the weather and news update with
João Ramirez!”

The next voice was a man who spoke as fast as an auctioneer,
“More sunshine today with highs reaching 37 degrees (C). And in the
news, educational courses are now available for young people wanting to
join the workforce in service of Brazil…the Escola Nacional de
Informações (EsNI or National Intelligence School) is accepting new
students! Graduates of the program will be fast-tracked into high-paying
government positions with full benefits. Enroll today by calling
555-555-5555.”

The original DJ immediately chimed back in with a slow growl,
 “And now - O Vira by Secos & Molhados!”

A patron from a table outside yipped in approval of the song, which
once again filled the cafe with cheerful music.

Lauring stirred his Caipirinha Coffee - an iced coffee with two shots
of Cachaca liquor, and he considered the level of propaganda steeped
into something as seemingly innocent as a radio plug.

In his position he knew truths most people had no clue about…the
radio ad was no exception. The EsNI wasn’t simply a fast-track to a
sturdy government position, although it was indeed that, it was to
elevate the prominence of SNI and its oversight of the domestic
intelligence community to new levels, going as far as the training of
police units on the street and special operations agents abroad. The
Public Service Announcement for this new school wasn’t ‘news’...it was
for the purpose of indoctrinating loyalty into the commoners of
society.

The subliminal goal was to indoctrinate the graduates
(brainwash sounded too harsh) to literally spy on their neighbors and
report on each other in the event of a violation, with lucrative bonuses
and ascension opportunities for the ‘best agents’. The government was
literally incentivizing its citizens to spy on each other, with rewards
for the best snitches.

He chuckled to himself at how fucked up it all was, even noting the
radio song by Rita Lee. Which, as the DJ noted, was actually a song
recorded by the band Os Mutantes, but the song was forcibly
released under Rita Lee as a result of the band being arrested and
exiled from Brazil four years ago via their opposition to the ruling
party after the coup. Rita Lee was the only remaining member still in
‘good standing’ with the state, and therefore the only one who could
still be heard on the radio…or for that matter still able to get a
recording contract. Her credit for the song was a loophole - a rewriting
of history to still give the people the popular music they wanted, while
simultaneously fucking over the band members in retaliation of their
opposition to the new regime.

Agent Lauring took a sip of his iced concoction, checking out the ass
of the waitress before she moved on, leaving him to stare out into the
crowded streets of Brasilia…needlessly considering the direction Brazil
had taken after Silva died unexpectedly - which still perplexed him. He
recalled the headline, and wondered if one of the new age ‘heart attack’
guns may have played a role.

President Costa e Silva discovered DEAD on Sunday August 31, 1967
after suffering a sudden cerebral thrombosis!

It wasn’t just the mysterious way Silva died that gnawed at Jack, it
was the immediate actions General Nerez made following the news…as if he
were already poised for the President’s death.

Ordinarily the Vice President, Pedro Aleixo, should have succeeded
Silva, but instead and in a shocking twist, the three armed forces
ministers invoked the 12th Institutional Act, seizing power for
themselves as a military junta. Lauring suspected Nerez and his peers
were each uncertain of the outcome if they opposed each other in a mano
a mano Presidential run-off, so in a compromise they nominated all of
themselves jointly, selling the idea to the public as even more
democratic.

Lauring had to hand it to them, forever amazed at how gullible the
masses were.

In reality, the military and espionage forces took the power away
from the people entirely, and things were still that way today. Worse,
the junta’s power was growing…so much so that Jack couldn’t be sure what
was happening in Brazil. Was it even still considered capitalism - or
had it become something else? Ultimately he vocalized his concern to
Nerez, tactfully…and three days later he was reassigned back to the
United States - today was his last day.

‘Clearly not as tactful as I thought…’ He bemused in between
sips of his drink.

So there he was, dressed like a tourist and drinking booze in the
middle of the day, because today was his last day in Brazil according to
his revised work visa. The reassignment still chapped his ass, and he
knew full well Nerez had something to do with it - the man had changed,
turned obsessive and outlandish in his pursuit for more power. This
little meeting was essentially Jack’s farewell…and his final chance to
proctor a warning to Nerez for his growing aggression across Brazil - if
the man would hear him.

Just then the sound of mopeds, honking with more veracity than usual,
turned his attention to the intersection. Predictably, the commotion was
over a convoy that escorted a Cadillac, donning Brazilian flags above
each front fender. Lauring watched the motorcade slow to a stop,
prompting several armed men to step out of the car and begin scanning
the area, securing it for whomever was inside the Cadillac. Of course
Jack already knew who was inside.

General Nerez proudly stepped out like an emperor, sauntering across
the street and through the entrance of the cafe, straight to Agent
Lauring. He removed his aviator glasses with a bored gaze, tucking them
into a breast pocket and getting straight to the point. “You wanted to
meet…here I am.”

“Hell of an entrance General.” Jack snickered, watching the 6’1 broad
shouldered General take a seat next to him.

“One can’t be too careful these days.” It was obvious the General’s
interest in speaking with Jack was at an all-time low.

“Listen, I’m a busy man…and from what I understand, you don’t
represent the United States to Brazil anymore. I suppose that’s why you
look like a proper Gringo?” Nerez’ words were meant to be cutting, and
he stared down his nose with little respect for Jack Lauring.

“After all that I’ve done for you, you greet me like this?”

“I’m a business man Jack, valuation is at my core - where I put my
time and attention matters. As things now stand, you are no longer
valuable to me. It’s nothing personal, and I wish you the best of luck.
So say what you need to say and let's be done with it.” His tone lacked
enthusiasm, and Lauring actually smirked in response.

“Said like you mean it too - I’m so touched General.”

“Did you bring me all the way down to…” Nerez scowled at his
surroundings, “...to whatever the fuck this place is, to whine at
me? If this is your goodbye Jack, say it and be done with it, I
have other pressing matters to attend to.”

“Always the charmer… Well in that case I’ll make this short and
sweet. Yes, this is my goodbye, as you of course already knew. But
before I bid you farewell, I wanted to share with you what will be my
last formal communication with the nation of Brazil.’

He paused to scan Nerez, to see if his words aroused any curiosity in
the General. Regrettably, Nerez never so much as flinched, prompting
Lauring to continue on.

“Sources tell me the United States is requiring Brazil’s cooperation
in matters of the unexplainable…new verbiage has just been
drafted under the pretense of the Truman Doctrine - western hemisphere
and all. It should hit your desk today, and all I can tell you is,
whatever fucking power trio you’ve created with this military junta, ya
better see to it this agreement is signed. Consider this a parting gift,
because from what I’m hearing, this is coming from places so high you
wouldn’t understand. So as much as you want to insult me with your new
positions of power, it seems we all still have our marching orders,
don’t we General?”

“Watch your tongue Jack.” Nerez said stonily, “Accidents happen every
day in Brazil…I’d hate for one to happen to you.”

“I’m catching a plane in 3 hours, General. You don’t need to threaten
me…if you can stomach me that much longer, I’ll never step foot in
Brazil again.”

“Three hours is a long time to suffer your insults, I wouldn’t count
on anything if you keep it up.”

“Right… Well, I suppose no good deed goes unpunished - but please try
to remember, this is a favor and I’m just the messenger.”

“Is this a favor, or a warning?”

“A little bit of both. I’ve invested a lot of years into this
country, and frankly into you. Granted, I’m rapidly losing my
faith, but I figured I’d try one last time. Care to hear the whole
thing, or have you heard enough?”

Nerez clenched his jaw, but his interest piqued. “There’s more?”

Lauring fixed his portentous eyes on the General. “Something is
watching us - something not from planet earth. You saw it, and the
United States saw it too - and we both know it’s hardly the first
time.”

Nerez squinted in confusion while Jack continued. “I’m talking about
what you saw during Branco’s mid-air collision. Those
indistinguishable aircraft…it’s something we are seeing with
growing commonality.”

“It's not the first time Brazil has seen them either…so what do you
know about them?”

“For starters, we know all about the Solimoes Project, and for that
matter every single UFO incident Brazil has witnessed. America has
extended its monitoring capabilities…we can now say confidently
that the unexplainable phenomenon-shit happens somewhere around the
globe…pretty much daily.”

The General couldn’t fully shield the millisecond of shock his face
revealed over the acknowledgement of the Solimoes Project.

He masked it quickly, regaining his composure, but he knew it was too
late. Jack saw, relishing the fact he made his point, and leaned in,
whispering soft notes of caffeinated rum into the General’s
nostrils.

“Something watches us General - everywhere and all the time.
It's high time the US establishes allies on this front - we must move
our efforts beyond the confines of our North American position. As such,
the US has created a new intelligence agency, one that isn’t concerned
with local affairs, if you catch my drift…created with
unacknowledged funds for an effort that demands a unified front. We
can’t afford to worry about lines on a map with what could be a threat
to humanity.”

Lauring watched Nerez finally lower his guard and listen for the
first time, opening the door to his culminating point.

“You won’t like it General, but the US will require Brazil’s
cooperation one way or another…so take it seriously, that’s all I wanted
to say - that and… goodbye.”

“A threat to humanity?” Nerez scoffed. “You always had a
flair for the dramatic Jack. I can honestly say, you won’t be missed. If
there’s nothing else then, I’ll be on my way.” The General stood up to
walk away.

Jack was perturbed by how dismissive the man could be, but somehow
expected nothing less. The General was a selfish and power-hungry man,
the only type Lauring had concerned himself with for the last 20+ years;
he knew one when he saw one, and knew it takes one to know one. Hell, he
had plenty of blood on his own hands, acknowledging his own lack of
empathy. And yet, he couldn’t help himself.

“Yeah…one last thing.” Lauring piped up. “The new guy will have
paperwork on your desk before the week is done. Just approve it and move
on. It’s not something the US is negotiating…and rather than watch you
boys make an ass of yourself, I figured I’d give it to you straight on
my way out. Although I’m starting to question the wisdom in my even
coming here.”

“Well the feeling is mutual.” Nerez scoffed. “But you were correct on
one thing - you wasted your time coming here. And since you’re
just a humble messenger, how about you deliver a note from Brazil -
The US doesn’t own us…I don’t think you or they ever understood
that. FUCKING empirical pricks - all of you!”

“I am just being forthcoming, General, but if you want to start
flinging insults at the US, I’ll toast your flames as you self-destruct.
The United States is a grizzly bear you don’t want to poke.”

Nerez chuckled. “Is that so Jack? Well, since we’re being so
forthcoming with each other, did you ever consider this decision for
your relocation wasn’t made by the US, or can your empirical smugness
allow you to see such things?”

Jack looked at the General, this time with a millisecond of anger
that Nerez drank in, both recognizing the quid pro quo development.

Nerez continued. “Let me spell it out for you Jack…you are no
longer welcome in Brazil - and it was MY decision.”

Lauring finally lost his temper. “What the fuck happened to you!?
After all I have done for you!?” Jack stood up and met the
General nose to nose.

“I still remember when you were a page boy…General Nerez. I made
you a fucking General! But look at you now, now you rule
the nation! But I know what your problem is, and what happens next.
Your problem is, you’ve lost your ability to listen, and when
that goes the only way to keep your power is through an iron fist. Your
tactics of violence and retaliation are only creating more terrorists,
and the tighter you squeeze the more you’ll see the faith of the
commoner slip from your grasp like grains of sand. If you shit on the
people too much they will vote your ass out, and if they can’t -
they will overthrow you. You may remember…it’s kind of
something I specialize in General - my empirical smugness and
all.”

“Overthrow me?” Nerez laughed with a satanic smile. “Let them
try!”

Lauring sneered. “Spoken like a true dictator.”

Nerez snarled. “You’re looking more and more accident-prone by the
minute old friend, you ought to be careful…three hours is a
lifetime.”

“Goddamned Absolute Power - must be a hell of a trip…a real
mindfuck!” Jack sighed in exasperation. “You’ll end up like all the
rest…ya’ll become junkies, every fucking time. Absolute Power
absolutely corrupts - wiser words have never been uttered.”

Jack moved to leave the bistro, “Goodbye General Nerez.”

Nerez growled with a murderous look in his eye. “I haven’t excused
you yet!”

A few patrons looked up at the exchange, and Jack turned both
directions to acknowledge just how public their setting was. Nerez
wasn’t naive to it, knowing Jack Lauring was the sort of man that
planned everything in advance.

The General’s mind suddenly raced. ‘Jack looks the part of a
Gringo, but his Special Op team must be here as well.’ He scanned
the bustling cafe, trying to spot Jack’s backup.

‘No doubt the dark-skinned man in the corner…the one who kept
leering at the General over the top of his cup. Surely he wasn’t the
only one present either - each with weapons of their own and at the
ready. Jack wasn’t flinging insults naked and alone, and he wouldn’t be
taken without public bloodshed - possibly the General himself. As much
as he wanted to snatch Lauring there and then, he knew he couldn’t. It
was a smart location for Jack to choose, and they both knew
it.’

Frustrated, Nerez piled on.

“We were never friends Jack - and you’ve never been the ‘good guy.’
You lay claim to some sort of mentorship role for me, but I didn’t learn
shit from you. You were a smug asshole then, and you’re a smug asshole
now - one I’m finally able to rid my life of. Call this relocation
whatever you want, but you’re being demoted…while men like me shape the
reality of our time!”

Lauring only looked at Nerez, uninterested in the angry man’s rant.
The General doubled down.

“You say I’m power hungry - maybe so, but I control a nation…history
books will write about me and there will be sculptures of my likeness
for centuries of future generations to gaze upon - maybe an airport or a
library named after me...” Nerez smiled at the thought before quickly
turning to a sneer.

“You on the other hand are a nobody. A mere liaison sent to deliver
messages back and forth between the actual leaders - people like
me. Nobody will remember you Agent Lauring. You will die with no
one in attendance at your funeral - a spook dying alone and
unceremoniously, a dead puppet used and discarded, ragged and ready for
the trash bin. So crawl your wasted puppet-ass back to your masters and
tell them Brazil will do whatever is best for Brazil - the United
States doesn’t own us.”

Jack remained silent.

“Ah, did I hurt your feelings Jack?” The General was grinning ear to
ear, pleased with himself over the tongue lashing he gave Jack. “Well,
today’s your lucky day because that felt fucking good…something
I wanted to say for a long time, and since I’m feeling so
satisfied - you may now exit Brazil, by my grace.”

“Good day General.” Agent Lauring replied solemnly, before turning
and walking away - no handshake, no other final acknowledgement. He
slowly brushed past one of Nerez’ armed guards, slipping between the
tables of patrons beyond.

Nerez watched the dappled sun through the straw awning dot Jack’s
shirt like a disco ball, until at last he reached the open air and lit
up in full - a bright floral print shone back from his linen shirt,
showcasing the vibrancy of his tacky tourist taste.

To anyone else watching, a stupid Gringo tourist left a popular cafe
and hailed a cab. To General Nerez, one of the most dangerous men on the
planet slipped anonymously through a crowd - a kingmaker who spent his
career murdering people by the millions, all over the globe, for the
sake of ensuring the ‘right’ people were in power.

Nerez chuckled to himself. ‘A modern day monster, day drinking in
a fucking floral shirt - silently passing the sons and daughters of
those he killed in the Brazilian Coup…and none of them have a Goddamned
clue who walks among them.’

The General shook his head while pontificating Lauring’s warning -
watching the man step into a taxi and out of his life forever, before
contemplating the pros and cons of anonymity.



*** ACT 2 ***

CHAPTER 19  -  Old Shaky

Nine years later.

Manaus Airport - April 17, 1982 (SATURDAY)

Javier Cabrera mindlessly chewed his gum as he looked out the
windshield of the Douglas C-124 Globemaster II he piloted. The 1953
model he flew was clearly outdated, a distinction he couldn't help but
notice as the cabin filled with an ambient tempo of creaking sounds
randomly beating over the constant whirring of air hissing from the
numerous faulty seals. There was a reason pilots affectionately referred
to this model of plane as ‘Old Shaky.’

More so, the plane was huge in all aspects. At 130 feet in length,
almost 50 feet high, and a wing span of 174 ft. 1 inch, it was wider
than the narrow side of a standard futball field. Its behemoth scale
provided it a load capacity of 68,500 lbs, and with clamshell loading
doors and an elevator in the fuselage for double-decker loading, it was
capable of handling bulldozers and tanks.

Marking her debut flight in 1949, the C-124 was a true marvel of
transport, making a world-wide impact. In her glory days she
was instrumental in the Korean War, critical for resupply missions to
Antarctica, and aided several refugee evacuation efforts across Africa
and South America, until at last the United States Air Force retired
them in 1974. Any of the American planes still in service beyond that
time were decommissioned relics, sold at a steeper discount with every
passing year, and only operational through patchworked ‘fixes’ parted
out from other grounded models.

The Douglas C-124 Globemaster was the sort of plane that might make a
new pilot white-knuckled from take-off to touchdown, but Javier was a
veteran, and had developed a certain affection for the bumps and bangs
synonymous with ‘Old Shaky.’

The maintenance crew often joked when someone asked about the huge
plane on the tarmac. "OH, she is a reliable gal - but she'll shake the
shit right out of you!"

“Relybol as sha mai be...” thought Javier as he
used his chewing gum to plug a cold draft coming from a rusty spot in
the floorboard, “sha cert’nly ain’t purty.”

He averted his eyes from the signature nose of the airplane, looking
down at his flight log for that Saturday evening. He and his co-pilot
were employees of a small transportation outfit by the name of Sava
Cargo, based out of Rio de Janeiro. That evening they were departing
from the city of Manaus, and would hold 292 degrees for El Dorado
Luis Carlos Galan Sarmiento International Airport - approximately
1,086 miles away in Bogota, Colombia.

Thankfully, he daydreamed, it was the last flight on his
docket for the week. By tomorrow morning he’d be back with his wife and
son…in which case she’d probably make pão francês (French bread),
toasted with butter and served with fresh papaya. His mouth watered at
the thought, but his trance was broken by the engines getting throttled
up by his co-pilot, Arys Garcia.

Arys was a young man of just 26, and new to the business of air
freight. Taller than Javier, he had the bright-eyed optimism that most
20-something year old men seem to carry by default; it also was a
dripping reminder of what a greenhorn he was compared to the slightly
graying temples on Javier’s 40-something frame.

Javier glanced at the young man with a twinkle in his eye,
acknowledging the young man’s cursed good looks. He had dark
almond-shaped eyes with long eyelashes to match, high cheekbones, and a
strong jaw - full of 3 day old stubble, framing his full lips and
symmetrical nose. His skin was a light auburn that juxtaposed the dark
brown of his hair, which was cropped tight on the sides with the top
swept in the style of James Dean - a style he cut himself, he
claimed.

Arys the young co-pilot revved the engine enough to put the plane in
gear, slowly rolling towards the runway. Javier could tell they were
heavy by the way the kid man-handled the yoke, and he glanced back at
his cargo in response to the shifting sounds that creaked and
moaned.

The evening’s freight had them loaded to the gills with pallets of
sugary breakfast cereals, a booming consumer staple of the times that
every kid begged for. Brazil recognized the demand and ramped up cereal
production into a major export. In the process they won over mothers,
boasting a healthy-yet-quick breakfast choice for growing children via a
laundry list of fortified vitamins and minerals across a multitude of
grains, corn, and oats. In the marketing sense it was a winning
combination, evidenced by the fact it was the fifth flight this week for
Javier and Arys.

‘Ev’ry fuckin dai.’ Javier thought to himself. ‘How much cireel
kan this town’ eat?!’

The plane idled slowly down the tarmac, jouncing along until they
reached the edge of the runway. Javier spun the yoke to pivot the
behemoth plane 90 degrees until it came to an idling rest in the center.
Aging red and green lights flickered in parallel lines that seemed to
converge into some distant vantage point just below the setting sun.

Arys methodically flipped through pages of his preflight list with a
pen in hand, checking small boxes on a clipboard as he quickly observed
the many gauges and dials that filled the cabin.

Javier discreetly observed him do so, and felt a small grin at the
corner of his mouth for his young apprentice. He glanced out his window
one last time at the prop and integrity of the wing; satisfied, he
settled his eyes back on the runway and took a sip of coffee to stay
alert for the evening, calmly waiting for approval from the Manaus
tower. He then broke the silence.

“Back en Manyus agin. Feel likah glorifed truck driva yet
kid?”

Arys replied in between checking the last group of gauges. “Meh,
Manaus ain’t so bad…if it weren’t so wet I’d consider making it home one
day.”

Javier knew the rain was the chief complaint shared by everyone. Even
still, it was that greenery that set it apart, making it the 7th most
populous city in Brazil; it was a fantastic convergence of historic
buildings in the style of renaissance revival intermixed with modern
skyscrapers - all contrasted against a vast jungle backdrop in a perfect
rain shadow.

As such, the runway at Manaus was severely overdue for repair with
large cracks and patches of weeds throughout. Crews regularly cut back
the encroaching jungle vegetation, but it was a temporary fix to halt
the relentlessness of nature. Until repairs could be made, Javier
conceded that at least the runway was mostly flat and true…and at the
moment, dry; rare occurrence for Manaus - especially in April
which often averages 12 inches of rain in the month.

“How many weeks has it been since we’ve been on a dry runway!” Arys
said with a smile - his hands raised out and gesturing to the dry-ish
runway, which they both knew was a fleeting luxury in between the tempo
of constant rain.

“T’ain’t gonna stay dry fer long.” Javier replied in his signature
bush-cutter accent, commonly referred to as the Caipiri
dialect. “That storm comin’ behind us s’posed ta set a record!”

“A record for Manaus…Jesus!”

“No shyit.”

“But hey, not our problem tonight!” Arys said egotistically, grinning
at Javier. “We’re gonna outpace it all the way to Bogota. Sometimes the
timing is right, and this time baby, the timing is right!” His grin
turned into a cocky laugh.

Javier gave him the look of a perturbed elder, to which Arys fully
anticipated him to respond with something ‘patronizing and wise,’ but
the moment was interrupted by the chirping of the radio.

[Static] “Manaus Tower to SAVA CARGO 2120, come in SC 2120?”
[Static]

Javier cleared his throat and clicked the transmission on.

[Static] “Manaus Tower - This is SC 2120, ovah.”[Static]

[Static] “SC 2120, you are clear for take-off. Fly Runway heading -
over.” [Static]

[Static] “Fly Runwai headien, Rodgah.” [Static]

Then as he always did, with a phrase he repeated every time to no one
in particular, Javier jovially announced, “...and we’rah
off!”

Arys mouthed the words to himself in near perfect unison as Javier
pushed the throttle forward and watched the engine RPMs gauge slowly
climb to redline. The four Pratt & Whitney F117-PW-110 turbofan
engines rumbled alive - each with a rating capable of more than 40,000
lbs of thrust. The plane shook with a roar that would be deafening if
not for the top of the line David Clark headsets they wore.

‘The only thing Sava Cargo splurged for’ thought Arys
sarcastically.

***


The truth of the matter, he knew, is that Sava Cargo was a seedy
outfit. They were known as the cheapest air transport service in Brazil
- because they flew relic airplanes and paid their employees shit.

They were able to do so because they took in desperate people, and
through their own training initiative, taught them to fly.

Javier was a former air force pilot, decorated as a stand out for the
FAB (Força Aérea Brasileira), until one day he experienced a mid-air
collision that resulted in the death of former President Castelo Branco.
The media reported it as a fluke accident, but he was dishonorably
discharged nonetheless; a decision the military made after public
backlash.

Somebody had to take the fall for the blunder.

After a lot of rejection, Javier found Sava Cargo was the only place
that would hire a pilot with a dishonorable discharge, allowing him to
fly again - albeit on dirt pay and with one caveat…that he train the
newbies until they were good enough to solo on their own. The idea was
to then graduate that apprentice to an independent pilot that would one
day take on an apprentice and do the same. So far, it was a good
business model, and the reason Arys was under Javier’s mentorship.

Arys Garcia was a troubled orphan who sold Jogo di bicho as an
‘animal game’ dealer for the Comando Vermelho - the largest organized
crime ring in Brazil. The problem for Arys was that he only wanted to
sell Jogo di bico, and then hang up his hat and walk away with his
savings. But as he matured, the CV came to want more from him, and soon
the rank and file above him insisted he start selling cocaine - or
else. He didn’t want to, but reasoned he had no choice - the
Comando Vermelho controlled 70% of the drug trade in Rio de Janeiro, and
they wanted it all.

Arys got pinched within the first month selling coke. He did three
years in prison for the gang, who pulled some strings to get him out
early. When he was released, the Gang Lord arranged to meet in person,
thanking him for his silence and offering any reward he could grant for
Arys’ loyalty. Arys asked to leave the Comando Vermelho.

The Gang Lord was furious, but choosing to remain a man of his word,
he granted Arys’ release from the gang on one condition - that Arys give
up everything he owned, all his money and possessions except the shirt
on his back. The Gang Lord reasoned that Comando Vermelho got him
everything but the shirt on his back, so they would take it all back if
he left the family.

The young man never hesitated, and walked into the city with his
shirt tied around his waist and seeking help. It was a bold move,
leaving the gang, and Arys knew he needed to leave town the moment he
could.

Arys scampered all the way back to a new life, never forgetting the
woman jeering at him as he passed - thinking he had been caught in an
affair, while the old men laughed. One threw an old pair of jeans down
to Arys - drawing jeers and cheers alike from the rows of people
watching Arys’ walk of shame. It didn’t matter to Arys though, having
lived as a homeless child on the streets…starting over would be the
easiest thing in the world for him.

He hopped into the pants, exposing his butt to more catcalls and
laughter, threw on his shirt, and scooped up a pair of boots from
someone’s back porch - headed for Rio de Janeiro.

Three months later Arys met Javier, becoming the pilot’s seventh
apprentice since he joined Sava Cargo; and Javier’s favorite
already.



***

Javier glimpsed the little shit mock his departure ritual, and with a
smirk released the brake.

The two jostled over the busted runway with the sound of 200,000
cereal boxes packed into 500 pallets, shaking and shifting behind them.
The noise grew and Old Shaky started living up to her name. Once more,
Arys smiled at the new headsets they just received…happy to not suffer
the loud take-offs anymore, and worried his hearing had already paid the
price.

The decibels ticked up exponentially as the plane moved faster, and
just when the symphony of bumps and clangs seemed to reach a crescendo
and every pallet was near toppling over from the jerking and banging,
the decibels fell to half as Old Shaky ambled away from the earth.

While their whale of a plane slowly climbed, the two slumped into an
all-too common routine of silently staring out the windows and observing
the footprint of Manaus city, which lies in the northern quarter of
Brazil on the Rio Negro river, nestled in the heart of the Amazonian
Basin.

The region is an expansive floodplain just south of the equator,
tucked in below the Guiana Highlands at the north border. The
neighboring countries (Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana)
were all just 300-500 miles away, depending upon which way one takes;
with the Atlantic Ocean only 750 miles east from the mouth of the Rio
Negro.

Arys gazed down as the plane gained altitude. His eyes measured the
blue hue of the Negro River as it converged with the brown muddy waters
of the Solimões River. The result is a popular tourist attraction for
the striking visual phenomenon, affectionately called the “Meeting of
the Waters.” Eventually, the combined tributaries go on to form the
Amazon River.

He watched the urban sprawl of Manaus gradually surrender to the vast
expanse of jungle below, leaving nothing but the pristine wilderness as
far as the eye could see, but was suddenly tapped by Javier, or bumped?
He turned to see what the Old Pilot wanted.

Javier noisily shifted in his seat, struggling to find a suitable
position for the long flight, and Arys knew it was just the old man’s
hip again. The young pilot rolled his eyes, watching Javier wriggle with
the foreplay of a cat pawing and circling its bed, fighting the
beginnings of early on-set arthritis from too many hours in a pilot’s
seat.

“You ever gonna fix that hip old man?”

“If aye could afford to fix my hip aye could afford to stop flyin
these goddamn whales that fucked er up in the first place!”

Javier glared at the young man. “Ain’t it a little soon fer you ta be
messin with me…we just took off!”

The apprentice laughed. “Alright, alright…I just saw you doin your
little shimmy. I’ll leave ya alone old timer!”

Javier rolled his eyes, at 43 he was hardly an old timer, but knew
just to ignore the little shit. Soon enough the kid would shut up,
forfeiting the need to fill the silence. The two were like an old
married couple in that regard, and for that reason Javier knew he had a
good co-pilot. A man he could fly with in silence was one he could have
a career with. Comparatively, Arys was too new to know any better or any
different - he’d never flown with a man who flapped his gums from
take-off to touchdown. Javier however knew, and it was unbearable.

Regardless, there existed a common yet unspoken bond the two shared
whenever they were at this altitude and the weather was clear. Without
ever verbalizing it, they both simply knew to enjoy the beauty below -
especially in the precious minutes after take-off. Once they reached
cruising altitude, all the visual treasures in all their exquisite
detail would be mashed into an indiscernible carpet of green, still
spectacular, but regrettably lower in contrast.

Not that it mattered too much that evening anyway. In another hour
the sun would dip beneath the horizon and all would be lost to the
darkness. Visibility was already low as they peered out the window,
catching a huge flock of Jebarus flying beneath them, their huge white
bodies and signature red necks and black heads made them
indistinguishable, at least until they soared into the long shadows
below, receding into the relentless night.

‘Darkness is hardly a bad thing on a night like this…’ Arys
thought to himself as he stopped looking down and began looking up,
knowing they’d enjoy the beauty of the striking starry night sky above
with all the luster of the milky way on full display, afforded via the
Amazon jungle - one of the darkest skies on the planet.

No matter how many times they made the flight, the sights were always
breath-taking when given a break from the rain; and tonight would be one
to remember - with visibility as far as the eye can see as they outpaced
the storm behind them.

‘Beeyutiful sylence.’ Javier thought to himself.

Approximately 45 minutes into their flight, the intercom cracked
on.

“How long ya been married Javier?”

Javier took it to be an odd question out of the blue, and cocked his
head sideways at the young man.

“Itl’beh 19 yars this July. Whai?”

“Are you happy?”

“Ya mean…am I happily married?”

“Yes.”

“Shor.”

“But not all the way?”

“Whatta-hell dus that even meen, ‘all the way?’...what’s up yer ass
kid?”

“Nothing is ‘up my ass’…and nobody says that
anymore.”

“Well aye say it, and aye jus said it…you sayin I’m a
nobody?”

“What - no?! Just…are you still in love after all this time?”

“All this time?! I’m not fuckin 80! Chrhis kid - yer old man
jokes r’gettin played out, try sum new matereal.”

“You are ridiculous. You know what - forget it.”

“Dun!”

But Arys wasn’t done, a curiosity still pulled at him. “Look…I was
just wondering if all the shit they say about love is true. I figured
I’d start with you…find out if you are in love with your wife after
all this…time.”

Javier decided to be nice. “Ya mean…am I happily
married?”

“Yes.”

“Shor.”

“But not all the way?”

“What the fuck do yamean all the way!?”

Arys sighed. “…we just literally talked in a circle and got
nowhere.”

“Haha - well let this be yer first lesson then kid. I hava-these
sorts of conversations alla time with ma wyfe!” Javier laughed
harder.

“Seriously?”

“When ya spend a lifetime tugether, yessir.”

“See man, I dunno. I don’t know if I can do it.”

“Where’s this alla comin from, kid? You proposin soon er
sumthin?”

Arys scratched his neck nervously. “Nah…just seems eventually
everyone gets married…and well, a friend of mine is getting serious, and
I just wonder about it all.”

Javier caught Arys fidgeting from the corner of his eye.

“...A friend eh? Somethin aye should know kid?”

“Me? Nah…no no - relax, just thinking out loud...” Arys forced a
false chuckle to mask his lie.

“Riiight.” Javier sniffed. “Anythin’ else you thinkin out loud, or
can we ge’back t’er silence?”

Arys pulled out a cigarette to mask his awkwardness, “Silence works
for me old man.”



CHAPTER 20 - The Traffic Controller

The cruising speed for the Douglas C-124 was 230 miles per hour, and
at approximately one hour into their flight they were soaring over one
of the most remote locations on the globe - high above the Parque
Nacional do Jaú, nestled in the middle of the Amazonian Rainforest and
under a clear blanket of stars. It would be at least three hours until
they saw a single light of civilization below.

Arys held a new cigarette between his fingers, taking a slow draw as
he leaned to his right to peer out the window, looking back at the
sheet metal reflection of all those riveted panels bending from the
fuselage down to the wing. The twin props whirred in a tight circular
blur, rotating smoothly and emitting a consistent roar. They looked
‘steady’ he thought…something not often attributed to Old
Shaky, but he was confident tonight they would remain smooth and steady
all the way to Bogota as they paced ahead of the storm behind them.

With an audible exhale over the intercom, he glanced down in
wonderment as the Rio Negro River reflected the last light of sunset off
the ripples below.

Javier, picking up on Arys’ appreciative gaze down, decided it was
his turn to break the silence. “Never gets old, dohn’it?”

“No, it never does - it’s beautiful.” Arys seemed to dreamily reply.
“It’s just so pristine and majestic, with subtle curves as it bends
through the jungle...”

Javier sniffed. “Arya talkin bout tha jungle…er that air
traffikcontrollah I’seenya flirtin with!!?” His snort hastened to a
laugh.

Arys tried to fight the flush in his face with the realization his
feelings weren’t so secret. “That again?! Nice try old man, but I’m
definitely not talking about whatever you think you saw with
that gal.”

Javier gave a knowing look. “Whateva ya say Arys...but aye know how
friendly aye woulda been with her when aye was 21!” Javier snorted at
his own remark - thinking back to that moment he caught the two in the
hanger and getting handsy.

The young woman was an employee of Infraero (Empresa Brasileira de
Infraestrutura Aeroportuária - aka Infraero), a Brazilian
government corporation founded in 1973 and responsible for operating the
main Brazilian commercial airports. She was an air traffic control for
Manaus - young, smart, and beautiful.

Javier snorted once more, a funny sounding snort that diffused Arys’
anger - causing him to erupt in laughter at the old pilot…before
ultimately laughing with him.

“She is hot, isn’t she!?” Arys said with a big bragging grin, proud
as a peacock for gaining her attention. “I’ll let her direct my plane
anywhere she wants, if ya know what I mean - hahaha!”

Javier gave a look of shock - in disbelief that they were actually
talking about her, and choked out a question of confirmation. “So yah
admit ya know her then!?”

Tamping out the final embers of his latest cigarette, Arys replied
with a smile. “OK, yes! I know her and of course I like her - you
relentless asshole! But you can’t tell anyone. I mean it,
alright!?”

Javier gave a sideways glance, to which Arys picked up on it and
quickly added, “And, I don’t need all your stupid dad advice again, just
spare me please.”

“Alrigh-alright…take er easy, I’m jus messin with ya kid. But hey, if
yer actually ready ta talk bout her, yeah…she’s a looker alright…but
also kind, and smart too from wha aye cun see. Hell - if’a was yer age
I’d be doin tha same thang!”

Arys nodded approval at the show of respect Javier extended, tenderly
remarking. “...evidently it’s not so secret…” He then squinted his eyes
as he surveyed Javier, “You think anyone else knows?!”

Javier started to grin again, but Arys didn’t give any time for
Javier to answer the question, having seen it written all over the old
pilot’s face. He bulled past the remark, “It doesn’t matter! So yeah,
I’ve been talking with her and maybe people seen us together. Like you
said…she’s beautiful, smart, cool…and I actually think we have some
things in common.”

“Like flyin?” Javier said sarcastically.

“Very funny. Tease me all ya want, but for example, she’s really got
me into art lately.” Arys winced as he said it, expecting a renewed
round of teasing, but Javier simply nodded agreement and the apprentice
rambled on. “Well I noticed she has this painting above her desk I
hadn’t seen before, but I liked it. It was by this ugh…ugh by this
Spanish artist. Ugh, what was his name…OH yeah, Salvador Dali!
Ever hear of him?”

“Shor.”

“Well I hadn’t.” Arys frowned, wondering if others knew who Dali was
as well, but pressed on anyway. “So one day I decided to ask her about
this Dali painter. We talked about him for a bit, and I guess she’s a
big fan. She got so passionate when talking about him..it was beautiful
- she is beautiful. And well - I just can’t stop thinking about
her! Is it obvious?!”

Javier replied with a grin. “Ever time yer near her ya start sweatin
like ya stole somethin kid.”

Arys cringed at the realization of Javier’s words.

“Look…aye ain’t no Casanova, but sounds like love to me. My best
advice…don’t get too far heada yerself jus yet. Them first months are a
lotta fun, but ya don’t always get the purson ya think yer gettin in the
beginnin. The fool gets all spacier than an astronaut and
starts talkin bout love ‘n marriage out the shoot. Dun’t be a fool kid.
Have yer fun, but go slow if ya know what aye mean.”

Arys knew Javier married young, but rather than point that out as
some bitter reflection of the advice he was hearing, he just kept
listening.

“Shit man, enjoy your youth ya know...have some fun and if she’s the
one, then great...but go slow.”

Arys looked out the window in silence, leaving the door open for
Javier to ramble on.

"...jus take it one dai at a time, that’s all I’m sayin. She’ll let
ya know if sha likes ya back. Iffa ain’t ‘a fit it'll be crystal clear
i’no tyme...but iffa is, you’ll be mindin yer own bizness when one day -
boom!, outta nowhere you’ll realize all them lil things and all them big
things perfectly add up, ‘n if sha feels it too, she’ll let ya know. ‘An
when tha happens…BOOM - just like that, ther sha is, theres yer future
wyfe."

Arys shifted ever so slightly at the mention of marriage, “You’re
doing it again.”

Javier could get stuck on a topic and become oddly long winded and
preachy with his advice…all the while proclaiming his love of silence.
He was an altogether complicated and simple man all at the same
time.

"Sorry, sorry! I was gittin a lil long-windy and reptitiv again -
dang’it! OK, OK…so sha likes art. What kind of date would ya take her on
if monay weren’t no isshu?"

Javier asked in his best attempt to remain judicious, prodding the
kid to re-engage. Arys decided to keep the conversation going a little
longer, after all he kept it bottled up so long - it felt good to get it
out. With confidence, he replied.

"The Macaw."

Javier smirked at his success in getting Arys back in the
conversation, but his judicious attempt to keep it going was shattered
as he held back a choked surprise.

“Yer pullin ma leg...the Macaw!" Javier laughed out
loud.

Arys immediately turned bright red with embarrassment. Raising his
voice, he asked angrily, “What the hell are you talking about old
man!? The Macaw is the hottest club downtown, everyone knows
that...except for you and your old married balls!"

Javier raised his voice in return. "I’ll say it again, 43 ain’t
that old mai yung apprntiss, and ma balls are still in fyne
shape thank ya verie much. But jus wayt, you’ll blink n you’ll be 40 and
yer balls won’t be as tight as they ar now…you’ll see! Second, sha is an
air traffic controller! Who likes readin, an ART! C’mon kid!?”

Javier choked with laughter, adding in a spit, “Does she look like
the "club type" to you!?"

"Yes, I think she would love it actually! And you said if money
was no object!”

“Aye did, but it wus a trick question. You should never flaunt yer
money with new relashunships, otherwyse you’ll always wondah iffas yer
money they’re aftah.”

Arys rolled his eyes as Javier added a final note. “The prahspekt fer
true love is about ta only thin’ noblemen envy frum pessunts
lyke us - trust mai.”

“Well then, what do you suggest Casanova - how does a
peasant like myself get the girl?”

"Furst thing come to mynd…do sumethin sha lykes. Take her to tha zoo,
or maybe tha art museem…yeah, ya said sha loves arht."

Arys looked at Javier like he was the dumbest person in the world
before indignantly stating, “Money is of no consequence, and
you take a woman you want to impress - which per your question can be
anywhere you want on a first date - and you take her to the
zoo…?!”

With exhaustion in his voice, Arys added, “I just can’t do this with
you Javier. That is the dumbest idea and this is exactly why I don’t
talk to you about my dating life.”

Javier laughed. “Wha tha fuck do I know, ryght?! ...I've
onla bin mrrried ta woman fer 19 years now!”

“Thank you - exactly! That’s my point! And you
ain't no Casanova...said so yerself!”

Javier sighed, “I shur did kid. I shur did,” pointedly ending the
conservation to demonstrate he’d given up.



CHAPTER 21 - A Fire Below

With their conversation of Arys’ love life slammed shut, Javier once
again shifted painfully back to square in his seat - searching for a
position that pained his hip the least.

Once situated, he peered ahead, catching the last glimmer of a dying
red sunset vanishing behind the void of black jungle night, unable to
keep up with the sun’s setting pace.

Arys, meanwhile, pulled another cigarette from the pack in his
pocket, banging his lengthy frame against the co-pilots yoke while
fighting the coiled cord that led to his headset, which had evidently
found its way into his armpit during his animated ‘debate’ with
Javier.

The lighter flashed, and as he puffed the latest cigarette to life,
the headset cracked on with a moment of white noise.

[Static] “Numbah four alreedy!? Haven’tay tuld ya them thingsa kill
ya?” [Static]

Javier looked over with a smirk and a ‘last word’ moment. Arys
sneered back at Javier with a childish look before defiantly taking a
dramatic drag off the fresh cigarette, blowing a cloud of smoke with an
audible exhale - the exact thing that really pissed Javier off.

“I’m warnin ya kid. Aye gave ya a pass on the last one, but dunna
fuck with mai!”

“Sure thing boss, my apologies.”

Arys knew Javier barely tolerated the smoking, and requested he ‘blow
that shyt’ out a cracked window as often as possible.

Arys was messing with him, and he secretly felt refreshed from the
satisfaction of so blatantly flying in the face of another one of
Javier’s ‘rules.’ He let the cigarette hang from his lip and returned to
looking down at the jungle below.

As he peered out the window his gaze was lost, focused on everything
and nothing at the same time, absently into the indiscernible blackness
below. When his vision finally surrendered to the darkness, his eye
caught something foreign...something red and faintly luminescent,
barely visible in the distance.

He rubbed his eyes and focused to be sure he wasn't seeing things.
'Old Shaky' gave a small bump of jostling turbulence, and he refocused
his eyes…confirming something was down there, something he knew
Javier hadn’t noticed yet.

[Static] “Javier.” [Static]

Javier looked at Arys, still pissed from the huge plume of smoke the
kid filled the cabin with.

[Static] “Look down there…” [Static] Arys pointed his cigarette to a
faint red light from the jungle canopy below. [Static] “...is that one
of them tribes er somethin?" [Static]

Javier followed Ary’s pointed finger - starboard and down, and
replied with an equal sense of surprise in his voice.

[Static] “Whu...I’mma not shur...maybe? Aye know there er
spats of pygmies her n there...but aye been makin this run a long tyme
now...off n on for nurly 10 years…ain’t never seen a fire in these parts
before...and sirtainly not this tyma year…ain’t nuthin dry ta burn…"
[Static] His voice faded with confusion, revealing his own state of
intrigue.

The light was not in their direct path, but off to their right
another 7 kilometers ahead and starboard; and yet the two couldn’t help
but steal glances at it constantly, if not outright stare.

As they neared, it became clear it was a cookfire of sorts…but
something else was present. Somehow, it seemed there was an eerie red
ambience, more artificial and steady, not the dancing flicker of a fire,
and it seemed to light up much of the canopy in proximity to the fire…a
good 100 meters in every direction near a large bald spot in the jungle.
The light filled a large depression in the jungle, like a bowl or a
crater, with a sphere in the middle of it - like a giant red eye in the
jungle looking up at them.

The two locked their gaze on the glow another minute until Javier
broke their silence.

“What the fyck is thay?” he muttered cold and matter-of-factly.
"Something weird is going on down there..."

Arys replied in a slow stupor. "Yeah, I think so too."

A moment of stillness passed between them, both locked in a
transfixed stare at the strange red eye in the jungle when suddenly
figures appeared below.

“What tha fuck es dat!?”

Arys gasped. “Can’t be human - they’re tiny!”

Javier fought to hide his growing anxiety over the scene before them
- it was all wrong, sending a chill down his spine. "Maybe theyre
munkees…n maybe issa small fyre spurked ba lightnin?” He then muttered
another thought, “Odd though that munkees r drahn ta et, dun they
yooshlee run away?!”

“What?” Arys broke his trance, quietly replying. “I have no fucking
idea Man, but that glow ain’t right, and in a big circle like that!? I
can make sense of a lot things, but ain’t no way there are red
lights out here in circles. Maybe its a bomb or something…or maybe
some of that swamp gas shit the old timers were teasing me about,
right!?”

Javier mumbled in return, “That ain’t swampgas, kid.”

Arys didn’t hear, pressing on. “Well, whatever it is, ain’t we
‘sposed to call it in? I know air traffic requires us to call in any
fires. Does this one count?”

“Aye dunno…but aye do know sumthin ain’t right down thar.” Javier
then caught himself, adding sternly, “Mark the curdinates n make ta
call.”

Arys nodded and switched on his outbound mic, pushing himself to get
it together before he began speaking.

[Static] “SAVA CARGO 2120 to Manaus Tower, come in Tower?”
[Static]

[Static] “This is Manaus Tower, Come in SC 2120.” [Static]

The voice on the other end pulled them from their moment of
mesmerization. Javier’s mood was immediately lightened, and he allowed
himself a small grin at Arys as they both recognized the female
responding. It was the young lady they had been talking about earlier in
the night - the one Arys was in love with.

Arys attempted to regain his composure, clearing his throat and
sputtering a reply.

[Static] “Yeah, we just spotted a small fire, er somethin, at the
following coordinates and ah, just wanted to report it.” [Static]

[Static] “Or something?” [Static] The female replied with a hint of
blush coming through. [Static] “Come again SC 2120, are you seeing a
fire...OR something?” the female voice giggled.
[Static]

Rattled from the embarrassment of his casual approach totally
backfiring on him, Arys awkwardly replied.

[Static] “Ah, yeah - it’s a little hard to confirm just yet. There’s
a large red glow…or something…” He rolled his eyes at the
repeated fumble and continued, “Coming from the jungle below...but can’t
confirm just yet.” [Static]

[Static] “A red glow? A fire, or perhaps a downed craft…?” Her voice
turned completely professional. “SC 2120 - we’re going to need more
information…" [Static]

Arys and Javier looked at each other unsure, but realizing maybe it
was a downed aircraft after all. Javier shrugged and gestured for Arys
to continue.

Arys replied in a more convincing tone. [Static] "Yes Ana...er I mean
Tower, it very well may be a plane crash. I have the coordinates marked
and we can take a closer look if necessary." [Static]

‘Fuck!’ He thought, now blushing at the accidental use of
her name. Javier’s grin grew bigger and Arys couldn’t believe how
awkwardly his tongue kept betraying him.

[Static] "OK SC 2120, go ahead with those coordinates please,
Arys.” [Static]

The delicacy of her voice was sweet and patient…professional and
simultaneously playful in the way she replied with his name at the end
of the transmission. Ana smirked to herself with the remark while she
continued to peel an orange from her lunch, the second one that evening.
She pushed her pile of peelings aside and grabbed a pen to note the
coordinates on a pad of paper.

While Old Shaky bounced over a mysterious red light in the jungle,
Javier grinned stupidly at Arys; both of them clearly caught that she
added his name with a smile - that much was evident even over the
intercom.

Arys waived his hand in Javier’s face to knock it off and replied.
[Static] “Roger, latitude is: Zero degrees, zero minutes, 0.59 seconds.”
“Longitude is: 67 degrees south, twenty three minutes, 7.9 seconds.”
[Static]

[Static] “Copy that SC 2120. Wow, right on the equator. OK,
are you able to verify with certainty that you in fact see a downed
craft? We'll need to relay your report…buut, you're out in the middle of
nowhere and we don’t want any wild goose chases. We need to be sure -
sorry gentleman." [Static]

Javier finally broke in. [Static] "Towah, this is Captain Javier
Cabrera of SAVA CARGO 2120, wu’ll brieflee altah er route ta make a
closah pass n confurm...we dunna’wan waste anyone's tyme hur."
[Static]

[Static] “Roger SC 2120,” Ana replied with a renewed air of
professionalism, “we’ll stand by and check on any missing aircraft in
the area...although nothing has come across the airwaves.” [Static]

[Static] “Rogah Manaus Towah - we’all take a closah look now n repor’
bak shortlee. Ovah.” [Static]

Javier banked to the right in a wide sweeping arc that positioned
them straight towards the path of the small fire and red glow below.
Cold drafts of the elevated night air revealed new sources of faulty
seals as the plane altered its course, the rushing sound of wind shifted
through the cabin like a doppler effect. Arys zipped up his jacket
another couple inches to better keep out the new wave of cold air.

The jungle canopy became more vast as the banking plane rolled into
the turn, placing the window at the steepest downward degree yet as they
both surveyed from above and dipped in elevation. Their vantage point
crested the small summit of a hill revealing a vast crater blanketed in
a foggy crimson glow. It was easy to see there was a small campfire
surrounded by figures at one end of a barren spot in the jungle - on the
perimeter of the circle.

The behemoth plane tumbled overhead with the grace of an elephant
crashing through the brush, eliciting a reaction from the figures below,
who all looked up at them simultaneously before scattering.

Just as Arys and Javier were about to get a good look at everything,
Javier overshot the area and their vantage was immediately lost to the
jungle. The old pilot pulled hard on the yoke, bringing the plane back
around for another pass in a large sweeping arc, banging their loose
belongings about on the floorboard, a canteen and a lunch box shifted in
concert with what sounded like a lost screwdriver clanging under Arys’
seat.

Eventually Javier positioned the plane once more over the glow in a
dramatic bank, even lower and this time slowing the engine to an idle to
give them more time to survey below.

The two glided in a large and mostly quiet circle above - perfectly
positioned above the center of the barren circle of earth to take it all
in. Below them they saw a cluster of monkeys staring motionless back at
the plane - their wide eyes glowed in the flame of the fire. Some held
sticks, and as baffling as it was, there appeared to be a spit of food
cooking over the fire. The troop of monkeys tracked the plane without
any alarm, just watching calmly. Those that were scared had apparently
already scattered.

Absorbing it all, Arys couldn’t help but feel the world fell silent
for a moment - no wind, no clunking rattles from Old Shaky. Instead, the
jungle itself seemingly held its breath as the two looked down at an
impossible sight - monkeys cooking over a campfire in the jungle,
surrounded by an ambient red glow.

A stillness accompanied the silence as both men realized in a moment
of suspended time that something unnatural was the cause for the red
glow.

[Static] “What the fuck... Look at that?!” [Static] Arys
muttered. To the best they could tell, something smooth and metallic was
evidently the source of the smoke and artificial ambience at the center
of the crater.

The two stared in equal astonishment, when suddenly their cabin was
filled with blinding white light. The two screamed in bewilderment,
shielded their eyes from the bright burst. Javier instinctively righted
the plane with one arm and pulled up, keeping the other over his face to
shield the intense light - throttling the plane back up as their
bewilderment turned to shrieks of pain.

Both men squeezed their eyes tightly shut, but the intensity of the
light penetrated their brains - causing them to clutch wildly at their
faces, trying to claw something out that was buried deep in their
skull…something they couldn’t actually retrieve. More so, there was an
intensifying radiant heat they both felt, like standing too close to a
fire and yet slowly inching closer against their will nonetheless, to
the point of excruciation.

Somewhere beyond the intensity of the pain, they heard the unsettling
sounds of their instruments failing. Alarms chimed and a whirring sound
of the dials could be heard in the overwhelming reverberation of clangs,
dings, rushing air, and the sudden coughs of a struggling engine.

Back in Manaus Tower, Ana heard the yell over the radio and looked in
shock as the radar showed two new aircraft signatures had unknowingly
blipped out of nowhere, practically colliding with SC 2120.

A terrifying scream filled the air traffic control tower - blaring
out from the transmission with SC 2120. A few seconds more of static
followed…then the transmission went silent and the plane’s signature
froze - it was no longer moving.



CHAPTER 22 - Rank Has its Privileges

General Nerez was reading alone in bed when the phone on his
nightstand rang.

Taken aback, he rolled over to lift the receiver as another deafening
ring blasted his ears. He allowed himself a second of pause before
answering, feeling the rush of adrenaline over two things the call could
mean at this hour.

The first and most recent reason, per his specific instruction, was
to wake him with news of a foreign invasion. Prior to the Cubana
invasion of Brazilian Airspace just eight days earlier, he had always
assumed something as obvious as an invasion would of course be
cause to disrupt him in his home after hours.

He was poorly mistaken, unaware of the cowardice of some of his most
trusted aides over their fear in waking him.

‘Perhaps all this power carried some drawbacks after
all…?’

He recalled the blunders of the Nazis, afraid to wake Hitler during
pivotal moments during the Second Great War, and suffering otherwise
avoidable catastrophes if the German’s simply had Hitler’s full
authorization. Aware of the similarities, Nerez resolved to make an
example of those who were too scared to share information with him,
regardless of the content…recent events being a sterling example.

Eight days earlier, a Soviet-made Ilyushin 11-62M civilian jetliner
illegally entered Brazilian airspace; General Nerez was left to sleep
peacefully in his bed. The FAB (Força Aérea Brasileira) had since
learned the airspace violation was a result of the ‘Falklands War,’ an
undeclared conflict between Argentina and the UK over the territorial
dependency of the Falkland Islands.

Perhaps his subordinates felt the situation was handled when they
scrambled two F-103E Mirage III Fighters to escort the jetliner down,
but upon the absolute explosive reaction from Nerez for not
being contacted, no such mistake would likely ever happen again. At
least one commanding officer was still in the brig for his orders ‘not
to wake General Nerez.’

The second possible cause for the late-night call also
concerned Brazilian airspace violations, and was a request he had in
place for more than nine years now. Specifically, those of the ‘unknown’
kind…inspired by an incident at sea he personally witnessed while
standing on the deck of a Brazilian battleship. It was an incident that
frankly frightened him to this day - that and the warning of an old
American colleague…Jack Lauring.

He lifted the phone, calmly speaking into the receiver.

“Good Evening.”

The General steeled himself, patiently listening to the voice on the
other end. When the voice stopped talking, Nerez intently spoke a few
words in reply and hung up.

It was news of the second magnitude...a downed aircraft in the Amazon
(possibly two), spotted by a cargo plane enroute to Colombia. The most
compelling part of the call entailed two unknown radar signatures
matching the vector of the cargo plane and in Brazilian airspace, and
yet the origin of the bogies are unknown and the present locations since
lost.

In response to the two bogies, four F-103E Mirage III Fighters were
scrambled to intercept the unknown craft, but Nerez already knew it was
a futile effort. Those fighters would come back empty-handed, sure as
the sun would rise in the east tomorrow…just as had been the case almost
every other time these phantom aircraft materialized out of thin air,
and disappeared just as easily.

Except this time there was something more, something that made it
more than routine…his presence was requested within the hour for an
emergency meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff; the details of which
would only be available to him at the meeting.

‘...what the fuck could this be about?’ A moment of
startlement attempted to grab him.

He suppressed the visceral shudder his body instinctively initiated,
and with a deep breath allowed himself the peaceful realization that his
beloved country was therefore not under attack - they would
have told him. With that confirmation, he moved out of bed at his
leisure. ‘R.H.I.P.’ he gloated to himself, recalling an acronym
his father frequently used, ‘Rank Has Its Privileges.’

He quickly rinsed off, shaved his face, and slipped into his service
uniform. Satisfied with the reflection in the mirror, he grabbed his
favorite mug of coffee, emblazoned with a red slogan across the front,
“Better Dead than Red” and headed to the garage for a long night
ahead.

The garage light flickered overhead, fluorescent lights still needing
to warm from the cool of the evening. Below them shone his pride and
joy, an ‘82 Puma GTI that still gave him goosebumps. It was a gift from
President João Figueiredo for his service during the Coup, a white coupe
with a black pinstripe down the side and its carriage on slightly wider
front and rear tracks, supported by an upgraded rear suspension from
earlier models.

A thunderous roar echoed off his garage with the turn of the
ignition, followed by a throaty idle that purred its demand for open
road. The Puma GTI came with the largest of the engine options - an
air-cooled 2.0-litre Volkswagen boxer-four, and most impressively, it
was one of only 55 models ever completed; a limited series by Rino
Malzoni, the world famous Brazilian designer with Italian roots.

Nerez pressed the radio controlled button tucked away in the side
door, a new luxury he recently installed and still marveled at with each
use. Instantly the garage door lurched up by the chain-driven lift of
his newly-installed opener, chattering overhead with each passing link.
Pulling out onto the cobblestone driveway, he drove around the large
fountain and pressed a second button, opening the exterior gate of his
estate.

Once outside his estate, Nerez depressed both buttons once more,
watching from his rearview mirror as the garage door and gate
simultaneously lurched in the opposite paths, closing behind him.
‘R.H.I.P.’ he grinned as he accelerated onto the street and
into the night with traffic lights whipping overhead.

Although traffic was light at that time of night, in the back of his
mind Nerez knew it was still a 15 minute drive ahead of him, and so his
mind wandered to the past, accounting for the actions that led him to
this moment in time - the head of SNI and the Ministry of War.
It was easily summed up via one culminating event that was a bittersweet
memory for the General - he flashbacked to that moment.

***


Silva was dead. The news article said as much.



“President Costa e Silva discovered DEAD on Sunday August 31, 1969
after suffering a sudden cerebral thrombosis!”


With that confirmation, everything accelerated for Nerez, catapulting
him to the top of the military Junta in Brazil - the highest authority
in the land. A man with that level of power fears only one
thing…losing it. And a man with everything to lose, is
willing to do anything.

He became the very monster he swore to defend against, but failed to
see it, blinded by the pride of his superior intellect and therefore
the misconception of superior judgement. That and a fear of losing his
power.

It was his fear that prompted his pressure on the military junta to
introduce new amendments to the constitution, taking their authoritarian
document to new extremes. The first order of business,
Constitutional Amendment no. 1 (sometimes called the
Constitution of 1969), was elected unanimously.

When it successfully passed, Nerez knew it was his country,
both in his total power, and also because the Americans abruptly pulled
out shortly thereafter, truly leaving the governance of Brazil to him
and his Military Junta. He would later learn the CIA was reallocating
resources to a larger South American Agenda, ‘Operation
Condor’, a campaign of political repression and assassinations
across Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, Paraguay, and in
later years Peru. It would ultimately account for 60,000 killed, 30,000
disappeared, and 400,000 imprisoned. Of course Nerez couldn’t have known
such a fate back then, and was merely happy to be rid of the Americans
who had so long meddled in his country’s affairs.

The ‘70s were bloody years for South America, stamping out any and
all ideologies that challenged capitalism - and Nerez couldn’t decide if
he liked it better then, or if he preferred the fast-paced and
technological times of the present 1980’s.

Were his glory days already behind him, or was the best still to
come - what would today bring, what lies in store for the world
tomorrow?



***

He snapped out of his brief highway hypnosis, still weighing the
glory of his past to the remaining potential of his future - aware of
his old age.

‘Is the best still ahead?

Before he could sort out an answer, the Puma GT slowed down on
approach to the security checkpoint preceding the beautiful capitol
campus, with perfectly pruned trees and various statues illuminated
across a huge manicured lawn. Nerez drank in the vista - finally
bringing his full attention back to the present. The National Congress
Building shone in the distance, illuminated by ground-level lights
shining onto the facade of white marble steps and neat rows of flags at
the entrance.

Idling up to the security gate, Nerez rolled his window down to greet
the armed MP in the booth. “Good evening officer.”

“Good evening, sir. Late night?”

“Indeed.” Nerez said coldly, indicating he was pressed for time and
not going to engage in idle chit chat. The guard rightly took his
meaning and pressed the button behind him, lifting the gate and letting
Nerez pass while the MP shook his head in wonder, counting on his hands
and running out of fingers to match the number of high-flying military
brass he had seen arrive that evening for an emergency meeting.

The MP had no idea what was going on, but it was easy to
see…something big was happening.



CHAPTER 23 - The Red Phone

Ana heard the commotion from SC 2120 and felt her heart drop as she
desperately called out with no reply.

[Static] "SC 2120 - come in!" [Static]

Silence.

She waited 10 seconds and then tried again.

[Static] "SC 2120 this is Manaus Tower, respond SC 2120,
OVER!" [Static]

Silence.

[Static] “SC 2120 - come in...” [Static]

She pleaded quietly, feeling tears of panic welling up in her eyes
with each passing moment.

As the seconds crept by high in the control tower, she felt the fear
beginning to overtake her and knew she had to shake it off. She stood up
from her modest station, hovering over the radar screen, hands cupping
her head in visible disbelief and terror, forcing a deep breath in clear
exasperation.

There was no doubt she heard their yells and confusion, and now with
almost three minutes of silence she felt dizzy, her heart pounding with
the unknowing fear of what she hoped wasn't true.

Ana’s supervisor that night was a balding man in his 50s whom
everyone simply referred to as Colonel Klink. His real name, which few
even knew, was Wilhelm Magalhães. “Klink” as he was more commonly known,
was a jabbing reference to Hogan's Heroes, a popular TV show of the time
in which a main character on the show, Colonel Wilhelm Klink,
was an often overconfident-yet-inept character full of hysterical
blunders and punchlines.

In his older age, none of his present co-workers actually knew how he
came about the nickname, but Wilhelm knew it was a combination of the
coincidental first name, and some unexplained incidents he witnessed
during his position as a radar tech in the navy. Regrettably, he learned
the hard way there are some things he’s seen as a radar tech that he
shouldn’t share, but not before it was too late and the name stuck.

Thankfully, Klink knew that the folks he was surrounded with today
had no idea of the nickname’s painful origin, with his present-day staff
referring to him indifferently as they didn’t know him as anything else
- he was simply Colonel Klink. While the man had his quirks, he
was the most knowledgeable on staff with 26 years in the tower and more
experience than much of the staff combined. He had seen it
all…almost.

Colonel Klink stood at attention behind Ana. He was acutely aware of
the transmission, and when Ana looked back at him she knew by the look
on his face the situation was dire. For starters, his duress was
palpable - a huge deviation from his typical jovial demeanor. She
attempted to look at his eyes and realized a minor fog was accumulating
on his thick glasses, another indication he was rattled.

"Ana," he barked as he rubbed his glasses against his chest with one
hand, waving the other in an aggressive gesture that made his doughnut
coif of hair waft with the motion, "Don’t stop trying them…and mark
their last known location on radar!"

Discontent, he crossed the room to check a second radar. Hovering
over the second radar screen, he yelled back to Ana but never pulled his
gaze from the other screen.

“That plane is still giving us a signature - it ain’t down ye…”

The Colonel’s exuberant declaration was abruptly cut off by something
that took his breath away.

With reluctance in his voice, he spoke out to the other radar tech on
staff that evening, “Juarez…do you…do you see that?”

Klink extended his short sausage of a finger towards the screen, “Is
that two additional unidentified on the screen!?”

The third and final member of the team that evening was Emmanuel
Juarez. He sat glued to the radar, only able to mutter, hypnotized by
what he was seeing, “...possible debris from a collision!?”

“Possible...” replied the colonel, then seemed to mumble to no one in
particular “could be the remnants of a collision still falling back to
earth, we’ll know in another minute.”

The words slapped everyone in the room.

In an attempt to color in some optimism he added, “Ana - you keep
trying SC 2120. Juarez - if those signatures get wings, keep track of
em!”

Juarez bent over his station, indefatigably working; he was the nerdy
thin guy always hunchbacked over his station and barely engaged
in any conversation outside of work. Yet, despite his social oddities,
everyone knew he was diligent and very good at his job, which provided
him a sense of respect among his peers regardless of how awkward he was.
“Colonel!” Juarez yelled. “Three more signatures, fast approaching. I
think they’re ours sir…”

“Shit! Alright - I’ll check the flight logs for that sector. In fact
to hell with it, I’m calling Boa Vista Air Force Base as well…if this is
a damn military exercise the gig is up! Whatever this is…we
sure as shit deserve to know what's happening in our jurisdiction at
this point!”

Suddenly Ana cried out, watching the signature for SC 2120 wink out
entirely, “They’re gone!”

“What do you mean they’re gone?” Klink asked in a hurry.

“She’s right…they’re gone…” Juarez said solemnly.

“WHAT IS GONE?”

“All of them - all of the signatures. Something seems to have
scrambled our radar, and just like that…they’re all gone.”
Juarez spoke the words with mesmerization.

Anna cried out. “Oh Gawd…they’re GONE!” She immediately
began to sob, and Klink rushed to hold her.

He felt warm tears soak into his chest as Ana buried her face into
him, patting her back and looking down at the screen. Sure enough there
was nothing, but Klink knew they still had work to do. He needed Ana to
get back to a stable place, and free himself up along the way.

“They’re not gone yet Ana. Those boys could be alive and well, stuck
in a tree and waiting for help, or maybe safely on the ground…banged up
but just fine. We can’t give up hope just because their signature is
gone, doesn’t mean the radio won’t work. The radio may well be the best
thing they have. Don’t stop reaching out to them just yet...
Can you do that?”

Ana pulled away and looked at Klink with heavy tears in her eyes. She
lifted a sleeve to blot them, and with a sniffle Klink watched her steel
her resolve. “I can.” She replied solemnly.

“Great, then get to it. I have some calls to make.”

The colonel then headed to his office but paused and turned to repeat
himself once more, "Juarez, we need you to monitor ALL other
traffic until this is resolved - you've got the helm. Ana - stay focused
on SC 2120!"

Juarez’s eyes bulged at the enormity of the request, peering back to
the radar screen and immediately issuing traffic command adjustments to
various aircraft in the region to buy himself some breathing room.

Ana's repetitive outbound radio transmission kept going like a
metronome every 30 seconds in the background.

[Static] "Tower to SC 2120, come in SC 2120!” [Static]

The Colonel walked into his office and closed the door, opening the
gun-metal gray file cabinet under his desk and thumbing for a particular
binder.

He hesitated as his hands passed over a secret file he kept of the
unexplained sightings throughout his career, and wondered if tonight is
something he’d add to it; but he forced himself back to the moment as he
located the three-ring binder he sought. He plopped it onto his desk and
flung it open. With a deep breath he forcefully picked up his desk
phone, placed the receiver to his ear, and began frantically dialing -
the familiar clicks of the rotary phone rang out in succession as Klink
went to work.

Worry and fatigue escalated in the control tower for nearly 15
minutes. In that time the Colonel alerted the FAA, Tabatinga Tower (the
other nearest commercial tower to SC 2120’s current location), and of
course the nearest military Tower - Boa Vista Air Force base. The
message was the same - that they lost an outbound plane at the following
coordinates, had confirmed two unknowns on radar, and was anyone aware
of a missing aircraft in the vicinity to explain the red light that
started all of this?

It was a lot, but Klink was fast and efficient, being sure to make SC
2120 the focus as it was his outbound craft…and as far as they knew,
those boys were still alive. He repeatedly recited the heading, aircraft
type, crew, cargo, last confirmed radar signature, and approximate
lat-long coordinates to all…and he made more calls after that.

He was waking up the Brazilian aviation world in 2-3 minute chunks at
a time.

In the 19th minute after last communication with SC 2120, a radio
signature blinked on the screen in the exact location they had
previously lost SC 2120. Ana rubbed her eyes and stared, unsure of what
to do. As the signature blinked, it appeared to be moving.

“Juarez!” She screamed, “Are you seeing this?”

“I see it but I don’t believe it…how is it still in the same spot, it
must be down!”

“It can’t be though… Look - it’s…moving!?” Ana replied in
bewilderment.

Klink heard the commotion, quickly exiting his office to make his way
behind Ana’s desk in silence. As they all watched the screen, the radio
chirped on with a desperate transmission.

[Static] "This is SC 2120 to Tower, do you read Tower?!" [Static]

For a second the room seemed to inhale all at once and hold their
breath.

Ana, Colonel Klink, and Juarez all froze in what they were doing and
looked at each other for a half beat, wide-eyed. The Colonel looked at
Ana, then at the radio, and back again to Ana with an explosive urging
of his hands for her to snap out of her trance and respond already! Ana
shook off her mesmerization and replied.

[Static] “Tower to SC 2120, we read.” Then in a total emotional
deviation added, “What the hell is going on out there?!” [Static]

A garble of a message came back, broken and incomplete, but the gist
of the message was still mostly discernible.

[Static] “We…[Static] red light [screech] all of a sudden there was
hot white light [squelch] see anything. Our instruments [crack].
…struggling… [static…].

The transmission ended in silence, but before any of them could
collect what it all meant, Ana, the Colonel, and Juarez all exchanged
another dumbfounded look when a foreign telephone ring broke the
confused silence. All three of that night’s crew turned their head to
the sound simultaneously. It was the red phone that never rang.

The red phone, they all knew, was the direct line to Serviço Nacional
de Informações, SNI for short. The line was a mandatory fixture in all
air traffic control towers, intended for matters of national security or
other emergencies, such as hijacked airplanes, bomb threats,
kidnappings, drug trafficking, foreign invasion, etc.

They never experienced any such instances in Manaus, and therefore
the phone was merely a paperweight in the corner - its thin layer of
dust revealed as much. Colonel Klink claimed he heard it ring once
before, evidently for a drug trafficking operation long ago, but no one
else on staff could corroborate and it was one of the things that
today’s staff concluded was a ‘Klink tall-tale.’

The phone rang again - eliminating any doubt that this time it was
for real. Colonel Klink collected himself and carefully picked up the
phone. “Manaus Tower, Colonel Klink, er,” he blinked in embarrassment
and corrected himself soberly. “Wilhelm Magalhães speaking.”

Ana and Juarez were glued to the Colonel, but could not hear the
conversation on the other end.

“Uh huh” remarked the Colonel, aggressively flicking his hand at both
of them to return to their radar screens and stop eavesdropping.

Juarez and Ana turned around, each still sticking an ear out,
listening as Klink fumbled along.

“Yes sir.”

“...um...yes sir. No no...I understand sir.”

“Yes sir, it will be done. Goodbye.”

Ana and Juarez both turned around, hoping to learn what the hell was
going on. The colonel hung up the phone in a show of confused defeat.
Klink looked at Ana and Juarez with apologetic eyes and said, “Both of
you listen closely. That was SNI (as if they didn’t already know)...they
are coming here in the next 30 minutes, and they expect our full
cooperation.”

Confusion set in as Ana and Juarez both knew what SNI was, and it
could not be good. The colonel then looked at Ana with precise
instructions. “Ana, continue to try and reach SC 2120. IF they
are receptive, direct them immediately to Boa Vista Air Force base. They
must redirect immediately. They cannot leave Brazilian airspace
if they retain any control of their aircraft. Am I clear?”

“...yes sir.”

“Good, do it now and do not stop trying until you reach them,
even if…”

He trailed off and didn’t finish his sentence, instead remaining
paused in recognition of the words left hanging…but rather than complete
his thought, he simply turned around and went back to his office.

It didn’t matter…they all knew what ‘even if’ meant.



CHAPTER 24 - Nerez arrives at SNI

Nerez wasted no time parking the car before swiftly making his way up
a small flight of stairs towards the main entrance of SNI - his
footsteps left a clattering echo, crisp in the silence of the
evening.

He ascended a series of wide marble slabs, beautifully flanked by
large white pillars that stood affront the vague glow of incandescent
street lamps fastened to the white stucco facade of the building, barely
set back from the grand entrance. As he climbed the marble stairway he
found himself admiring the campus at night for a brief moment, proud for
what SNI stood for.

The building, the institution…was his baby, conceived
between him and the late Marshal Silva 15 years ago. He paused in
reverence, admiring the world class intelligence agency, and doing what
had to be done to get where he was today. The truth of the matter was,
SNI had grown to become a weapon of authoritarianism, demanding
deference from all, but in exchange providing peace to the citizens of
Brazil. Naturally, he fancied himself the tip of the spear, a father
figure presiding over a country of his children.

Passing beneath the large porte-cochère, he glanced up at the
multitude of flags from the world’s varying countries, neatly arranged
in rows to show the solidarity Brazil held with the other nations of the
world. ‘All the chimpanzee tribes of the world,’ he thought as
he walked through the double glass doors of the main entrance - flashing
his credentials and passing the second security checkpoint within the
building, into the main lobby.

The moment he entered he was greeted by field agent and military
lieutenant Antonio Oliveira - his loyal aide who had been with him since
the beginning…evidenced by the Doc’s thinning head of hair, and equally
gray as it was brown.

Oliveira smiled at the General with a submissive 'good evening'
remark before joining in a brisk walk toward the interior of the
building, briefing Nerez with the same list of facts that he woke him
with. When it became obvious he was nearing the end of his intelligence
brief, the General concluded he’d heard enough and cut him short.

“Thank you Doc, I received much of your report already by phone. Did
you pull together all participants for tonight's emergency meeting?”

“Yes sir.”

“And everyone is already present?”

“Yes, all are present and accounted for sir…altho-”

“Good, then…”

Nerez interrupted on Oliveira’s pause, but realized it and
backpedaled, “You had something more to add?”

“Yessir, but it can wait until the end.” Oliveira knew the
information he needed to share should come last. Nerez continued.

“Good. Then tell me before I walk into that meeting…is there any
evidence this could be a FARC strike?”

FARC, otherwise known as the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Columbia...or affectionately self proclaimed as ‘The People’s
Army’ by FARC leaders...was a guerilla military that began as a
peasant self-defense group influenced by Marxist and Leninist views in
1948. In recent years, they were involved in continuing the Colombian
conflict dating back to 1964, and were deathly committed to resisting
right-wing militancy and what they called the ‘fascist’ rule of
Brazil.

The rebel group remained active ever since, pushed back into
remission during the 70s via the heavy-hand of the United States,
Brazil, and other allies in the region. Recently however, FARC had been
a growing concern as their continued threats and acts of violence were
escalating. It seems their resistance kept refusing to die, and were
arguably gaining strength.

Even still, it would have been a stretch for them to acquire combat
aircraft, let alone pilot one, but Nerez couldn’t rule it
out...especially when the target of the attack was for a cargo plane
known to make numerous trips to Bogota. Such a plane would be an ideal
target for FARC; besides, the recent uptick in commercial transportation
was evidence of a successful trade agreement between Colombia and Brazil
that dripped with ‘capitalism’ - something the anti-imperialist views of
FARC’s Marxist leaders would not be pleased with. At the very least they
would have savored such a bold and public attack as a means of showing
off their abilities; assuming such a move was within their abilities.
Nerez was skeptical, but had to ask.

“No sir...nothing conclusive but we are looking into the crew and any
possible passengers for potential high value kidnapping ransoms.”

“Keep me informed, I want to know all we can about the crew of SC
2120.”

They continued walking when the General turned to Oliveira - his eyes
narrowed, “Something that apparently has been left out of the report is
bothering me Doc…do we know the origin of the bogeys, surely they didn’t
just ‘pop up’ out of the jungle?”

“No sir. Unfortunately we have no indication of the bogey’s
origin...or for that matter exactly where they went.”

“Excuse me? “We don’t know where they went...what exactly
does that mean?”

Oliveira cleared his throat in a show of unease, “Yessir...shortly
after we spoke on the phone…it seems they...disappeared.”

The General’s eyes angered as he leaned into Oliveira; his words
carried the inflection of a growl, a warning reminder of his darker half
always just under the surface.

“Disappeared?” The General had a keen awareness of what the
cutting edge aircraft capabilities were…THAT level of stealth would be
unprecedented. Oliveira correctly assumed it was more a statement of
shock, or perhaps a rhetorical question. Regardless, he was wise to stay
silent and to his relief Nerez continued.

“Never mind that...perhaps there had been a malfunction with the
equipment. So you mean to tell me we’ve lost the bogeys?”

“That’s correct sir...although the radar seems to be operating
perfectly fine. Maintenance assumed the same thing at first, but can’t
see any evidence of any malfunction whatsoever. Everyone was puzzled at
that point, so we cross-checked with Manaus Air Traffic Control. They
confirmed the same.”

“Do we know anything else?”

“So far we only know that SC 2120 was investigating a possible fire
when both bogeys appeared meters from their craft, instantly maintaining
an exact altitude, speed, and bearing with the cargo plane. Then, in
what we can only perceive as a malfunction, signatures from all three
planes were lost…”

“And the whereabouts for all are still unknown - hm. They must
have crashed…”

“Yes, except moments ago, SC 2120 was picked up on radar once more.
The bogies however…never returned to radar, only SC 2120 did - 19
minutes later.”

Nerez stood motionless, his eyes taking on a 500 meter stare in deep
thought. ‘It disappeared for 19 minutes…and then reappeared
again…’ he kept repeating in his mind.

Defeated at the thought and resolved to mentally set it aside for the
time being, he then considered the other bit of news…something about a
fire in the jungle - this time of year? The puzzle was getting
more complicated with every new detail.

“What is the status of SC 2120 now?”

“We’re not exactly sure sir, all attempts to reach them by the
nearest military base, Boa Vista, have been unsuccessful. We believe
they may have made contact with the local civilian tower in
Manaus, but we cannot be sure - the communication is garbled. A team is
headed there now, and in the meantime, assuming communication is
reestablished, Boa Vista airbase is on standby to execute your response
recommendations, sir.”

“Good. And the message is out…that if any contact is made with SC
2120 they are to be immediately directed to Boa Vista Air Force base -
correct?”

“Yessir - it is done.”

“Good. See to it nobody visits those crash site coordinates until I
authorize. Am I crystal clear on that Oliveira?” Nerez growled with a
glint of malice in his eyes.

“Crystal clear sir.”

“In that case, one last thing Oliveira… Fuel up the 35 and have it
ready for departure in approximately 45 minutes. I will personally visit
Boa Vista Air Force base - tonight.”

Oliveira knew the recent acquisition of the Learjet 35 was the
fastest non-military plane in the hangar. It had two Garrett TFE731-2
turbofan engines and a cabin arranged for six to eight passengers. With
a range of nearly 3,000 miles and a cruising speed of 481 mph, the
captain would touch down in approximately 3 hours. It was an impressive
aircraft that only the highest ranking officials at SNI had access to,
and this request was a clear reminder of Nerez’ position.

Even still, getting access typically required a half day of paperwork
and preparation...best case a couple hours notice during office hours.
The plane was not kept in a ‘scramble’ state of preparedness like a
fighter jet, it would need to get pulled out of the hangar, fueled up,
and run through the complete checklist before they could be wheels up.
With this on his mind, Oliveira asked with a hint of concern, “45
minutes, sir?”

“Did I mumble?” The General replied sarcastically. “Make it happen
Doc, or it’ll be somebody’s ass tonight - maybe yours. If they can’t
scramble a jet for me in matters of national security, I want to hear
firsthand from the official who would deny me. Now GO!”

But Oliveira didn’t move, and having known Oliveira for the last 15
years, Nerez knew there was something more.

“What is it, Oliveira? What haven’t you told me?” Nerez cautiously
asked.

“Agent Lauring is here to see you, sir.”

Nerez couldn’t hide his shock. It had been nine years since he had
seen Jack Lauring - maybe more.

“When did he arrive?”

“Approximately fifteen minutes before your arrival, sir.”

“Did he say why he is here, is there anything else you can tell
me?”

“No sir, only that he will be joining this evening’s emergency War
Room meeting.”

Nerez considered the old friend, although more likely an enemy these
days, given the terms they last parted on. Admittedly, Nerez loosely
followed Special Agent Jack Lauring’s career, impressed by the ascension
the American had made since returning to the USA.

***


After his time in Brazil and a couple other unstable governments
around the globe, he ascended rapidly, first as the Secretary of Defense
before his promotion to the Chair of the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC)
from 1971 to 1973, and later as CIA Director for a few months in 1973.
While impressive, he went on to serve as the Secretary of Defense from
1973 to 1975 under Presidents Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford, and would
later become America's first Secretary of Energy under Jimmy Carter in
1977, serving until 1979.

Nerez had followed him closest when the American served as the
Secretary of Defense, recalling his open opposition for amnesty to draft
resisters, and pressing for more sophisticated nuclear weapon
systems.

The General hadn’t seen him in a decade, but had been updated on his
meteoric career ascension over the years; although where he’d been the
last couple years was anyone’s guess - the man fell off the radar when
Reagan got elected. Nerez assumed Jack Lauring retired.



***

‘Incredible…’ Nerez realized. ‘Not only is he still
involved, but he must be intercepting our lines…this meeting wasn’t
called until an hour ago! Lauring must have already been in Brasilia…but
how long has he been here, and on what authority?’

Nerez looked back at Oliveira. “Earlier in our conversation, you
informed me you had one more thing to add…I trust this is it?”

“Yessir.”

“Good. In that case…get me that fucking plane ASAP.”

“Yessir.”

Oliveira turned the opposite direction and set out to issue the
General’s commands. Nerez meanwhile spun on his heel and continued
toward the War Room, where numerous colleagues awaited his arrival - and
one surprise guest.

He had already lost interest in the information his colleagues would
likely cover, for nothing could compare to whatever Jack Lauring had up
his sleeve.



CHAPTER 25 - Nineteen Minutes

Ana leaned over her desk with a look of exhaustion that suggested she
could fall asleep any second. She peeled another orange and added the
discarded shell to a large pile at the edge of her desk.

Groggily she kept repeating her outbound message with all the passion
of a metronome.

[Static] “SC 2120, come in SC 2120” Ana said with a hint of despair.
[Static]

The looming weight of defeat crept in as precious time ticked by -
each attempt feeling more hollow than the last as she called out to a
void without reply.

Adding to her worry was the fact she had heard them before,
miraculously after a 19 minute radar glitch combined with radio failure
- but that was at least five minutes ago, with a return to silence ever
since, albeit a few garbled messages nobody could discern. She hoped it
was just a faulty radio, but couldn’t bring herself to accept such a
rosy circumstance. Something was definitely amiss, although at the
moment she didn’t have the energy to comprehend how any of it made sense
- she only had enough gas in her tank to keep calling out.

Sighing with a desperate stutter to fight back tears, she
lethargically repeated the call.

[Static] “SC 2120, come in SC 2120…please…” [Static]

Ana held her head low, drying her eyes with the cuff of her sleeve,
when the radio chirped.

[Static] “...Copy Manaus Tower, this is SC 2120. Can anyone hear me?!
Manaus, I copy - please tell me you can hear me.” [Static]

She spit out her orange as Colonel Klink and Juarez both spun around
from the other end of the tower, suspended in disbelief that they
actually just received a reply.

Ana jolted back up. [Static] “SC 2120! Javier!? Yes - I have you loud
and clear! Is Arys with you, are you alright!?” [Static]

[Static] “We’re hardly alright, having trouble seeing….and feeling
disoriented. “First officer Garcia is unconscious. Whatever that was
almost brought us down. We are in bad shape Manaus - please
advise.” [Static]

Javier’s voice trembled through the weak transmission, but Ana could
tell he attempted to remain brave. Ana then heard him say before he
switched off his outbound mic, "Arys, wake up...Arys..."

Growing scared all over again, Ana reached out. [Static] “Captain
Cabrera, is your crew OK?!” [Static]

She recognized the break in the transmission… Javier switched off his
transmission - forcing her mind to race.

‘Why turn off communication after the first contact in a moment
of crisis!? What the fuck was going on!?’

Sitting in silent anticipation of a reply, she began to work through
something else that was different with their communication…

Something was off, she heard it, but couldn’t put her finger on it.
Her mind raced until it hit her. She needed to chat more with Javier to
be sure, but she could swear Javier’s characteristic ‘bush cutter’
accent (commonly known as the Caipiri dialect) was gone…?.
Hell, he sounded almost formal…she’d never heard him talk like that
before and concluded he must be really shaken.

*****

Old Shaky sputtered violently, keeping the veteran pilot on high
alert, all the while with one eye on Arys.

The simple fact was that Javier had too much going on - he needed to
think without any more interruptions. He didn’t need to transmit
anything he didn’t want to…no good would come from stirring up the tower
with more worry than they already surely felt. Besides, he knew there
was little Manaus Tower could do in that moment, and now that he knew
his radio was in fact working, he set to keeping the plane in the air,
and made himself a promise to keep checking on Arys, which would be a
lot easier without the constant chatter of panic from the tower
eavesdropping on his every move.

‘Just for a few minutes.’ He told himself while measuring
Arys with concern.

Arys was slumped in his co-pilot chair and barely conscious. His
breathing was labored and he was clearly disoriented - or worse, in
shock.

Javier began shaking him and slapping his face - anything to elicit a
conscious reply.

“Arys…WAKE UP?!”

Arys’ eyes rolled in his head, his neck slouched to the side before
his body violently lurched forward and puked all over the dash of the
plane.

“FUCK!” Javier exclaimed, relieved to not have the Tower
wondering what was happening now.

He grabbed a discarded napkin from a crumpled dinner sack behind
Arys’ seat and began squeeging the puke off the dash and onto the floor,
turning his head away in a failed attempt to avoid the putrid smell that
filled the cabin.

Ana interrupted again.

[Static] “Captain Cabrera - are you OK? You switched off your mic.
Please switch it back on and confirm if you are able to operate the
plane?!” [Static]

Annoyed but resigned to go with protocol, Javier switched back on his
outbound communication to Vox, which left it voice activated.

[Static] “Yes...I think. I don’t know what happened to us,
but some of my instruments aren’t working, I’m fighting a sense of
nausea, and I’m concerned Garcia is suffering from shock.” [Static]

Javier snapped his fingers repeatedly in front of Arys’ puke-smeared
face and could be heard badgering him over the radio. “Arys! Arys, come
on buddy…thaaat’s it. You’re Okaaay.”

Arys stirred, to Javier’s relief, sluggishly lifting his sleeve to
his face and poorly wiping the puke from his mouth. His other hand
reached for his canteen as Javier watched him struggle to open the cap -
to no avail.

Javier lifted his knees to the yoke to keep the plane steady and took
the canteen from Arys to loosen the cap for him. When he handed the
canteen back, Arys greedily slopped water into his mouth, half of it
missing and spilling onto his chest and lap. The Apprentice then took a
less labored breath and wearily opened his eyes in clear confusion - his
brow was sweating profusely.

Ana could hear the dialogue and kept trying to initiate more
communication via radio, but Javier ignored her and focused on Arys.
“Hey man, how are you doing - talk to me.”

Arys muttered a weak reply, “...it was so hot I was sick, like I
would boil from the inside out.”

He stopped to take another swig of water...this time much larger and
mostly into his mouth. With another deep breath Arys asked, “I think I
passed out...how long has it been?”

“I dunno, maybe a minute or so? Can’t have been much longer,
otherwise we wouldn’t be up in the air. Whatever that was, glad it was
quick or we’d be dead!”

SC 2120s radio remained ‘on’ in transmission to tower. Ana, Juarez,
and Colonel Klink all paused to look at each other with a shared
expression of shock and concern.

In the tower amongst the three of them and with their transmission
‘off’, Juarez broke the stunned moment of silence in Manaus, “Did he
just say that entire occurrence was a ‘minute or so’?!” Looking back and
forth between Klink and Ana with wide-eyed astonishment.

Ana switched on her mic. [Static] “Captain Cabrer-” [Static]

But she was abruptly cut off by Colonel Klink, who reached down and
flipped off her transmission.

Shocked, Ana looked up at him in confused dismay.

"I was given two explicit instructions from SNI." Colonel Klink said
in a calm, almost-apologetic tone. "One, to continue attempts to make
contact with SC 2120 until SNI's arrival here. Two, IF successful, we
are to redirect SC 2120 to Boa Vista - but refrain from sharing
any details or information on what we know or think
has transpired."

Ana squared her body around in her swivel chair with a flash of anger
on her face. "What the fuck does that mean Klink?!" The
undertone of disrespect was obvious.

"I don't know." The Colonel motioned with both palms up to try and
diffuse Ana. "It's bullshit, I get it, but they will confiscate this
very recording…and their orders were explicit. They
will know everything we say over that transmission, and I can’t so
blatantly disobey - not with them. Whatever is going on is
above our heads, and I'm not messing with SNI…"

The last part of his reply was understood all too well, nobody messed
with SNI.

Overcome, Ana pleaded, "What the hell are we supposed to do...they're
asking what is going on!? Whatever is happening almost killed
them...Garcia is barely responsive. We have to do something!"

"No we don't - we can't! We confirm back that we also don't
know what's happening. And it's not untrue...we don't know if there was
a fire or a downed aircraft - nothing! And how could we!? SC 2120 knows
that too."

Ana interrupted in a fast talking ramble "What about those bogeys!
And 19 minutes of unaccounted time!? How are they still airborne if they
lost 19 minutes of conscious time in that flying cruise ship...they
didn't fly the plane asleep! What the hell is going on!? ...and you
heard him! ...he thinks this whole shitshow has only gone on a
minute!?"

The Colonel cut in, "I was right here in the room with you
Ana...they're clearly disoriented...probably went into a subconscious
autopilot state…like 'highway hypnosis' when driving. Before you know it
10 minutes has passed by in a blink - I dunno! Bottom line is…We
Don’t Know! None of this makes any sense! Not a fire in the
rainforest during the wet season, not an unknown plane crash...and
certainly not 19 minutes of lost communication or some story about
bogi-"

"DON’T! You saw them on radar like the rest of us!"
Ana interrupted in a yell.

"We all saw Something." Klink sternly commanded back before
regaining his composure to a softer and logical cadence. "I'm not
playing games Ana...yes - we all saw something. Two
unidentified signatures on radar that appeared out of nowhere and then
disappeared just as fast as soon as four Mirage jets showed up. Does
anyone here know what the fuck that is about?! NO, it makes no
sense. And SNI explicitly told me not to discuss
it...why...I do not know. But that's exactly what we're going to do,
especially in an ongoing live recording of everything
transmitted!"

The colonel took off his glasses to briefly rub his eyes and temples
in exhaustion before returning them. Ana and Juarez sat in silence,
prompting him to take a deep breath and compose himself.

"Look. I want what everyone else here wants...to see SC 2120 get to
Boa Vista safely, to get this shit over with concerning SNI -
whatever it is - and to go home when my shift ends for a stiff
drink and some sleep. But first things first, let's just get SC 2120
safely to Boa Vista…" he then added with emphasis, "and as far as SC
2120 is concerned, we ALL KNOW NOTHING. Guide them to
Boa Vista…but otherwise tell them nothing. Leave that to those
bastards at SNI!"

Juarez said nothing as usual, but gave an indifferent look indicating
he wasn't going to say a word before he turned back to his desk.

Ana reluctantly nodded, shifting back to her station and not knowing
what to do or how to cope, she reached out once more.

[Static] "This is Manaus Tower, come in SC 2120." [Static]

The radio cracked back in reply. [Static] "This is SC 2120 - over
Manaus." [Static]

She steadied her voice, ignoring the tremble in her slender hand as
she brushed a strand of dark hair from her face, before wiping a tear
away. Composing herself as best as she could, she delivered the
message.

[Static] “SC 2120, we need to get you on the deck as fast as
possible. Please set your coordinates to 79 degrees enroute to Boa
Vista Air Force Base. Switch your transmitter to 0307 and direct all
communication with them going forward so they may guide you in. They are
waiting for your radio now. Do you copy SC 2120?” [Static]

[Static] “Copy Manaus. 2120 confirming transponder will switch to
0307, with a new heading of 79 degrees enroute to Boa Vista air force
base.” Javier paused for a moment, and with a heavy sigh added,
“Alright, I’m switching over to those bastards at Boa Vista now…but
first…Ana, thank you - for everything. Over and out."
[Static]

Ana allowed herself a half-smile, she always liked Javier and knew if
anyone could take care of Arys in a bad situation, it was him.

[Static] "Roger SC 2120 - over and out!" [Static] Ana said in a
matter-of-fact reply, despite her desperate need to ask how Arys was
doing, and her rage at having to end all communication until further
notice and without any explanation in the meantime. She had to
comply…because as Klink pointed out, all communication was recorded.

The whole thing pissed her off, something bigger was going on. Her
frustration was broken with a knock at the door.

SNI had arrived.



CHAPTER 26 - The War Room

The General pushed open the door to the War Room.

The space was dark, albeit a bright beam from an overhead projector
on the table. He passed through the wisps of dust floating in the beams
of light before finding his chair in the low ambience beyond, glancing
back towards the door for the meeting’s agenda on the wall. The room
rustled with his arrival, an unspoken indication the meeting could
commence.

“Good evening Director Nerez.” The Navy Chief of staff greeted
him.

“Good evening.” The General replied neutrally.

Nerez of course knew he was the last one to arrive, and could sense
everyone’s restlessness in waiting for him. It was a small detail that
asserted his dominance.

‘You can all wait a few extra minutes for me.’ He thought
proudly, squinting his eyes until they slowly adjusted, scanning the
room for Agent Lauring and finding him sitting at the far end of the
long mahogany table in the shadows, far away from the overhead projector
on the opposite side of the board room table.

“Good evening General Nerez.” Jack said professionally, waiting for
Nerez to see him.

Nerez replied in kind, hiding his contempt for the surprise drop in,
which he was certain gave a great deal of pleasure to Jack.

“Agent Lauring, to what do we owe this pleasure?”

“Just sitting in General. As allies in the western hemisphere, the US
is committed to maintaining our most valued partnerships and ensuring
the joint security of our great nations. I’m here to help on behalf of
the United States, if I may.”

It was a bullshit reply and Nerez knew it, but with covert agreements
in place between the United States and Brazil, matters of national
security fell under a certain jurisdiction the US maintained
dating back to the Monroe Doctrine; a warning proclamation to the
European powers, made by President James Monroe in 1823 requiring them
to respect the Western Hemisphere as the United States’ sphere
of interest…which included all of South America.

With the Cuban missile crisis, the US underscored their commitment to
the Monroe Doctrine with new vigor. Cuba would be the only country to
fall to communism in the western hemisphere, ever, with any
and all foreign threats from a communist country getting immediate
attention from the United States of America.

The General gave his politically correct response in return. “The
United States is always a welcomed ally, and it's our pleasure to have
you, Agent Lauring. Please let us know if there’s anything we may assist
you with.”

Lauring grinned. “Thank you General…oh and don’t mind me - please,
proceed.”

That’s when a thought struck Nerez…Lauring had been in Brazil since
at least the Ilyushin 11-62M civilian jetliner illegally
entered Brazilian airspace.

‘That was eight days ago…and now this business with the cargo
plane. The US is keeping an eye on Brazil, and something has piqued
their interest...’

“General, shall we begin?” The presenter delicately asked - a
full-bird Colonel (the lowest rank in the room) and therefore tasked
with scrambling the contents of the evening’s meeting together. He held
a file of transparent sheets for the presentation, and was noticeably
eager to begin.

“By all means, proceed Colonel. Buut, we have a guest
amongst us. Let’s skip the old business this time and jump right into
why we’re here gentlemen.”

The request was a clever one. While Nerez assumed his team would be
quick enough on their feet to omit anything concerning the United States
with an ambassador sitting in, this would alleviate any slip ups.
Further, he knew the ‘old business’ entailed counterintelligence against
the United States, in particular a bit of information they came across
called the ‘Gateway Experience.’

If the rumors were true, the ‘Gateway Experience’ was a top-secret
project in which the CIA sought out individuals claiming powers of
clairvoyance and other psychic abilities for the purpose of Astral
Projection spying - literally. It was extremely wild stuff, (Nerez was
convinced they’d gone off the deep end this time) but as ludicrous as it
was, they couldn’t discuss their espionage findings on the US in front
of Agent Lauring.

He chuckled to himself at the thought of the ‘Gateway Experience’ and
had to hand it to the Americans…they were willing to try
anything if it could give them an edge. Nerez waived his hand
to the Colonel, who took the cue and began.

“Yes sir. Alright then, let’s get straight to the new
business. I’ll begin with a very brief recap of the recent
commercial airliner, illegally entering Brazilian airspace - as we
believe that may be related. The Ilyushin 11-62-”

“SKIP!”

Nerez rudely interrupted the man. “Let’s jump right into tonight’s
events please. We’re all aware of the Soviet-made Ilyushin, and unless
you have solid evidence to connect that event to this one, let's focus
on tonight’s events only. We still have much to do in response
to the events unfolding in real-time gentleman, and the clock is
ticking.”

Flustered, the presenter awkwardly replied with a “Yessir” before
grabbing a new slide from his stack to catch up to the General’s
request.

“OK, ah…we’re still piecing together the events of Sava Cargo Flight
2120, but the latest evidence we have is…unnerving.”

The presenter cleared his throat and dove in.

“Current estimates have the start of the incident at 7:17pm. We have
limited aerial photography over such a remote location in the jungle,
but we have confirmed it is a rare bald spot in the vegetation…an old
crater in the earth’s surface it seems. The site is nestled within a
flood plain off the Rio Uaupes, approximately 129 kilometers south of
the Colombian border. The precise coordinates are notated - here.” The
Colonel pointed a shadowy finger onto the projection, and Nerez noted
the proximity to the equator.

*****



  [image: Classified 1982 military map of Amazonas with red crosshair marking coordinates near 0.69°S, 62.8°W.]





The nine men in the room rustled in their seats, which included the
joint chiefs of staff, the intelligence community via SNI (represented
by Nerez), two members of the DPF (Department of Federal Police - tasked
with combating terrorism, smuggling and drug trafficking, and
representing Interpol), the Colonel (the presenter of the meeting), and
of course Jack Lauring - representing the United States.

All of them studied the slides from the Colonel, shifting in their
seats and trying to glean any clues. The Colonel continued.

“The exact transcript between SC 2120 and Manaus air traffic control
tower is still enroute and will need to be accounted for at a later
time, but for now, surface-to-air radar from both Manaus and Boa Vista
confirm the following facts... And before I begin, it’s also worth
noting that many of the details I’m about to share are also confirmed
via air-to-air radar from four Mirage III Fighters that were scrambled
to the scene, as well as the eyewitness testimony from those decorated
pilots.”

The Colonel grabbed a new slide and carefully positioned it on the
overhead projector. A topographical map came into view with a handful of
red arrows.

“This arrow,” he pointed to with a pen on the actual slide, casting a
shadow on the screen behind him, “Is the location of the incident. At
this time, there is no flight record for an aircraft in this area, other
than Sava Cargo 2120. Now…it’s of course possible there was an illegal
flight. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time this month we’ve
intercepted drug trafficking planes over our northern border with
Colombia. Which leads us to question if perhaps this is a smuggling
craft flying near the canopy to avoid detection.”

He paused, “Or a foreign stealth fighter that evaded our detection
for a time. With that hypothesis, we sent a note to the Americans -
trusting they would tell us to stand down if it was one of theirs.”

The Colonel cleared his throat. “Needless to say, it was not
American…but this incident piqued their immediate interest, thus our
visitor this evening.”

‘So we invited Jack to this meeting? Fuck me!’ Nerez glared
at the Colonel, making a mental note to reprimand him later.

The Colonel pointed to the back of the room. “Many of you know
Special Agent Jack Lauring. His history in aiding Brazil is both
honorable and lengthy. Some may argue his involvement is why all of us
are standing here today.”

‘Oh please…’ Nerez silently fumed at the overt ass
kissing.

“Thank you Colonel.” Lauring said with a grin. “I’m not sure I’d go
that far, but yes, I have been involved in the strength and security of
Brazil for more than two decades now…and I hope that counts for
something when I say this evening’s events were not the United States. I
have full confirmation on that from the Vice Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff.”

The Colonel replied. "Thank you Special Agent Lauring, and welcome.
Do you bring a message for Brazil from the United States?”

“Yes Colonel. I’ve been instructed to emphasize that this particular
event is of great interest to the US, particularly if Brazil has just
uncovered new stealth technology out of the USSR. Until these questions
can be answered confidently, America will support Brazil to the
fullest…and is the purpose for my visit this evening.”

Lauring humbly sat back down while Nerez silently mocked his accent,
recalling with nostalgia Lauring’s struggle pronouncing the Portuguese
“R.”

“Thank you Agent Lauring.” The Colonel returned to presenting. “With
military communication lines open with the United States, we were able
to confirm the same radar blip the US saw, which gave us the confidence
to elevate the risk assessment and scramble the Mirages. As Agent
Lauring pointed out, the prevailing theory at that time was that we were
dealing with high value stealth technology, of which we believe the USSR
will destroy if they cannot retrieve it.”

The presenter reached down and grabbed a cassette player.

“This next part is where things get…interesting. This is the
recorded radio transmission from the Mirage team.” The Colonel hit play,
and immediately a static-filled radio dialogue began.


***

[static ] “Beta - this is Alpha, over.” [Static]

[static ] “Copy Alpha, over.” [Static]

[static ] “Are you seeing this shit? [Static]

[static ] Beta laughed awkwardly and replied, “I’m seeing it but I
don’t believe it.” [Static] ”

Alpha continued. [static ] “Charlie, Delta, come in.” [static ]

[static ] “Roger Alpha, I see it.” [static ]

[Static] “Delta confirming a visual - over.” [static ]

[Static] “What the fuck is that?” (Beta team chimed back in)
[Static]

[static ] “Whatever it is, it has no heat signature and no prop, and
yet it looks like it’s just hovering. Is it moving?” [static ]

[static ] “Negative, radar indicates that bird is hovering in place.
WHOA - where’d he come from!? We’ve got another one gentleman!”
[static ]

[Static] “HOLY SHIT! THAT FUCKING THING JUST MATERIALIZED!”
[Static]

[static ] “Alpha to BV - we’ve got a second bogey that just appeared
out of thin air - do you copy? [static ]

[static ] “Copy Alpha, Boa Vista can confirm. No known origin Alpha -
what are you seeing?” [static ]

Beta broke protocol once more. [static ] “WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT?
Something on the front of it is glowing… YOU GUYS SEE THAT SHIT? [static
]

Alpha suddenly broke in, issuing commands as fast as he could speak
them. [static ] “I’ve seen enough! Romeo Team - Battle
formations!” [Static] “Charlie - you’ve got number two! Gimme a
lock on the second bogey - Delta on Charlie’s wing! Battle
formations Goddamnit! Alpha and Beta have bogey one - over.”
[Static]

[Static] “Roger Alpha! Charlie confirming - over.” [Static]

[Static] “Delta confirming. Over.” [Static]

[Static] “Roger that - Beta on your wing. Say when Alpha. Over.”
[Static]

[Static] “We break on my mark. THREE. TWO. - - -” [Static]

[Static] “What the fuck?” [Static]

[Static] “WHAA…” [Static]

[Static] “Alpha - are you seeing this? Over. [Static]

[Static] “Roger Charlie… Ugh, Alpha to tower, Alpha to tower…we’ve
found SC 2120, but you’re not gonna believe this, the aircraft is
suspended…in midair…” [Static]

[Static] “Romeo Romeo - Bogey 2 is gone, Bogey 2 is gone!”

[Static] “Where the fuck did bogey 2 go Charlie - we need to know
where that fucker is NOW!” [Static]

[Static] “HOLY SHIT! 12 o’clock - eyes on bogey 2!” [Static]

[Static] “How’d he get there? Is that the same one or is it a
third?!” [Static] “No fucking way that’s the same one… [Static]

[Static] “Charlie to Delta - keep an eye out for bogey 2! It didn’t
fucking teleport - that’s gotta be a third bogey! Romeo - note 3 bogeys
present. REPEAT, three bogeys in play!” [Static]

[Static] “Oh shit - What the FUCK IS THA-” [Static]

The audio recording suddenly emitted a high pitch shrill in a doppler
effect, and all went silent but the static - an endless run of white
noise.

***



The presenter stopped the playback.

“Unfortunately that is the end of the transcript. Radio communication
was no longer functional between any of the Mirages and the rest is just
as you heard - static.”

The Colonel took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes in defeat, and
continued by setting down two new projector slides side by side.

“We’re not sure what happened up there, but I am happy to report the
Mirages all returned safely, albeit the pilot’s psychological states are
hardly stable. As of now, all pilots are being held on base, awaiting
further instructions following this meeting. However, that is not the
end of the evening’s events.”

The Colonel placed two new images onto the projector.

Nerez studied them, noting seven total radar signatures on a large
radar sweep image. Three of the signatures were at the north end and in
a tight cluster; unsure if the middle of those three signatures was SC
2120 with the two bogeys immediately off each wing, or if SC 2120 was
gone and there were in fact three bogeys as the Mirage Pilots
claimed.

Near the bottom of the slide were four more signatures in tight and
classic military formation - the Mirages. He then studied the second
slide sharing the screen. It was the same radar sweep map, but with one
large white circle encompassing the three aircraft previously identified
in the first slide. Nerez noticed the difference between the two slides
was only about 2 seconds, indicated by the time stamp within each sheet
and circled in red.



  [image: 1982 classified radar screen showing seven aircraft blips; timestamp 19:17:29 HRS circled in red.]




  [image: Classified 1982 radar image showing bright burst of light overwhelming the display at 19:17:31 HRS.]



The Colonel circled his pen around the large white mass on the second
slide. “We don’t know what this is, gentlemen.”

“Best theory we have is a dirty bomb…or some sort of electromagnetic
pulse that distorted our radar sweeps - creating this huge white mass of
distortion. Some of our experts who first witnessed the event
hypothesize a self-destruct option, and it could make sense for the
Soviets to equip their stealth planes with a miniature warhead to ensure
complete annihilation of their technology should it fall to the wrong
hands.”

The room rustled once more.

“If that is the case, we must assume the additional unknowns are two
more stealth craft engaged in a rescue mission, which would also explain
their ability to evade radar and surprise the Mirage team. Assuming our
theory is correct, we believe the downed craft initiated a self-destruct
sequence upon the presence of SC 2120, perhaps mistaking it for an
intercepting threat and unaware two rescue craft were in the area.” The
Colonel scanned the room, weighing the thoughts of his listeners by the
way they held their eyes. With everyone’s full attention, he continued,
reaching for another slide.

“It’s not a bad theory, it just doesn’t completely add up. And the
Mirage team's transcript raises more questions than answers…something
suspended in air? One might argue they suffered an optical
illusion, but…this is what happened next…”

He placed the new slide on the projector, which again showed a radar
sweep map. “As you can see, the large white mass had disappeared,
although the previous three planes, which we assume were two bogies and
SC2120, are now gone…leaving only the four signatures - here…”
He pointed to the screen. “just our Mirages.”

The Colonel moved his pen from the Mirages to the top of the image,
directing the room’s eyes to the timestamp in the upper left corner. It
was only another three seconds later in time.

“Gentleman, we don’t know where those three signatures went. Initial
thoughts were that they were eviscerated by this nuclear blast - and we
had nineteen minutes to believe we were correct; but then, that wouldn’t
explain this.”

He put yet another slide on the projector and continued. It was
another radar sweep map, but with a timestamp jumped considerably
forward - almost twenty minutes later, circled in red to not go
unnoticed.

“Believe it or not, 19 minutes later SC 2120 reappeared again -
right here.”

He pointed his pen once again to the timestamp above to prove his
point. “And miraculously, SC 2120 is operational and flying to Boa Vista
as we speak - albeit in pretty bad shape from what we’re hearing. The
other unknowns disappeared and have yet to be reacquired.”

The room began to bustle with a new anxious energy. The Colonel
raised his voice in response, aiming to regain control.

“Gentleman, I’ll state the obvious! Those of us in this room are all
well-informed on the history of unexplainable phenomena over our skies.
Now we don’t know if this is extraterrestrial, but if it is, it would
mark the second hostile action ever documented by a UAP -
Colares being the first, but both in Brazil nonetheless. And
so…until we can know more, Brazil's policy remains the same as always in
solidarity with the US on this topic - the United States remains the
global leader on encounters of this kind.”

The room shifted again as the men tried to understand what they were
being told, and a few side conversations ensued. The Colonel raised his
voice above the whispering.

“Now before all the questions begin, a few last facts…” The Colonel
knew his comment would cease the restlessness. He waited for everyone to
settle, and continued.

“First, it should be noted that the Mirage team’s instruments all
failed simultaneously. Combat fighter training has a protocol for
dirty-bomb encounters. Compromised aircraft are required to return
immediately to base if they are able. Thankfully and as mentioned
earlier, all of Romeo Team returned safely to Boa Vista and all men are
being interviewed and evaluated. Additionally, their aircraft are being
quarantined for inspection and the results will be available in 48 hours
or less.”

The Colonel turned the page of some notes he held and continued.

“Second and once more, SC 2120 is operational and inbound to Boa
Vista as we speak, with another Mirage team in the air to intercept and
escort them down. Base commander Colonel Sanchez has orders to detain
the crew as Code-7 Patients under 24-hour surveillance until we
can learn more - under the advice of Agent Lauring and the United
States.”

The Navy Admiral scoffed, displaying his frustration over adhering to
the advice of the United States.

The Colonel ignored the Admiral and pressed on. “Lastly, regarding
the site of the incident… Again, per our Covert Rules of Engagement
Agreement (CREA) with the United States, a US Special Operations Force
is inbound from the Atlantic Coast. Brazil, in full cooperation, has
cleared the skies overhead and is ensuring safe and covert transit for
the team. Our role now is a supporting one until further notice.”

The Navy Admiral couldn’t bite his tongue anymore, emitting a large
guffaw. “Pardon me for saying this with a US liaison in the room, but
why the fuck are Americans charging in like cowboys when this
is our country!? I’ve never fucking liked that agreement and I’ll never
understood how we came to it - this is a Brazilian incident and needs to
be handled by Brazil!”

“Tell me how you really feel, Admiral.” Jack responded quickly,
unaffected by the Admiral’s open disdain.

Nerez broke in to quelch any further outcry over the American
involvement. “Gentlemen, please! We have a guest amongst us - who we
will treat with the utmost respect. Agent Lauring is simply
delivering a message on behalf of his country.”

The Admiral shot back. “Well I’ve got a message for Agent
Lauring to take back to his country!”

As the Minister of War, Nerez was the highest in command and
interrupted with a growling threat, “That’s enough Admiral!”

The Admiral sneered at Nerez, but held his tongue in scornful hate.
Satisfied with the Admiral’s silence, General Nerez went on.

“There will be no messages for the United States, other than ‘thank
you for the help’…which is exactly what we’re going to do at this time,
and nothing more. Let’s be smart here, gentlemen. The Americans
are looking into the alleged crash site, and we have two survivors
headed to Boa Vista as we speak. In a few hours we will have more
answers and can choose our next course of action. Until then, and until
we get more data, such as the Manaus radio transcript, an inspection of
SC 2120, and the information those pilots can share with us… until
we can know more, this meeting is adjourned. Thank you for the
brief Colonel.”

Nerez stood up, nodding his thanks to the Colonel and further
signaling to everyone with his body language that the meeting is over.
The truth is, he didn’t want to risk his men saying anything more in
front of Lauring, certainly not from an emotional room of high ranking
officials. Besides, he had a jet to catch and every precious minute
mattered.

The Admiral began to protest, “Sir, excuse me but thi-”

“I said Adjourned Admiral, or are you feeling
insubordinate?”

The Admiral clenched his jaw so hard a vein in his neck became
visible. “Yessir.” he said with a venomous glare.

Everyone rose from their seats while the Colonel flipped on the
light. Nerez headed for the door, eager to get an update on the Learjet
and plan his departure accordingly, but he didn’t make it that far.

“General Nerez, a word please?” Agent Lauring sounded urgent.

Nerez couldn’t hide his frustration. “I’m trying to catch a plane,
Jack.”

“I need five minutes - that’s all.”

Nerez really wanted to tell him no, but the truth is he knew that
Learjet wasn’t ready yet, and he easily had 10 minutes…probably fifteen.
Besides, the General’s curiosity over this surprise visit got the better
of him.

“You’ve got five minutes, Agent Lauring.”

“Not here. Your office. I’ll be quick.”

The man was really getting on Nerez’ nerves, but his curiosity was
piqued. ‘This man shows up out of the blue, ten years after our
less-than-cordial farewell, and now only asks for five
minutes?’

“Follow me.” The General said as the two exited the War Room and
headed for Nerez’ office.



CHAPTER 27 - General Nerez’ Office

General Nerez walked swiftly down the hall, aware of the timeline he
meant to keep in order to board that Learjet as soon as possible.

Although admittedly, Jack was not a guy to waste anyone’s time and if
he insisted a five minute meeting was necessary…it surely was, even if
the man was an arrogant asshole.

‘An asshole he hadn’t seen in almost 10 years…something was
up.’ Nerez tumbled through his mind what this was about, recalling
his history with Agent Lauring, and the American’s help in the initial
years of SNI’s anti-communist actions.

***


In those years, and with the support of Henry Kissinger from the
United States, the two led a campaign to squash any and all leftist
ideals, including the destroying of bookstores, rampant kidnappings, and
bombing theaters. They made a great team, crushing enemies of the state
with more leniency and therefore much more efficiency than any previous
efforts in history.

Between the resources and intel from Agent Lauring and the US, in
combination with the grit and determination on the ground from Nerez and
his police force, the two eliminated all resistance and therefore signs
of violence within three years. In many aspects those were Nerez’ “glory
days.” But like all good things, it had to come to an end - with the two
dueling for power under the surface.

Lauring feared Brazil was growing too independent of the United
States, and he was correct, so long as Nerez had anything to say about
it. The battle lines were delicately defined, but the scales tipped to
Nerez’ favor when he created the Military Junta following Silva’s sudden
death.

In doing so, Nerez successfully put President Ernesto Beckann Geisel
in his pocket through the strength of the military junta, essentially
taking all the power for himself. In the process, Lauring sniffed out
what Nerez was doing, and opposed the General’s actions with a stern
warning to walk carefully concerning any matter that held the interests
of the United States.

The rest is history, resulting in Nerez forcing Jack’s cantankerous
exit from Brazil. Since then, Nerez had not laid eyes on Special Agent
Jack Lauring, which frankly, the General couldn’t have cared less…until
now.



***

The General heard the fast pounding strikes of Agent Lauring halt in
front of Nerez’ office before he unlocked the door and ducked inside.
Lauring wasted no time launching into his pitch.

“You need to give me access to those SC 2120 boys when they
touchdown. I’ll put a team in place for Boa Vista - you do your thing
and keep Brazil out of it. This whole incident can be wrapped up and
disappeared before the night is done. No need to complicate this any
further…quick-down-and-dirty… and we call it a night - any
questions?”

Nerez couldn’t suppress his anger.

“Any questions?!” Nerez snorted.

“I don’t know who you think you are, but I haven’t seen you in
ten years! You’re in my country right now, in my
office…and I take orders from NOBODY. Any questions,
Jack?”

Jack had never been one to back down. He squared himself to Nerez,
unfazed by the man’s aggression and glowering in return. “You really
wanna do this, Ernesto? You want to fuck with the United States?”

Nerez didn’t flinch. “Spare me the scare tactics Jack.”

Agent Lauring scoffed, “No-no, you obviously need a refresher! Let me
remind you General, this is hardly the first time any of us
have seen UFO activity, but despite its growing commonality - we
have never seen anything like this before.”

Lauring paused to heave - feeling physically exhausted by his
frustration. It was another sign his age was beginning to show, with
more salt than pepper in that slicked-back Superman hair he classically
donned.

“...And the US has responded to these incidents for much
longer than you know! You think this started in the 1940s with the atom
bomb!? Think again - this is ancient shit my friend!”

He scoffed to drive home the point, and went in for the kill.

“But in modern times, WE, the USA, have intercepted
more of these incidents than the rest of the world’s nations
combined. And if you think our arrangement is only with Brazil,
think again! I told you this was coming ten years ago - the day you
threw me out of your country! You had no idea what you were doing, and I
didn’t have the clearance to tell you…but whether you like it or not,
those rules of engagement are top-secret for a reason. You have NO IDEA
what the US is capable of when it comes to this topic… Stand down, and
give them whatever they ask for - for all our sakes,
General.”

“Don’t threaten me Jack, and don’t lecture me on the rules of
engagement! I’m painstakingly familiar with them, and I know
the verbiage within that document grants amnesty to alleged crash sites
and all that’s contained on the premises. If your Seal team
happens to find something out in the jungle - congratulations.
But those two pilots are Brazilian citizens in a Brazilian plane…and if
you think you’re going to claim jurisdiction over Brazilian citizens,
start planning your invasion now asshole.”

Lauring took another deep breath, albeit this one actually with the
intent to start over calmly.

“General, they’re a part of the crash - they are the ‘premises!’
Look, let's not lawyer this up…we both know what happened and that makes
them US property per the agreement.”

“First of all, you’d make a bad lawyer, Jack. Second, people
aren’t a location! You can’t choose the interpretation that best
suits your needs, and since this is hardly CLEAR - go fuck
yourself!”

Lauring turned red in frustration, ultimately biting his tongue and
doubling-down, unwilling or unable to acquiesce.

“You’re making a giant mistake Nerez.”

“They never crashed - there is nothing left to discuss here!”

Jack took a deep breath. “I’m going to break an oath right now, risk
my career and probably time in prison to give you a taste of what you’re
walking into…”

Nerez began to retort but was stunned into silence. He’d never seen
Jack break any rank or confidentiality. He shut up immediately…impatient
to see what Lauring would reveal.

“I’m instrumental in a US military task force investigating the
long-range planning of future weapons - Project RAND…for Research
& Development…I know, brilliant title.” Lauring smirked.

Nerez had a loose understanding of Project RAND.

***


Since the 1950s, research conducted by RAND has played a significant
role in shaping U.S. policy on a range of topics, such as the space
race, the Vietnam War, the nuclear arms competition with the Soviet
Union, the establishment of the Great Society social welfare
initiatives, and national healthcare. The RAND Corporation began shortly
after World War II, initiated by the United States Army Air Forces to
explore long-term planning for future weaponry, including funding for
research into intercontinental warfare.



***

Lauring continued. “RAND does a lot, but intercontinental warfare is
our primary objective, and frankly, tonight's events may pose the most
significant breakthrough yet.”

“C’mon, you can’t think this is the Soviets?”

“You were in the room with me, General… Fuck the Soviets -
but NO, this ain’t them!”

“So what then, little green men Jack, is that why you’re here?”

“Joke all you want Ernesto, but something is out there -
something we don’t understand. What we do know for sure is, their
technology is vastly superior to ours. Trust me when I say there are
dark fund operations in the US with virtually unlimited resources, and
what we’re working on defies everything you think you know.”

“Pretty bold statements Jack. Do you have any evidence, or just
expect me to believe in your Santa Claus story?”

“I don’t care what you believe, not acknowledging something doesn’t
make it less real. Pull your head out of the sand Ernesto - we are
not alone…and more so, we believe something big is happening. The
spooks we have behind closed doors…they’re all saying the same thing - a
monumental event draws near. They don’t know what it is, but they are
concerned…and they believe these men are integral to it. If there’s one
thing that scares me, it’s when the Spooks get spooked.”

“I don’t even know what that means…what spooks? You can’t
honestly tell me the US is relying on soothsayers these days?!” Nerez
gave a mocking chuckle.

“I am not authorized to get into details, but I can tell you that all
that bullshit we used to laugh at in the past, all the unexplainable
anomalies, the Weird Science and Fuckin’ Magic (WSFM) - turns
out much of it is real.”

“Be specific Jack, and tick tock.”

“All of it! Physics-defying events that keep occurring with
more frequency, and more evidence that we can’t ignore. Clearly it ain’t
swamp gas, so what is it really? Well, that’s what the hell we’ve been
working on, for decades. We have top-secret projects putting
these crazy ass notions to the test, and you know something - some of
them work, with stunning accuracy.”

“So Operation Stargate isn’t a joke?”

“How do you know about Stargate?”

“You guys trained us Jack… The CIA isn’t as buttoned up as your egos
believe it is.”

“I’ll need to know more about that later, but this is much more
pressing - something way bigger is happening.”

“Be that as it may, I’m a ‘seeing is believing guy’...I don’t buy all
the voodoo shit - you know that about me. And since we’re being frank, I
think you’re drinking the kool-aid my friend. How much have you
seen, touched, and experienced first-hand?! What do you really
know?”

Jack paused for effect before calmly replying. “I know enough to know
that you have no idea what you’re talking about. It’s like I’m
arguing with a child who is holding the keys to my car - an argument
over whether the earth is round. The earth is round Goddamnit, whether
you want to believe it or not…now give me the fucking keys I’m asking
for so we can get down the road.”

Nerez took a deep breath. “Alright - fine. Let’s continue down this
path Jack. What, pray tell, are the Spooks foretelling in all
their crystal ball magic?!”

“Those SC 2120 pilots are important. I’ll leave it at that for now,
but if you’re a ‘seeing is believing guy’, you must admit you’re seeing
the same shit we are.”

“...yeah, I’ve seen em. You, me, and everyone else who’s privy to
classified information. So what makes you think this instance is any
different - that this encounter is something special?”

“We think those cargo pilots had contact, and we want access to them
the moment they touch down.”

“You think? Cut the shit Jack - you don’t actually
know...you just want first crack to interview them. Except there is one
problem, they’re Brazilian citizens - you have no jurisdiction over
them, so you’ve come to seek my blessing.”

“Don’t pull that card with me General, you could give a shit about
someone's citizenship if it advances your agenda.”

“Sure, but perhaps these men can advance my agenda…I
dunno. What I do know is, I’ll be the first to communicate with
them, so you can stop your pipedream for Brazil just handing over our
citizens whenever you fucking demand it.”

“With all due respect General, what exactly do you think you’re going
to do with two men who potentially just had 19 minutes of access
with advanced beings? You have no idea if these men are now
hostile, infected, or possess some new unknown threat or ability. The US
is best prepared to deal with whatever happened up there.” Lauring
inhaled deeply. “You don’t know what you’re walking into. Stand down
Nerez, let us handle this as your allies in partnership and wash your
hands of this headache…sleep in tomorrow morning for all I care.”

“Thanks Jack, but Brazil is just as interested in these answers as
the US. Is that something you egotistical cowboys can even
comprehend?”

Jack glared. “Loud and clear - so hear this…Brazil ain’t cowboy
enough to handle whatever the fuck this is!”

“That’s cute Jack, but nobody knows what this…even is.”

“We believe we do, and because of that, we need to know what those
pilots may know…or be capable of.”

The General chuckled. “That so? Alright cowboy, what do your
crystal ball spooks believe they could be ‘capable’ of?”

“Shit you and I can’t understand. Telepathy…telekinesis, maybe more -
things we can’t comprehend…hell, think of all the senses the world’s
species possess!? Echolocation, hearing ultra-low frequencies, smelling
things miles away, seeing in infrared. We don’t know what can be turned
on in a human brain…and likewise maybe nothing can, maybe nothing is
applicable. Maybe they are infected… We don’t know! …which is why
all precautions must be applied here.”

“Cmon Jack!” The General scoffed. “Telepathy, telekinesis,
some new unknown ability - INFECTED - with what!? What the fuck
are we doing here?”

“General, do you really think a toilet seat costs $10,000 US
dollars?”

“Toilet seats!? Jesus Jack, what the fuck are you talking
about!? Have you lost your mind?”

Jack ignored the insult and pressed on.

“The US is spending a lot of covert money looking into
secret shit…life's unexplainable anomalies that we want everyone to
believe is bullshit - the magik with a ‘k’ type-shit. It's no accident
the world mocks that stuff - we want them to! Same as how NO
pilot on planet earth can claim to see a UFO without public ridicule!
We did that, the CIA and unacknowledged efforts you can’t
comprehend.” He shook his head in mockery and continued.

“It is all by design! We see fucking UFOs almost every day, but the
people can’t know that! We need the people to keep working, keep the
economy going - blissfully ignorant, head down and nose to the
grindstone - too busy and burdened to believe the truth even if we told
em!”

Nerez was stone cold. “And where has it gotten you? Go right ahead
and keep the world in the dark…but if you’re asking me to dismiss
PHYSICS…cause that’s what you’re talking about right now Jack, I can’t
get on board with this bullshit.”

“Physics are only as advanced as our human minds can comprehend,
General.”

Nerez laughed. “Did the hippies throw away their flowers and join the
government…are you gonna read me my horoscope next!? Is my birth moon in
retrograde?! Get the fuck outta town with that bullshit. You’re better
than this Jack!”

Lauring ignored him, instead crossing the room to his bookshelf,
which he knew was a proud showcase of the vast collection of prominent
books the General had read, spanning many fields of study. Everyone knew
Nerez was brilliant, the problem wasn’t his brilliance…it was that his
brilliance allowed him an ego of arrogance that couldn’t allow him to be
shown he was sometimes wrong. A hard task when some lessons are taught
to us as truths, absolutes, universal laws -
that under no circumstance can be broken.

Nerez was academically indoctrinated. Jack wondered if he could open
the General’s mind; he paused in front of the bookshelf and began
rattling off authors as he scanned.

“Nietzsche, Darwin, Kant…the Bible - wow, didn’t take
you for a religious man…The Principals of Quantum Mechanics
- impressive. Ah…A study of Henrietta Lacks and her eternal
cells… Jesus Nerez…do you actually read this shit or do you just
like how it looks on the shelf?!”

“What are you doing Jack? You know I’ve read all of those -
which is precisely why I can’t allow you to spout all your bullshit. So
whatever this is, I’m running out of patience…get to your point!”

“My point is, you’re clearly a learned man Ernesto, but all that you
think you know in the world of physics is hardly all that is contained
in this existence we call reality. Things we have long-thought
impossible, perhaps may be possible after all. If the crew of
SC 2120 can offer us answers, it could revolutionize our understanding
of science…of 3D space and time, or anything else beyond for that matter
- other dimensions perhaps, or more. Let’s keep this simple,
the US needs access to those men so we can try to puzzle these things
out…in collaboration with Brazil if you prefer, for the
betterment of all humanity.”

“For the betterment of ALL humanity!” Nerez laughed more. “Coming
from the man who oversaw the murder of millions of people in his
career!”

“Fuck you. We both have blood on our hands. Freedom isn’t
free!”

“Fuck me!?” Nerez shook his head in a smirk. “I’ve seen how the US
collaborates with Brazil, Jack…and I’ve seen how the US establishes
‘freedom.’ If I give you access to those men I’ll never see them again.
I wasn’t born yesterday, and I’m tired of your bullshit magik
talk. Whatever happened with SC 2120 isn’t going to enlighten man’s
understanding of ‘3D space and time.’ So allow me to get to my
point… You can’t have them, Jack. And if they are as
revolutionary as you say they are, we’re definitely not handing
them over to the United States.”

“You’re not listening to me.” Lauring was seeing red, but
Nerez wasn’t budging.

“You’re not listening to me! They’re Brazilian citizens Jack - I
cannot give them over to you. The End!”

“What we’re talking about is way beyond some lines on a map. They are
humans, from planet earth, and we have reason to
believe they just had an up-close-and-personal encounter with something
non-human… not from our planet!” Jack took a deep
breath and made his final plea. “Non-human intelligence - NHIs
General! This is bigger than both of us. Give us access to these
men, for the safety and security of all humanity. Brazil isn’t equipped
to handle this - we are!”

“The safety and security of humanity!?” The General laughed some
more. “They are two men Jack…I think we can handle it. Look, I’ve heard
your case - you tried! I’m sorry, but it didn’t work - make me
the illogical asshole if you must…go tell your superior you gave your
best, and the US may do their worst if they dare. I’ve got a plane to
catch. Goodbye agent Lauring.”

“General…you’re leaving me with no choice here.”

“We always have a choice Jack, and I’ve made mine. Goodbye Agent
Lauring.”

With that, Nerez walked out of his office and left Lauring at a loss
for words.



CHAPTER 28 - Nerez’ Towncar

General Nerez stormed down the hall. He didn’t care if he left Agent
Lauring alone in his office…the man wasn’t going to steal anything - he
wasn’t a thief.

‘...and he is no liar either.’ Nerez considered as his gait
hastened.

He entered the main hall and saw Oliveira dutifully waiting for him.
“Tell me that bird is ready to fly, Doctor.” The General said sternly,
never slowing his pace.

“Yessir it is. Your timing is perfect too, the town car just arrived
for the airport. Right this way.”

“Perfect timing eh? …we’ll see about that.”

The two exited the building and Nerez felt the cold breeze of night
air wrap itself around his body. He paused and stared up into the inky
black sky, squinting to see the stars in the light-polluted promenade
before realizing it was no use - city life stole that from mankind.

‘Something about seeing the stars, it really emphasizes how big
it is out there…and how small we are.’ He considered before ducking
into the waiting town car, sitting himself in the back to stretch out
while Oliveira rode shotgun to the driver, contending with the bulky
military EB-11 radio in the center console, which crowded his leg space
and jabbed his knee whenever he attempted to sit comfortably.

Nerez meanwhile commanded the driver from the backseat. “Vera Cruz -
and step on it!” Immediately the driver sped away for SNI’s private
hangar - approximately 12 kilometers away at the Vera Cruz
Airport, which also conveniently had an adjacent airfield built
for the Air Force of Brazil after a recent upgrade.

‘An upgrade that happened to be one of the few important
buildings in Brasília that was NOT an Oscar Niemeyer building.’
Nerez thought.

It was a random fact, but upon thinking it Nerez allowed himself an
evil grin, taking credit for Niemeyer losing that contract.


***

He recalled how the renowned architect put forward an innovative
proposal to replace the wooden terminal of the Brasília Airport, with a
vision to create a circular structure featuring striking outer pillars
reminiscent of the Alvorada Palace, and incorporating underground subway
tunnels that would connect to the satellite apron. It was a beautiful
and brilliant submission, and yet his submission was inexplicably
revoked. Instead, the military government opted for Tércio Fontana
Pacheco, an architect from the Brazilian Air Force Ministry.

The fact was, Niemeyer left the country after the 1964 military coup
and opened an office in Paris…largely the result of his left-wing
ideology and involvement with the Brazilian Communist Party (PCB). A
socialist and atheist from an early age, Niemeyer had spent time in both
Cuba and the Soviet Union while in exile…a minor annoyance
removed, as far as Nerez was concerned.

***



‘Speaking of annoyances…’ Agent Jack Lauring flashed in his
mind. ‘Is Jack threatening me…threatening Brazil?!’

He needed to know more about that man - immediately.

“Oliveira.”

“Sir?”

“Give Agent Lauring a tail - the best we have...two teams if we must.
I want to know where he is staying, and how the hell he knows so much
about us. Call it in now - before he leaves the building. Oh, and find
out how long his visa is!”

“Right away sir.”

Nerez watched Oliveira reach for the EB-11 Radio and ask for
dispatch, then sat back and turned his brain off from the present,
replaying the conversation with Jack Lauring. In particular, he found
himself belaboring something Jack had said back in his office.


“You have no idea if these men are hostile, infected, or possess
some new unknown ability. Telepathy, telekinesis, or something
else…”



The General pulled a fresh cigar from his breast pocket, already
snipped in preparation, and struck a match as he inhaled the sweet Cuban
tobacco smoke. His thoughts jostled about, trying to make sense of it
all.

‘It’s ridiculous!’ Nerez thought in denial. ‘Men with
special abilities!? Miracle men!’

He snickered to himself, ‘They’d be like Jesus!’

Although he had to admit, ‘Magic or not, the Romans had a hell of
a time with Jesus…they had to remove him, or risk letting slip their
authority.’

It reminded him of an old rant from Marshal Silva in his obsession
with exterminating FARC, “Never let the masses reach a formidable level
of assembly - one man with a powerful message can quickly accumulate
thousands of followers - one man can pose a threat to the status quo!
Those who stand against the power elite represent small cells of cancer
that are capable of spreading quickly. They all must be silenced or
removed…the sooner the better!”

Nerez understood what his late mentor emphasized - it was
capitalism’s dark little secret. Capitalism encourages competition in
the marketplace for society’s best results, but not so much when it
comes to ideologies that compete with capitalism - at least not
according to the history all over the globe. Capitalism doesn’t
encourage a competitor in governance, at least based on the numerous
hostile actions of capitalist countries against non-capitalist
countries. Iran. Guatemala. Vietnam. Chile. And currently the
conflict in Nicaragua.’

The General chuckled at the many dirty deeds he’d seen weaponized
against countries that opposed capitalism - economic subversion,
bribery, embargoes, covert government coups… ‘Odd other countries
can’t freely explore an alternative without trade embargoes and terrible
consequences?’ He thought to himself, before realizing that meant
letting communism exist…something he couldn’t possibly stand for.
‘Just ask the Tibetans!’

He shrugged, wondering what a better form of governance would entail,
and if mankind was even capable of peace or unity, before sliding back
to something else Lauring had said.

“Something is out there Nerez - something we don’t understand.
The ONLY thing we do understand…is that their technology is vastly
superior to ours.”

He took another puff of cigar.

‘Superior. Vastly superior. Superior technology is created by
superior beings…’

He could think of nothing more unifying (and therefore more
threatening to the status quo) than the confirmation of contact with
superior beings from beyond our world. Forget capitalism, communism, or
any powers-that-be…hell, forget everything.

‘Holy shit.’

The realization engulfed him like an overwhelming wave in the ocean,
leaving him desperate to come up for air. Politics, gender, race…it
would all cease to matter, instead reducing us to our great common bond
- that we’re all simply a mammalian creature sharing the same earthly
home with each other, and all other earth lifeforms; globally
united as a diversity of species from the same home, the same planet -
mammals, insects, birds, fish, trees, flowers, and everything else.

‘If only everyone could see it that way…the overview
effect.’ He reasoned, ‘On an intrinsic scale to
humanity.’

The ‘overview effect’ is something coined by astronauts after viewing
planet earth from orbit. The experience is said to be deeply meaningful,
a spiritually moving experience in which those that see the entire earth
(or most of it) from orbit develop an even greater respect for the
preciousness of earth - the delicacy of it all, safely shielded from the
harshness of space.

Nerez snorted to himself, realizing it’s not the harshness of space
that will kill mother earth, nor some invasion from little green men.
No, if anything topped the list, it was humans.

A large chunk of cinder tobacco fell into the town car’s handle
ashtray, revealing a bright burning cherry as Nerez pulled smooth on his
cigar, watching the city of Brasilia whip by.

‘What if humans could be stopped, not by ourselves, but through
the intervention of a more advanced species?’

Then he heard those words once more, ringing in his head again and
again…

“Something is out there Nerez - something we don’t understand.
The only thing we do understand is that their technology is vastly
superior to ours.”

It prompted another famous quote from Arthur C. Clark and his 1962
book, Profiles of the Future: An Inquiry into the Limits of the
Possible.

“Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from
magic.”

Nerez recalled an anthropology encounter he once read, about a white
man who visited an uncontacted Amazonian tribe and was lucky to have
survived.

When the brave warriors approached the white man, and ultimately the
chief, their curiosity prevented them from attacking…seeking first to
understand, and when they did a breakthrough occurred. The tribe learned
the man was in fact, not a zombie, per their tribal myths (a
white walker raised from the dead as they initially thought - because
the only people they saw with white skin were dead people). Rather, the
natives suspended their fear just long enough to quelch their curiosity,
and were amazed at what the white man showed them.

The ‘white walker’ smiled at them with his palms up, holding no
visible weapon and instead presenting wondrous things to them. Amazed,
the warriors lowered their weapons and kept watching. The white man
struck matches, showed them a mirror, and displayed the advantages of
forged metal with his smooth and incredible sharp steel knife.

The Natives were awe struck, some of them yelled out of fear, while
others laughed like children. No matter their reaction, all of them were
mind blown, and as far as they could tell a peaceful white deity
descended down on them with powerful magic.

They soon established communication, and deciding each other could be
peaceful, touched each other (the natives suspected he might have been a
ghost). With every passing moment, trust was being established, and
within a matter of days the white walker, who had camped on the
outskirts of the tribe, was officially invited into the native’s
camp.

The tribe welcomed him, accepting him as a magical entity from afar
who had come to visit and bestow gifts upon them. He was introduced to
the warrior’s wives and children, all of whom laughed in disbelief every
time the white walker dazzled them with his magical trinkets; almost
instantly the white man’s rank and influence exceeded even that of the
tribe’s chief - the white walker was a superior being.

“Holy shit...”

Nerez muttered aloud to himself as he considered the application to
the current events.

‘Why listen to a General when people could listen to a peaceful
being that was so advanced it could defy gravity, fly through space at
the speed of light (or faster), and a multitude of other physics-defying
feats!? No man-made title can compare…any commoner can reach that
conclusion.’

Such a revelation from a superior species risked a
revolution that would upend all of society. A revolution that
would strip people like himself and every other elite in the world of
their authority.

“The acknowledgement of Non-human Intelligences would threaten
the status quo…’

The Generals’ ponderings were suddenly interrupted with the static of
the EB-11 Radio.

[Static] “Over and out.” Oliveira hung up the receiver, and turned
back to the General in the backseat.

“It’s done sir. Agent Jack Lauring has two teams trailing - Alpha in
the lead and Charlie in support.”

“How long is his visa?”

“Two days, sir.”

“Perfect. Keep me updated Doc. I want to know if that man is here
one minute past his visa. Something tells me he's dug in like a
tick somewhere in our backyard…no way he’s headed home in defeat that
easy, not Jack Lauring, stubborn son a bitch. If he’s spotted
here beyond his visa, have him detained immediately.”

Oliveira nodded his consent with a ‘yessir’ just as the car came to
an abrupt stop.

“We’re here.” The driver announced.



CHAPTER 29 - Arys Struggles

In the rickety Globemaster II, high above the jungle canopy, Javier
watched Arys gingerly drink a few more sips of water. He noted the last
couple went without a spill, and supposed Arys was coming back
around.

The captain sighed with relief at something finally positive.

The truth is, Old Shaky was flying even shittier than usual, and with
half the instruments unresponsive and the unexplainable ordeal minutes
earlier, the Captain wasn't sure how much more he had in him. At least
with Arys showing signs of improvement it was one less thing to worry
about.

Even still, Arys was in bad shape - laboring in between ragged
breaths and fighting consciousness. Thus far, the redirection to Boa
Vista consisted of watching Arys cycle between a state of wide-eyed
jittery panic followed by an apparent wash of reclusive nausea. This
went back and forth so many times he lost count; and yet the Captain
feared the worst may yet still come, if they didn’t land soon.

“Hang in there kid. I’ll get you down safely - I promise.”

The words hung in the damp air somewhere between engine sputters, and
Javier began contemplating who exactly he was trying to convince.

What puzzled the captain a great deal was that the kid was such a
wreck - it didn't make sense...not over something so fast. Sure it was a
scary minute - at most, and yes...something crazy
happened back there. Hell, he himself thought it was the end, but it
ended as fast as it began, and here they were - still in one piece.

‘How bad could it have been?’ he kept repeating the question
in his mind.

His searching thoughts were interrupted with a sudden wall of rain
that began pounding the windshield in constant tempo; he flipped on the
wipers and knew this was the forecasted tropical storm they had
previously been fleeing westbound to Bogota earlier that afternoon. It
was a bad one, and now they were flying into the heart of it in a
compromised aircraft.

‘Great...’ he thought.

Arys shifted in his seat, seemingly in response to the rain...this
time thankfully without the violent heaves. Javier scanned his partner
and realized Arys' breathing seemed to calm with the rhythmic static of
the rain, his chest rising slow and deep.

'Thank God', the kid needs a rest from that half-asleep-tremor
convulsive shit.'

While Arys settled into peacefully passing out, Javier returned to
his own silent deductions about what just happened. The best theory he
could come up with is that they flew over some sort of bomb, perhaps a
mistake or accident...maybe something blew up that wasn't supposed to?
Or perhaps a test explosion at a remote site, that just happened to be
the wrong time and place for Sava Cargo 2120…

‘It made the most sense with the bright flash, the heat, the
compromised instruments…what else could it have been?’

He made up his mind. They survived a large explosion in close
proximity set by the military, and now he was flying to Boa Vista
because the military wanted to see how they survived it. It has to be
that, and if it wasn’t, Javier was certain it would be for some other
comparable circumstance.

“Great.” he sarcastically repeated to himself once more,
aware of the trend setting in while arm wrestling the yoke in the storm,
listening to the rust holes whistle in the crosswinds while the steel
frame groaned with the flapping wings. Javier zipped up his coat a
little more, checking on Arys who’s feverish body seemed to enjoy the
breeze.

There was much to keep an eye on, and Javier’s racing mind was all
that consumed him over the next 30 minutes while Arys slept, pushing
ahead into the worsening weather despite Old Shaky's struggling state.
The plane was flying with an interrupting engine spat every minute or
so, like it had a poor fuel mixture or bad gas that would just
barely burn off and return to purring for a few seconds, only to be
hit with another sputtering challenge that made Javier's ass pucker all
over again before it would resume with a confident purring almost just
as fast as it began.

It was a constant tug of war between 'all is well' and 'are we about
to go down?'...the combination of emotional swings and adrenaline was
taking its toll on his already exhausted state, fighting to simply keep
the plane level in the storm.

Even still, he couldn't allow himself complacency in a clearly
compromised aircraft, and at least a half dozen times he tried to reason
out a crash landing...pondering if a controlled crash would be any
better than an abrupt one. Ordinarily it was an easy 'of course' if you
truly believed a crash was imminent, but in the black night of an
endless jungle he kept concluding that was a very bad thing to opt into,
and frankly it left him with no choice.

A crash, controlled or not, was the last option.

As long as the bucket of bolts could sputter out a semblance of
flight, he'd steel his nerves and get them to Boa Vista, or die
trying.

Approximately 20 kilometers from the runway the radio cracked on.

[Static] "Boa Vista Tower to SAVA CARGO 2120, do you read SC 2120?"
[Static]

Javier switched on his transmission.

[Static] "Copy Boa Vista, this is Captain Javier Cabrera of SAVA
CARGO 2120, come in Boa Vista." [Static]

[Static] "BV to SC 2120 - go ahead and begin your descent. At three
kilometers [inaudible] landing marker bank left heading T six zero,
maintain 2,300 [inaudible]. Approach runway one, copy?" [Static]

‘God, even the radio is barely functional.’ Javier
thought.

Having flown for 20 years he already knew the missing data and
replied in kind.

[Static] "Copy BV, at three kilometers turn left bearing T six zero,
maintain 2,300 altitude and begin descent for runway 1, over."
[Static]

[Static] "That's affirmative SC 2120. Once on the deck I’ll guide you
in on my command, over." [Static]

[Static] "Copy that BV" [Static]

Captain Cabrera confirmed his bearing and glanced down at his young
co-pilot, no longer asleep so much as awkwardly unconscious. A shot of
adrenaline jolted Javier to a new alertness, lurching an arm out and
taking hold of Arys, shaking him forcefully.

Arys gave no response.

Panic set it. Arys may well be dead already, and what about himself,
would he die too? Javier's mind jumped to a better time and place - the
mind is capable of some truly bizarre thoughts while under extreme
duress.

***


He could hear his wife’s happy prognostication in his head from the
New Year's eve party months earlier. They were both buzzing off too much
wine, surrounded by friends and music as the crowded house party loudly
counted down: 3, 2, 1...HAPPY NEW YEAR! With a passionate wet kiss his
wife looked into his eyes and smiled, whispering "Can you believe it!?
1982! This will be our best year yet!"



***

With her words echoing in his ear, he allowed himself a small prayer.
‘Please God, if you’re there…get me through this one,
please?’

He turned his attention back to Arys, who was hunched over in an
almost sickening body contortion - pale with blue lips.

"SHIT!"

Javier kept one hand on the yoke and manhandled Arys into a position
that collapsed his legs onto the floor board, allowing Arys to lay his
back flat on the seat with his head back and chin high with an open air
passage.

Arys took a gasping breath.

Overcome with relief, Javier yelled. “FUCK KID - you scared me!”

He saw Arys wasn’t lucid, but kept talking anyway…it felt better to
do so.

“Hey, listen to me pal…I’m getting us back safe - and we’re almost
there! Just give me five more minutes amigo, that’s all I need! Hang
tough, you can do it!”

The plane rocked and panned in turbulence as sheets of rain from the
storm made the cabin incredibly loud and wet with humidity from all the
faulty seals. Old Shaky was pitching and shaking like a leaf in a storm
- leaving Javier white-knuckled and proving that if he tried to do more
to help Arys with two hands, he'd crash and kill them both. He had to
keep both hands on the yoke, leaving him only glances at Arys while
rambling in his best attempt to keep Arys fighting.

“Hey, so I’m telling ya kid…when it comes to Ana, don’t give up on
the museum kid - if she likes art, it’s a no brainer, I mean…”

Javier glanced over and saw Arys’ lips were turning blue again. He
jabbed and arm out and gripped Arys by the collar, man-handling him back
onto the seat. His probing fingers found the young pilot's chin, which
he shoved back before using his dirty finger to open the kids mouth and
airways.

Arys gasped a ragged breath. It was a victory, but Javier knew he was
losing the battle.

His friend was dying, and his limited ability to help wasn’t going to
be enough. The Air Base was the only hope for Arys...if he could land as
quickly as possible, even if he came in hot and bordering on
recklessness, perhaps resuscitation upon landing could commence.

‘I could save thirty seconds, maybe more. Thirty seconds may be
the difference.’

He knew what he had to do, and began with a deep breath before
speaking into his mic.

[Static] "SC 2120 to BV Tower - over." [Static]

[Static] “Copy SC 2120, this is BV Tower.” [Static]

[Static] “I’m losing my co-pilot here Tower, ready a medic team and
prepare for a hard landing. I’m coming in hot.” [Static]

[Static] “Negative SC 2120, stay on MY mark and we’ll guide you home.
We have a visual on your nav lights, but your headlights are not on.
Pleas-"

Javier had no time for this bullshit. He interrupted in an
explosion.

"HALF THIS FUCKING PLANE ISN’T ON BV! I don’t give a shit right now
about my Goddamn headlights! My co-pilot is dying!! I'm
bringing this bird down fast and hard, get ready down there!!"
[Static]

Fifteen seconds of silence passed, causing Javier to reach out again
in panic.

[Static] “Goddamnit BV, I’m coming in hard and fast, tell me you
copy!” [Static]

Boa Vista Tower did not reply, instead a new voice spoke up.

[Static] "SC 2120...this is General Nerez. I need you to do exactly
as I say." [Static]

The new voice on the other end was cold, striking through the headset
like a slap. It was immediately clear to Javier that this person was
accustomed to getting what he wanted. The 'General' title wasn't lost on
him either.

But Javier gave two shits about titles at that moment. He was
watching his young co-pilot die...a man who put his trust in Javier as
his apprentice. Arys was his responsibility and he would pull out all
the stops to save his friend, or die trying.

[Static] "Negative General, I'm coming in hot to whatever runway I'm
looking at now, get ready!" [Static]

[Static] "SC2120, you WILL hear me now and do exa-" [Static]

Javier cut in.

[Static] "With all due respect, kiss my ass General! This kid ain’t
breathing and I've got about one min before he's gone forever! I'm
coming in hot and I'm coming in now! A jolt just may do this kid good.
GET READY!" [Static]

But the General gave no reply.

Javier grinned at himself for shutting up a General, and then
grimaced with genuine fear. Brazil in recent years was hardly the stable
archetype of power he knew from his youth - before the coup. The
ultra-right neo fascists in power were not to be messed with, notorious
for making those in their way disappear.

‘Fuck…’ he thought to himself with merciless self-deprecation. ‘Out of the frying pan and into the fire, eh you stupid
bastard!? Well, may as well send it then you dipshit!’

Old Shakey let out a new whine as Javier pushed the yoke forward and
dipped the nose into a steeper descent. He checked his altimeter, and
knew that so long as he pulled up around 200 feet, it would be a hard
landing, but they’d be OK so long as he didn’t blow his tires. It was a
gamble, but he had to try for Arys…who was gonna die one way or another
any minute now.

‘Seconds matter.’ He told himself, maintaining his angle of
descent with eyes glued to the altimeter, dipping below 6,000 feet and
gaining speed.



CHAPTER 30 - Nerez Lear Jet

Approximately 500 kilometers away and traveling at 650 kilometers per
hour, the Learjet streaked through the sky for Boa Vista Air Force
Base.

General Nerez sat back in his seat and calmly removed the headset,
passing it to Oliveira. He was the picture of calm, but just under the
controlled facade his anger seethed at the thought of a
deadbeat-bush-pilot openly insulting him over the airwaves.

'The maggot had better spill his guts and hope he has the
information I want.' He fumed.

Oliveira received the headset with an aghast look. He motioned to
return the headset to Nerez, encouraging the General to shred the lowly
ingrate; but in a show of dismissing the insult unfazed, Nerez flared a
hand away to indicate he was finished and didn't care.

‘The lion cares not what the mouse thinks...at least for
now.’

Nerez checked his watch - only 45 minutes until the Learjet touched
down. Acknowledging the time remaining, he tried to shift his mind away
from the fucking Cargo Pilot, returning to the bizarre claims Lauring
made instead - which remained an incessant drumbeat in his mind.

“I’ve seen UFOs,’ he reminded himself, adding, ‘There is
potential for them to do many things we don’t know, maybe things that we
as a species could not even comprehend…”

Thoughts coursed through his brain unhinged, when suddenly the
general realized the graveness of humanity’s disadvantage in three
succinct truisms:


‘UFOs are undeniably observing our planet - frequently, with no
clear understanding of how long they’ve been watching.’

‘They move in ways we don’t understand - demonstrating a command
of physics that is unimaginably advanced.’

‘If we cannot comprehend the technology that we do see, is it
possible ‘they’ possess other advantages we cannot see, feats we cannot
detect?’



Nerez shifted in his seat at the thought, muttering aloud,
“Fuck…”

“What’s that sir?” Oliveira asked attentively.

“Nothing Oliveira.” Nerez grunted before changing his tune.
“Actually…bring me a glass of scotch Doc, a double.”

“Yessir.”

As Oliveira went to the galley in the back, the General sank back
into his thoughts.

‘If tonight’s event is a UFO encounter, why would Jack bring up
all the Weird Science and Freaking Magic shit…things like telepathy and
remote viewing? And what the hell was that about ‘special’ abilities -
does he actually believe that bullshit!?’

‘Although,’ he thought, ‘What if these beings have a
biological advantage we humans simply couldn’t know…like a dolphin with
echolocation, mosquitoes that see infrared, or a dog’s sense of smell?
What else is possible?’

He considered the two men he was inbound to interview (or
interrogate - whatever elicited the best results), and for the
first time considered if an advanced being existed, could they somehow
alter a human - optimize them, or give them new knowledge
and/or abilities?

He chuckled aloud. It all sounded pretty far-fetched, but because
Jack Lauring was a serious man…Nerez would watch these men carefully and
keep up security as a precaution.

‘Even if they are nothing special…if America thinks they are
special, those men would be a bargaining chip, at minimum.’

The thought brought a soothing calm to Nerez, knowing he would come
out with an advantage in either scenario, and grinned at the fortunate
position he was in. Even still, he had his own questions…and so as a
first step, until he could understand those bush pilots in full (one way
or another), they would remain in his custody indefinitely.

“Here you are sir.” Oliveira returned with a double scotch on the
rocks.

“Go make yourself one Doc, I have some things to discuss with
you.”

Nerez gave a familiar gesture to Oliveira, one he always made when he
wanted to discuss highly sensitive information and pick Oliveira’s
brain.

“Very well sir, and thank you.”

When Oliveira returned with his own tumbler of scotch, the General
gestured to the seat across the aisle from his own. “Please, have a
seat. Make yourself comfortable.”

Oliveira sat down and sipped his scotch, knowing where this was
headed; deep down he lived for it. A chance to subtly psychoanalyze the
inner workings of his most intriguing patient - General Ernesto
Nerez, a man who flashed in and out of anger like Jekyll and Hyde.
Brilliant and kind at his best, an apathetic killer at his worst.
Thankfully Nerez was the amiable Mr. Jekyll at the moment.

Nerez cleared his throat, “Tell me Doc, you ever see things you
couldn’t explain during your time in psychiatry?”

“I beg your pardon, sir?’

“The really weird stuff…occult stuff…” He glanced at Oliveira and
could see the Doc wasn’t following. “Telepathy, remote viewing, and
other rantings from some of the lunatics you encountered.”

“Hehe.” Oliveira feigned a laugh - hating it when Nerez called them
that. “Delusional people…I always felt badly for them, having to live
life that way - so troubled in the mind.”

Nerez frowned. “And what of those…delusional patients, who
claimed to see and hear things from beyond this world? Did you ever
wonder if there was a shred of truth to their claims?”

“Certainly. After all, their experiences are baked into reality, but
the rest of it was a defect in their brain. Modern psychology would
diagnose such claims as schizophrenia, which involves a range of
symptoms including delusional thinking, hallucinations, and hearing
voices. We aren’t sure what causes it…a short circuit in the neurons, a
chemical imbalance, or something else in the brain.”

“But you don’t believe it's all in the brain, do you, Doctor?”

Oliveira shifted in his seat, considering how best to reply. He
stalled, sipping his scotch though an audible sigh for his searching
memory.

Nerez waited patiently for the Doc to gather his thoughts. He watched
Oliveira open his mouth to speak, but suddenly shut it in silence,
conflicted by the question.

“...I don’t know what to believe on this topic, sir.”

“Why’s that?”

“I once treated a woman with multiple personality disorder. I’m sorry
to put it this way…but it was the creepiest thing I had ever witnessed
up to that point in my life. My schooling told me it was a chronic brain
disorder, but my Catholic upbringing insisted it was something
else.”

“So you were Catholic?”

“Hard not to be in this country.” Oliveira smirked.

“Let me guess then.” Nerez asked over the rim of his tumbler. “You
contemplated possession?”

“…I suspect it crosses everyone’s mind when they see it for the first
time.”

“But you don’t believe it?”

“I struggle with it.”

“Meaning…you question if the church is still hanging onto a dark
belief from an ancient past? Can such a thing as an interdimensional
demon infiltrate a human body, physically manifesting its being into the
fleshy occupancy with the evil objective of wresting away as much
control of the biological body as it can muster from the incumbent
spirit?”

“According to the Catholic Church - yes. Three years as an
altar boy leaves me no choice but to consider there may be truth in such
claims.”

“So what did you decide?”

“Sorry?”

“When you saw the multiple personality disorder lady, did you believe
it was her brain, or possession?”

Oliveira felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. This was a
deeper conversation than usual, even for the General.

“I recall feeling endangered in a very visceral way when I was near
the woman, and nearly petrified when the ‘Man’ came forward to
speak. I mustered every inch of my resolve to keep my composure, and
thankfully it was enough, because it was everything I had.”

“The Man?” Nerez glowered.

“She was a little girl, but had the uncanny ability to speak like a
man…and not just some cheap imitation, it was a man. The voice changed,
the cadence of speech, phrases, word choices…and the mannerisms. He
claimed to be a demon, taunting my stupid questioning and neanderthal
medicines - cursing something awful and threatening to kill me, only
letting the little girl come ‘forward’ if I brought it a beer or a
cigarette. Naturally I couldn’t give a little girl beer or cigarettes,
but I was able to give her coffee. Only then could I speak with the
girl. It still gives me chills, sir.”

“You were scared?”

“That's an understatement.”

“What made you so scared?”

“I can’t say…but with respect to your question, it was as if
I…personally - had a 6th sense. A visceral warning that she was
spiritually compromised. Somehow…I knew it was more than a mere brain
disorder - I felt the presence of at least two people, there
was no doubt in my mind.” Oliveira cut himself short and took a swig of
scotch. “Ugh. Listen to me…I know that sounds crazy.” He cringed at his
own use of the word.

Nerez dismissed Oliveira’s unease, instead leaning in with more
interest and asking.

“What did the Man tell you?”

Oliveira chuckled awkwardly. “It told me things about life and
death, and souls.”

“It? Is that how you reference this girl's second personality?”

Oliveira blushed an awkward laugh. “Good point General. Oh, listen to
me - I can’t believe I’m entertaining this. It's a brain disorder…it
must have been!”

Nerez snickered. “Quite the claim for a clinical psychologist. Sounds
like something more akin to an exorcism.”

“I’m aware…it's ridiculous, which is why I don’t share my opinion on
the matter with anyone. In fact, you are the first. But you asked, and
here we are. Embarrassing nonetheless.” He tripped over another quiet
chuckle before tipping his glass up again.

Nerez didn’t return the mood, and instead turned more serious. “I
understand. You’re concerned how it might make you sound…that such a
consideration might tarnish your reputation - even now.”

Oliveira sighed. “Such suggestions aren’t merely frowned upon in my
field of study, they are ridiculed. There is no room for the
concept of transient consciousness interfering with our own local
consciousness. Years of higher education underscore that any
observable abnormalities are the result of a biological
irregularity - a chemical imbalance, a physical trauma, or a foreign
invasion within the brain…bacterial, viral, or a tumor, any of which
might elicit hallucination. Any serious suggestion of spirits
would have lost me my license to practice.”

“That makes sense, so what did you discover with the crazy girl
then?”

“That was the problem - we had no idea. None of the
aforementioned were present. No physical trauma, no foreign invasion
(Bacterial, Viral, Tumor), and aside from modest chemical
imbalances, she was perfectly normal - and those chemical imbalances
were well within acceptable tolerances. Then again, that was a long time
ago…this stuff is no longer my field of study, and perhaps some
new explanation exists I’m unaware of. Regardless, despite the lack of
physical evidence… no peer of mine would even consider the possibility
of possession.”

The plane gave a bump and the two of them stiffened, raising their
drinks to prevent a spill.

“And yet you remain unsure. I see it in your face now…I can hear it
in your voice.”

“I try to not think in absolutes…and I can’t help but wonder if there
is something more to our psyche than just the biology of humans…or all
living things - an energy we haven’t yet detected, because maybe it
doesn’t exist on the electromagnetic spectrum...”

“Such as?”

“We don’t even know what dreams are, sir.”

“Why should dreams matter?”

“Because too many incredible moments in history give credit to
dreams. Literally, people dreaming up a solution while asleep, and
having the answer upon waking; the Periodic Table of Elements, the
Sewing Machine, Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, numerous scientific
breakthroughs and great works of art - so many are credited to dreams,
since the dawn of man.”

“Dreams are a funny thing, aren’t they?” Nerez was coming around,
swirling his scotch in between puffs of his cigar.

Oliveira continued. “Numerous credible and successful people claim
their greatest solutions to vexing problems occurred in a dream
state…and yet we know almost nothing about them. Undeniably, something
happens with dreams even though we have no idea what they are, whether
it is all internal or perhaps an access…they are beyond our
comprehension and currently not something we count in our list of
physical senses - even though nearly everyone does it. Isn’t that
strange?”

Nerez casually replied in between sips of scotch. “I suppose so…but I
think it’s just a memory-encoding system for the brain. I’m talking
about something more than dreaming, Doc. Have you anything else?”

Oliveira saw the General was bored. Dreams aren’t what he was looking
for. ‘What did he say again…the occult…telepathy…?’ He tried a
new approach.

“Depending on how far-fetched we want to venture…clairvoyance,
telepathy, hypnotism, and other unexplainable claims - usually
considered mysticism or occult.”

“Yes - that is more like it!” Nerez let out a snort. “Ha…I have to
imagine not much credit was paid to such considerations in your
schooling!”

“None, sir.” Oliveira laughed in return. “The closest thing
we studied was dreams, as we just discussed, so unless you want to hear
Freudian theory, I have no experience with ‘the occult’ as you put
it.

“Fair enough. Then tell me, what did Freud say.”

Doc chuckled. “Freud considered dreams a natural part of cognitive
function, merely representing unconscious desires, thoughts, wishes, and
motivations. But to be clear, I’m not aware of Freud ever suggesting any
merit, or actual implication from a dream in the real world…let alone
other phenomena as part of the psyche.”

“So you disagree with Freud on this matter of influencing
‘scientific breakthroughs and great works of art’ …as you put
it?” Nerez shot a playful look at Oliveira over the rim of his
tumbler.

“The facts are undeniable. I suppose Freud couldn’t have known what
we know now.”

“But you believe a girl with multiple personality disorder was
possessed.”

Oliveira sniffed. “Of course I can’t conclude she was
possessed…it was just very convincing, but the wrong
diagnosis - of course, for the record.”

Nerez smirked. “Perhaps, but this is the second time I’ve heard you
suggest the existence of a soul, Doctor. I remember the first
time with crystal clarity.”

“As do I sir…on the night of your promotion to the rank of General,
just before we opened the door!” The Doc smiled with nostalgia.

“Exactly.” Nerez smirked, “You were slippery the first time, taking
advantage of the night’s distraction, but this time I’ll have a clearly
defined answer from you.” The General flashed a sly grin at forcing the
man to choose. “So, in your opinion…do humans have souls, or
don’t we, Doctor?”

Oliveira swallowed hard, speaking delicately in his response. “My
exact words, if I'm not mistaken, were: “I believe in consciousness.
Whether or not that is indicative of a soul, or some higher power, I’m
not sure.”

“Even still. I’d like you to pick one.”

“I can’t sir. How could I possibly know.”

This time Nerez growled…his demeanor darkened as he glared over the
rim of his next sip. “Pick one!”

Oliveira saw the warning signs, Mr. Hyde would soon make an
appearance if he ventured further into insubordination on the topic.

Oliveira responded cautiously. “I believe we have souls, sir.”

Nerez smiled with satisfaction. “I know Doc. I know. What I
can’t figure out is, why wouldn’t you tell me the first two times I
asked?”

“I’m a psychologist sir…I’m not supposed to believe in such
things.”

“Of course…you’re not supposed to believe.”

Nerez sighed…swirling his scotch around and staring into the
peat-filled whisky. The ice cubes rattled off the glass while he mulled
over the words, muttering once more…

“...but of course.”



CHAPTER 31 - Fade to Black

While Javier fought the weather, the plane, and the fear of his young
apprentice dying, his radio crackled back on.

[Static] "BV Tower to SC2120 - over." [Static]

[Static] "WHAAATT!?" [Static] Javier growled with as much
exhausted anger and fear for his life as he could inject into the
radio.

[Static] "Emergency response will greet you immediately upon
touchdown, but you need to slow your approach if at all possible. Your
speed and angle are too fast, do you have aileron controls?"
[Static]

"FUCK THIS!" Javier yelled, yanking his headset off. His focus was on
his co-pilot, and after another sideways glance at Arys' dead body,
yelled out loud, “Not so fast amigo! We're doing this
together...one way or the other!”

He dipped the nose a touch more, diving into the stormy clouds. The
heart of the rain cell intensified; the wiper blades whipped back and
forth struggling to maintain visibility through the torrent of water
washing over the windshield. Javier checked his altimeter and saw 2,000
feet - he knew he could push it further for a few more seconds -
precious time for his young co-pilot.

The signature nose on Old Shaky tipped forward a skosh more, down to
an 8% decline - wanting under 1,000 feet asap and not correcting until
they were under that ceiling, at which point he’d pull up hard on the
yoke, abruptly correcting to the standard 3% approach angle.

‘...and coming in fast.’ His brain just couldn’t leave that
part out. Old Shaky dove into the storm, likening the experience to
plunging into a waterfall, when suddenly the plane broke through the
clouds.

In an instant Javier made out the lights of the emergency vehicles
below, swarming the tarmac with the illuminating siren flashes jumping
off the wet sheen surface. As his field of view expanded, the true peril
of the situation hit him. ‘I’m coming in much too fast and too steep
for this elevation! How??’

The reason was obvious - and Javier berated himself for the mistake.
His instruments were compromised, and even though his altimeter was
working with seeming consistency, it was off by a full thousand
feet…probably an error in the static pressure system.

‘First year shit!’ he angrily scolded himself.

The worst part was he knew better - the tower had never been wrong in
all his years flying. And yet, he knew perfectly well what happened -
his final and fatal mistake. It was the one thing that almost always
results in death - panic, and ignoring data - data from your
instruments, and cross-checking that data with the tower.

He had panicked, choosing to make erratic decisions based on faith -
his gut. All the while he had the choice to trust the people who had his
best interests in mind (with their multitude of instruments in support).
The words of his father whispered to him.

‘Panic, son, is the surest way to die. Panic closes off the mind.
It makes one sloppy in their actions and blind in their observations.
Find a way to be calm, and solve the problem.’

Clinging to hope, Javier instinctively checked his altimeter in the
event his eyes had deceived him, confirming the situation was every bit
as bad as he thought. The altimeter gave a reading at just over 2,000
feet elevation - but it was way too good to be true and he knew it. Even
through the deluge of rain, he squinted out the windows and knew he just
passed 200 feet.

‘This is the end.’

He couldn’t believe this was it, and over what?

Something happened back there, something bigger than he knew. His
brain had been foggy and his thoughts, different. But it didn’t matter
now, through all that mental fog one thing became clear to him - he was
going to die and his brain raced through a million thoughts in an
instant. He would never see his family again - these were his last
moments alive.

‘What would they think? How would they cope? What would they
become without him? Who would mow the lawn? Will his son get married?
Would his wife remarry?’

He already missed them so much he felt tears well in his eyes - he
wanted to see them again so badly, but as he looked down at the tarmac
rushing toward him, his heart sank to his knees and the world slowed,
for he knew at his angle and speed it would require a miracle to
survive.

Javier found himself observing his body from far away - in the third
person, watching himself from behind. Everything became slow and
dreamlike, floating and peacefully observing what would happen next with
a heavenly calm. In that space, the concept of time barely mattered.
Fractions of seconds moved like singular photo frames clicking by in a
movie, each capable of practically pausing time itself to ponder and
analyze each photograph of motion in his seemingly eternal life, all
contained within those final moments.

An explosion of understanding flooded him, and he knew then that the
concept of time was truly a dimension that we are capable of existing
within or without - outside of it entirely. Further, the perception of
time’s passing was just that…a perception relative to one’s own choice
and/or mental capacity of observational processing.

With so much time to process it all, Javier’s mind wandered
eternally. He thought about his childhood. A favorite dog he had, a
proud moment in youth sports, his mother’s smile, his father’s bear hug,
his siblings, old friends… And then he thought of his wife and son, and
a great wave of unspeakable sorrow filled his entire being.

'NO!' his mind cried…'Its too soon, I'm not ready. I
can’t leave them!'

An image of his family flashed in his mind’s eye, just before
everything went black.



CHAPTER 32 - Allegory of the Cave

The General sat across from Oliveira, staring down at his scotch and
estimating he had one good gulp left…after that it would just be smokey
ice melt. He lifted the tumbler and shot what was left, mulling over
Oliveira’s dilemma - the man’s professional institution was founded on
concepts in direct conflict with something he felt in his core.

“Intuition!” Nerez gestured his empty glass forward for emphasis.
“What does your profession have to say about intuition?”

Oliveira gave a quiet titter, “Psychology would state it’s most
likely the result of unconscious pattern-matching…the mind combing over
past experiences in our long-term memory, rapidly scanning for similar
examples or situations and alerting the brain to recall those moments -
or more importantly the corresponding outcomes from those comparable
situations.”

Nerez dismissed the notion. “No, that’s an incomplete and lazy
explanation.” Looking down his nose with disdain, “I can’t tell you how
many times my ‘gut’ saved me in combat; situations that were so raw and
new that no prior experience in this lifetime could have
prepared me for.”

“I don’t doubt that sir…I’m simply answering your question. Current
schools of science will tell you there is nothing metaphysical
associated with a person’s ‘gut feeling,’ rather it is a chemical,
biological, or perhaps even physical causation for the effect. Maybe the
answer is beyond 3D Space-time…we just haven’t proven it yet.
Hell, theories support the existence of up to 10 dimensions - likely
more.”

“And yet we don’t exactly know what, if anything, exists beyond 3D
Space-time, do we Doc?”

The question was rhetorical, intended to make a point more than
anything. Oliveira replied in kind.

“Only theories from what I’ve read. Wild observations and fantastical
claims seem to spring forth every day in the study of quantum physics,
acknowledging the presence of several more dimensions beyond our senses,
relying only on mathematical equations that would appear to be correct,
but are too inexplicable for us to accept as accurate. Worst, tangible
experimentation into these intangible hypotheses are impossible for us
to pursue beyond numbers on a chalkboard. How could we possibly prove
something outside of 3D Space-time?”

“I suspect we never will. I don’t believe our brains can fathom it.
Yet, on faith alone you believe we have souls…and without any more
evidence than your intuition. Sounds like a religion to me, Doc.”

Oliveira accepted defeat. “Perhaps I’ve been influenced by years of
religious indoctrination…and coupled with facing such an extreme case of
multiple personality disorder - as I did with that patient that shook me
to the core - I lack conviction either way.”

Nerez looked down in thought and subtly added, “We all question our
convictions Doc, each in our own way. When we see the unexplainable, the
anomalies that defy physics and exceed the science presently available
to us - things we can’t mathematically pencil out because we lack the
ability, understanding, or tools to even measure or quantify such
mysteries, we rationalize the irrational with what we do know, with what
we can comprehend. Unfortunately, anyone who bears witness to such
claims is ridiculed and dismissed under our current indoctrination of
science.”

“Well said…and as long as both schools of thought - science and
religion, pursue an opposing and equally zealous conviction of something
as foundational as the creation of life, our future is not secure. Wars
rage over these convictions, and one day may actually be our demise…and
yet I tend to ponder if all of them are rooted in their own sliver of
truth…each possessing a small piece of the picture, that only when
combined can we see the whole thing?”

“Meh, you’re too smart to get caught in those traps Doctor! Science
may have some things yet to be discovered, but religion is not the
answer - even if they all possess slivers of truth…you know better.
Ancient tales of hearsay passed down for millennia via an illiterate and
nomadic people - struggling in their daily pursuit to simply survive.
How can we possibly lend any credit to those fairy tales!?”

“I can’t say I disagree, sir. Yet, some of our brightest minds in
history left room for God…pondering on complexities the commoner could
never fathom - Newton, Einstein, and many others.”

“I think you’re giving too much credit here Doc. Children all over
the world believe in Santa Claus, but believing in something
intangible doesn’t mean it will ever be tangible with enough
science. Religion is a security blanket of tall tales to comfort the
masses.”

“Yes - I’ve heard this argument and I understand its points, but what
if they weren’t tall tales? What if our pontifications of an afterlife,
that continue to propagate in every man and every culture throughout all
of time, stem from something more than just ignorant
misinterpretations? Dare I say it, at some point everyone ponders the
concept of an afterlife. Who’s to say that claims of dreams manifested,
intuition, telepathy, astral projection, and other miraculous claims…are
merely methods of access to something outside the plane of 3D
Space-time. I mean, if we believe there are multiple dimensions, how
wise is it to believe we can measure a 4th or 5th dimension with 3rd
dimension science? More so, isn’t it woefully blind of us to broadly
discredit that which we can’t see?”

“Touche, but those examples are entirely different from the
tangible miracles cited in religious scripture. I simply refuse
to believe Moses parted the sea, or a burning bush spoke to him…and yet
there are millions of people that believe that wholeheartedly.”

“For the sake of our conversation, let’s consider for a second that
Moses really did hear a burning bush talk to him. I can tell
you on good authority, we see it all the time in the psychology
profession. People develop brain tumors, partake in hallucinogenic
drugs, or several other causes - starvation, trauma, hypothermia, etc.
Today we know those things, but at that time in civilization
they had limited understanding of the mind and/or the potential for
altered states. Sure, they had wine…but they also had LSD - they just
didn’t know it.”

“Is that so?” Nerez chuckled.

“Yes. LSD is derived from ergot, a fungus that grows on rye and
wheat. Ergot is a common affliction of grain storage - more so in
ancient times. When ingested, the neurotropic activities of the ergot
alkaloids may also cause hallucinations and attendant irrational
behavior.”

“Fine…but that isn’t indicative of divination or a sixth sense…rather
you are redefining the miracle stories of the bible to be a drug
hallucination. There is a difference, because parting the sea or walking
on water is something no druggy or crazy person will ever
accomplish…they’ll drown! Again, believing in a falsity doesn’t
make it true. You’re not exactly winning me over Doctor.”

“Unless this life is a simulation. In which case, everything may be
on the table.”

Nerez nearly choked. “Haha - OK Doc, I’m listening.”

Oliveira smiled at the General’s good natured mood, and with a smile
gave his pitch.

“By Moses’ own account, the bush was on fire…and it spoke to
him. I’ve had many patients who have seen all manners of
hallucinations, whether on drugs or not. Calling back to quantum physics
and the existence of multiple dimensions…what if the person experiencing
the hallucination isn't experiencing a hallucination at all? Rather,
what if for a brief moment the person hallucinating is simply seeing
something we ordinarily cannot capture with our 5 senses…a veil of
reality pulled back during their altered consciousness? We hear of
these claims all the time, and we have names for those people…the crazy,
the drug-induced, or on rare occasions…the enlightened.”

Nerez considered the point and sought to clarify. “A shift in
consciousness that permits interdimensional glimpses…if you will?”

“Precisely. But at present, society is too close-minded to consider
the potential that fantastical claims could be possible, buoyed by our
safety blanket of scientific advances that have dispelled many of
religion’s early follies. Except…some ancient writings still stand the
test of time.”

“For example?”

“In my personal opinion, I think Plato nailed it with his Cave
Allegory.”

“Plato’s Cave Allegory?”

“Technically, the Allegory of the Cave. Are you familiar
with it?”

“I’m not sure I am Doc - enlighten me.” Then with a warning
tone he added, “The short version please.”

“I’ll do my best…forgive me if it’s not entirely accurate.”

“I wouldn’t know the difference.”

Oliveira took a deep breath and set in.

“Plato asks us to imagine a culture in which all the people live
underground in a cave. The people are held as prisoners, with their
bodies tightly chained to posts in a line - all looking in the same
direction. They are fastened in such a way that they cannot move their
heads side to side…they can only see the cave wall in front of them.
Behind them is a fire that burns 24/7, casting the shadow of their
bodies on the walls in front of them. Because they cannot turn their
head, and there are no mirrors, and they have been placed in this
position since birth…they only identify themselves by the shadows on the
walls. Nonetheless, they can and do talk to each other, socializing in
an otherwise normal verbal manner.”

“That’s impossible.”

“It’s an allegory. But if we imagine such a hypothetical, we can also
agree a man in such a predicament cannot feed himself. Thankfully, a
special being brings them food - a shadow that floats between the mens’
own shadows - which again, the shadows are their only
identity.”

Oliveira looked down at his scotch, and seeing it was nearly
finished, splashed the last remnants into his mouth and continued.
“Naturally, those ‘floating beings’ providing them sustenance are simply
the prison guards, bringing the men their trays of food at meal
time.”

Nerez interrupted. “This reminds me of Cargo Cults.”

Oliveira nodded, acknowledging the reference to island civilizations
that Allied Forces used to hopscotch the Pacific Ocean in World War 2.
The soldiers were greeted as advanced entities portraying god-like
abilities, flying in huge metal dragons and leaving the people with new
tools and food before they ultimately departed forever. Shrines and acts
of worship for airplanes followed, and are still present today.

Oliveira continued. “One day a prisoner discovered he was free from
his bondage, suddenly able to turn his head. Shocked at what he saw,
which in that instance was no longer the shadowy veil of his previous
reality, but rather the mental leap from a 2-dimensional shadow-world,
to a 3D one.”

The Doc paused for dramatic effect. “I have to believe any such
equivalent may very well cause people to fall over and faint in
disbelief - complete disillusionment and dissociation from a reality
established since birth! Such a revelation might even make one
go…crazy.”

Oliveira paused in consideration, again to let the suggestion linger,
before quickly continuing.

“Of course Plato couldn’t have ended the allegory there…with the man
fainting, but no…the man stood up and turned around to gaze upon the
fire behind all his peers and the shadows they each cast as a result;
and in that moment he understood, jumping from a 2D mindset to a 3D
awareness - a new plane of existence he had in fact been a part of
all along.”

The General pulled a cigar from his breast pocket and began preparing
it as he listened to the Doc.

“So with this new understanding, the freed prisoner realized he knew
something that others around him simply did not. Perhaps said more
accurately, he was enlightened, and began to tell his people
the truth. The problem however is that his peers were completely
incapable of comprehending what he tried to tell them, and rather than
explore his claims, seeking first to understand, they cast him out of
their shadow society as someone gone mad - the others aggressively
defending their own ignorance.”

“Ostracized and unable to convince his peers of the truth, the man
freed himself from his bondage and began exploring the cave in his
exile, ultimately tiptoeing to the cave entrance.”

“Upon reaching the cave mouth, he was met with wonders beyond his
wildest imagination. He saw color for the first time…bright blue skies,
fields of green, and red birds flying and chirping throughout the trees.
Instantly he was struck with comparisons to the dull reality of his
previous life - the shadowy 2D falsehood he had lived thus far - the
dimly lit grayscale reality of his past. Everything he ever knew had
always been a mirage…”

“Struck with the weight of the world on his shoulders, the man found
himself at the most important crossroad of his life: should he flee into
this new nirvana for himself…in the warmth of the sun, the vibrant
colors, and the sweet sounds of songbirds to live out his days until the
end - peacefully transitioning into paradise? Or should he return to the
shadowing imprisonment, committing himself to freeing his friends and
family - returning to all that suffering, in hopes to enlighten
their minds to a paradise he knows they are blind to?”

The General broke in. “He already tried once and they shunned him.
The answer is easy in my opinion.”

“Sound logic sir, but Plato reached a different conclusion. The man
felt he had no choice at all, returning to enlighten his people and
bring them to Nirvana with him. But as he returns into the cave, he is
suddenly seized by strong guards who drag him back to his post and
refasten his binds tighter than ever. Forced to live in slavery after
glimpsing heaven!”

The General guffawed while dragging from his cigar. “Fucking deserves
it! Bleeding heart idiot! He found his own salvation, but
needlessly sacrificed it for others.”

Oliveira brushed past it.

“As you might imagine, such a fate was too much for the man after
experiencing heaven. He was driven to escape with every fiber
in his body, but in light of his new and even tighter bonds, he realized
he would need the help of others…ideally someone with looser bonds to
escape first and then free him…before he could lead them all to
the promised land. He needed to evangelize someone, teach them the
truth, and so he began telling them of the glorious sights and
experiences he had in his best attempt to encourage them; so they could
learn the truth for themselves, and save society in the process. But
alas, he failed to comprehend that the more he spoke, the crazier they
treated him. Eventually he was ostracized entirely, shunned from their
shadow society as the crazy man - never to be trusted again.”

“Who takes a schizophrenic seriously?” Nerez asked rhetorically.

“Exactly. The irony of course is the man was telling the truth the
entire time, and more so, his people had the evidence they needed to
save themselves…they had an eyewitness, a respected man never known to
have lied previously, fervently trying to enlighten them to a truth - if
they would only listen.”

“I understand - well said Doc. So then tell me, what is your takeaway
from all of that…clearly you find the allegory meaningful to you
personally?”

“The takeaway here for me, is that people can’t be saved -
they won’t allow it, unless they see the prospect of salvation for
themselves. I can’t help but wonder…if such a heavenly truth exists
beyond our reality, must we each witness it in our own unique way before
we set ourselves free?”

The General considered the question while exhaling a plume of
smoke.

“I suppose anyone who tries to do it for us will be met with the same
ostracizing force as demonstrated in Plato’s Allegory. We alone must
break free of our individual bonds, seek out our own salvation…and upon
seeing the truth navigate a world full of the blind - with our own eyes
wide open and the new burden that might represent. A sanity-challenging
prospect to say the least. Then again, I doubt much of the
sheeple I’ve encountered are capable.”

“I agree with you, salvation is an individual endeavor. Unless of
course a new ‘Moses-like’ figure should arise…someone who can
successfully free the masses from mental slavery, we will get
more of the same.”

The General laughed. “A Moses-like figure?! You are too optimistic
Doc, I’m not sure anyone can Save society. Hell, we
shoot those people these days, and before we invented guns we crucified
them…not much has changed with mankind. People don’t want a messiah to
save them - we never have.”

“Then we’ve come full circle.”

“How so?”

Oliveira pointed up, and replied. “Something is out there sir. I’m
not given access to all you know…but that much is obvious, even with my
clearance. Whomever, or whatever they are…they are clearly more advanced
than we are, and if we’re willing to listen, perhaps they have come to
enlighten us…and through their demonstration of miracles, maybe
they will ultimately free us from whatever dark age we are still bound
in.”

Nerez considered the Doc’s words…letting them hang in the ether to
marinate a little longer, before grinning back at Oliveira. “I was once
an altar boy too…Mark 6:4 The Passion Translation…and Jesus said to
them, ‘A prophet is treated with honor everywhere except in his own
hometown, among his relatives, and in his own house.”

“I didn’t take you for a religious man, sir.”

“I’m not anymore, but like you said…some things are burned into our
memory. Besides, I preside over a nation that is 90% Catholic…so yes, I
see your point.” The General cleared his throat. “Perhaps these cargo
pilots had a look around the cave, so to speak.” He puffed his cigar,
adding, “then again they may know nothing. One way or another, we’re
going to find out.”

“However you do so, it would be prudent to consider these men will
tell you something unbelievable, and despite how far flung
their claims may be…it could be their truth, sir -
hallucination or not.”

“Noted, Doc.” The General smiled approval, and then dramatically held
up his empty tumbler. “Let’s have another round - we have just enough
time before we land.”

Oliveira grabbed both tumblers and moved to the back for a refill,
but when he returned the signature chirp of static hissed - the one that
always preceded a transmission.

[Static] “BV Tower to ALA1-3, come in, over.” [Static]

[Static] “Copy BV Tower, this is ALA1-3, Over.” [Static]

[Static] “SC 2120 is code red. Repeat, SC 2120 is code red, over.”
[Static]

[Static] “Copy BV Tower. ...God have mercy. Over and out.”
[Static]

Upon hearing the news of SC 2120 in code red (the tower designation
for a fatal crash), the General pounded his fist furiously on the fold
out arm rest. The full glass of scotch that Oliveira had just set down
rattled in the cup contour of the tray, causing half of it to slosh over
the side.

“FUUUCK!” Nerez yelled, annoyed further by the spill he hastily flung
the back of his hand and splashed away the mess with disgust.

Oliveira visibly jumped in startlement and opened his mouth to say
something, but in that moment he locked eyes with the General and saw
the burning rage deep within. Hyde had just pushed himself to
the surface. The shock of witnessing the fury in Nerez’ gaze prevented
any sound from escaping Oliveira’s throat.

Realizing his mouth was agape, Oliveira timidly took a sip from his
scotch he did not need, hoping to mask his unease. The General saw
through it nonetheless, and with a diminutive air in his voice sneered.
“Clean it up, and make it quick…we’ll be landing shortly.”

“Yessir.”

Oliveira hated himself for being so cowardly, and yet he jumped at
the task with lowered eyes, “Right away sir” shuffling off in his
spineless way.

Nerez watched Oliveira sulk away to the rear galley for a rag, and
couldn’t decide if he hated the man for the yellow belly he truly was,
or if he loved the idea of a perfectly whipped servant willing and able
to execute all his bidding. He decided it was the latter, for it fueled
his lust for power.

‘Power.’ The word glowed in his brain. ‘Is that what I
still seek, even after already achieving more than my wildest
dreams?’ He asked himself.

‘No.’ His reply was full of conviction. ‘But if it isn’t
Power, what do I seek?'

The answer flashed into his mind. ‘Answers.’

At his age, he simply wanted answers - answers about this life, about
death, and beyond - if applicable. Then again, maybe he was the
crazy one…jet-setting all over the country in response to events like
tonight - hoping to find a scrap of an answer when maybe none of it
matters anyway.

‘Maybe it just all goes black when we die.’

There was reason to question the sobriety in his pursuit, wondering
if instead he had become a modern day Don Quixote, chasing
hallucinations in the night sky that would never provide any more
answers…answers to the questions that constantly haunted him, questions
he suspected haunt us all…questions he could fervently pursue the rest
of his life and potentially never get any closer to a single answer.

‘Because just when he thought he finally found such men, special
men that could provide answers - they die anyway!’

Those old feelings were reignited once more with a renewed anger
under the surface…and he felt his hand clench into a fist, his jaw grew
tighter, and his heart raced with rage.

‘Then what is the point of all of this bullshit!?’

‘What is this…life?’

‘WHY THE FUCK ARE WE ALL HERE!?’



CHAPTER 33 - The Light at the End of the Tunnel

In a state of purgatory, unsure if they were his last minutes alive
or his first moments in death, Arys found himself observing his own
physical body, hovering nearby and watching in disbelief.

That's when the weight of the situation hit him. ‘He’ was no longer
in his body.

His perspective was as if he were a second person, floating and
peacefully observing the crash with a heavenly calm. He saw his limp and
lifeless body slumped in the co-pilot seat - Javier was next to him,
still very much alive and full of fright, panicking in horror as the
inevitable demise bore down on him.

Arys’ spirit smiled compassionately, already soothed by whatever
dimension he had passed into and comforted that his friend and co-pilot
Javier would soon join him, but the seconds stretched on to eternity,
and with so much time to process it all, Arys’ formless consciousness
wandered over past memories in his physical life. He thought about his
youth, before everything changed…his mother singing to him and his dad
tossing him in the air and catching him. And then he thought of Ana and
a new baby on the way.

‘I can’t leave them!'

As if in response, a voice boomed in his mind, interrupting the
trance Arys was consumed by.

‘Arys.’

When Arys didn’t reply, the call repeated once more, full of haste
and importance.

‘ARYS!’

From the dream-like dimension in death, Arys peered into his former
reality, back into the cockpit of the ‘living’ to study Javier…to learn
why he was calling out to him.

‘ARYS. You must focus on me!’ The voice repeated itself
again with more haste, and Arys saw it wasn’t Javier’s voice calling out
to him.

With time still oozing by and nothing to lose, Arys replied. ‘I
hear you. Who are you?’ Somehow Arys felt the voice smile at
him.

‘I’ve been known by many names…Hermes, Mercury, Mal’akh, Vayu,
Gabriel and Jibril are some you may have heard during your
trial.’

Arys made no reply, just nodded somberly.

‘Listen closely to me, Arys. I have been sent to deliver a
message to you. You must return to your mortal body, for you have a
great role to play for the future of mankind.’

The message came emotionally and telepathically all at once,
intertwined in a flash of energy. It was the purest form of transferring
information between two beings Arys had ever experienced, and he was
certain there was no loss of fidelity in the communication. It was as if
they were not separate at all, but part of everything and everywhere all
at once, endlessly bonded in a weave of energy and information coursing
between them as one.

He never replied with his tongue, but rather felt himself
agree in response.

'Good.' the voice replied back. ‘Now hear me and follow
my guidance exactly.’

Arys listened intently, and in awe.

***

Upon receiving the instructions, the young pilot looked back from the
dream state and into his former life, back to the trial…except Arys had
no desire to return; his body may as well have been a discarded banana
peel.

More so, the news the voice gave him was cryptic, and in some
instances, terribly depressing - he didn’t want to go back to the mortal
trial, but the decision was already made. He felt himself passing back
into his former existence, and as he neared that familiar shell of
flesh, hunkered and broken in the cockpit, his five physical senses
began returning to him.

First he heard the sounds of mortality - clearer and louder. He heard
the rushing of air from Old Shaky’s faulty seals, the buzzing whir of
the four props, and the cranking squeak of the yoke as Javier wrestled
both the failing aircraft and the worsening storm. Rain pelted the
windows, and suddenly he realized his sense of smell was returning.

Smells of human sweat and leaked motor oil filled his nostrils, and
with increased lucidity the acrid smell of ozone soaked into the cabin
from the singed electrical wires, fried in the explosive white flash. He
wanted to recoil at the smells, but then he noticed Javier, who was no
longer wrestling the yoke. Instead, he jolted forward with the initial
milliseconds of impact, one gentle frame at a time.

The plane had just made impact.

Suddenly Arys felt the pull of gravity on his own mortal body - he
was returning back to the mortal trial at the very moment of a fiery
crash!

‘Why would they send me back only to die again moments
later?’ Having a lifetime to consider the circumstances one frame
at a time, he grew angry with such a terrible decision.

He saw Javier’s face begin to contort violently and watched as his
headset slid off in slow motion…floating downward toward the dash along
with several other items formerly anchored by gravity. His canteen
gently spun like a lopsided helicopter, a wrench tumbled end over end,
and his pack of cigarettes floated by - idly rolling through space.

The cigarettes pulled Arys' attention away from Javier and into his
own detached mortal body, laughing at the power he allowed the
cigarettes to have over his mood. The sensations of the physical were
returning, and yet ‘addiction’ was one he suspected would not. When his
body slowly slammed into the front of the plane, a bright light flashed
in his mind at the final impact and he closed his eyes with the
sensation of something being severed from him, something he had so
intimately been attached to - his physical body.

“The bond had failed?!’ Arys realized. He would not return
to his mortal life after all, it was too late.

When he opened his eyes again, he felt the most glorious sensation of
warmth and love he could never have imagined. He was effortlessly
drifting in another dimension, or maybe it was a dream? NO, he knew it
was not a dream...something about it was more real, he felt it in every
molecule of his consciousness.

A kaleidoscope of colors began to materialize from a single sphere of
bright white light from the darkness, and he found himself captivated.
The colors softly swirled about in a plasma-like state that resembled
aurora borealis, albeit with all the colors in the rainbow and a
vibrancy that took his breath away.

He continued to glide peacefully while the colorful surroundings
blossomed all around him - coalescing into a tunnel that enveloped his
being, guiding him to an origin of light at the other end. Peacefully he
floated toward the white light, watching in awe as the tunnel’s plasmic
colors permeated and fluctuated in intensity.

Gently falling forward, he heard beautiful sounds comparable to a
symphony of classical music, calm and serene with every instrument
playing simultaneously in perfect harmony. Somewhere in the distance he
began to hear children’s playful laughter, indiscernible in the
beginning but more and more definitive as he moved closer to the source
of light at the end of the luminescent cylinder.

Joy overcame him and he laughed to himself, giddy from how good he
felt and excited with the anticipation of rejoining the light. Somehow
he knew that was his destination - he felt it in his core. At long last,
he was returning home. Blissfully scanning his surroundings, he suddenly
saw small dots of light emerge from the colorful tunnel of plasma;
resembling wispy fireflies fluttering towards him.

They flittered and danced nearer when abruptly everything stopped. He
was no longer bobbing aimlessly in the current which pushed him towards
the light, and when he came to a rest the music stopped as well,
replaced with a booming voice that filled the entire universe.

‘Welcome home, Arys.’

Arys jerked his head about in a fruitless attempt to locate the
origin of the voice. When he saw nothing above him he looked up and to
the left - nothing. He then darted his head up and to the right, still
nothing.

‘You can’t see me Arys… but you can see them.’ Somehow he
knew the wisps were ‘them’ and studied the strange visitors.

They patiently stared back at him, and when their gaze met his he
felt a series of images and feelings course through his being. He
supposed it was a sort of communication wave, passing over his soul like
a warm breeze, educating him on the properties of the new dimension in a
matter of seconds…suddenly he knew much more than he had prior.

Adrift in a dimension of space with no surface, he understood he
merely needed to consciously desire something for it to manifest. Upon
that realization he wished to look behind him in the colorful vacuum;
instantly his body responded, twisting 180 degrees to look back behind
him and away from the light at the end of the tunnel.

What he saw shocked him.

At the other end of the plasma-colored tunnel he saw his body of
flesh and bone...dead and burning in the cockpit of a plane engulfed in
flames. He understood what he saw, and yet he had no feeling of panic or
alarm, no longing to return…until he thought of Ana, the love of his
life.

At that moment the voice spoke again, once more with a telepathic
description that referenced the wisps of light.

‘Listen to Them - AND GO BACK.’

Arys felt the intense feeling of being home - right where he
presently was. Surrounded by love, he knew Ana would be OK without him
and one day she'd come back home too...that it all was connected, every
person he ever knew, every animal, every bug, tree, cloud, drop of water
and blade of grass - it was all part of the same grand design. He knew
then with absolute conviction that all would be well in the world with
or without him…with or without anyone, always and forever. Yes, Ana
would mourn him, and while she couldn’t understand in her present state
of consciousness, one day she would...and until then she would be
OK.

The voice spoke once more, no longer booming, but rather a fleeting
whisper that was being carried away in a distant unfelt wind.

‘Listennn…’

Arys heard a child’s giggle directly behind him, and then a new
voice.

“Welcome.” One of the new voices said.

“We have been expecting you.” A different voice serenely
added.

Arys pictured himself spinning back around in his mind’s eye to the
origin of the children’s voices - and just that easily he rotated.

There before him, three children, all dressed in white and glowing
with bright luminescence, emerged from the tiny bits of light he
initially likened to fireflies. All were innocently smiling at him with
knowing eyes, and when he met their gaze he understood they were
incredibly wise and impossibly old. Powerful beings, sent to receive him
back from whence he came, back to his mortal stint on earth and with a
new mission.

Their eyes pierced through him, and he knew they saw everything that
he was and wasn’t all at once and in full transparency. He felt them
telepathically probe through his being, when a new voice emerged in his
mind.

‘You have wisdom in you.’ the one on the right solemnly
said. Its mouth never moved as it telepathically communicated, and Arys
knew a tongue was useless in this realm. It tilted his head and measured
Arys’ spirit curiously in its examination.

‘Thank you.’ Arys telepathically replied.

They all smiled at his reply.

‘We are so happy to see you again.’ the one on the left
said. The radiant light emitted from each being seemed brighter when
they communicated with him - glowing gently from the crown of their
heads.

‘I don’t remember you, but I know I am home now.’ Arys
replied solemnly and with a twinge of guilt in his communication.
‘Was he supposed to remember these three?’

All three laughed once more, childish giggles at his comment and
speaking in unison. ‘Your memories will return to you in time,
amnesia is required for the trial.’

The one in the middle then added telepathically, “But alas, you
are not yet finished with the trial.”

“You have much to do still.” The one on the right put in.
The crown of its head glowed, like the flicker of a bright ember that
throbs and glows within a fire.

In unison, Arys watched their heads glow with a message reverberating
in the depths of Arys’ mind.

‘YOU MUST RETURN.’

‘But I don’t want to!’ he pleaded. The thought of return
made Arys impossibly sad. ‘I want to stay with you, I want to be
with all the others, I want to stay home!’ He felt his soul long to
see this desire fulfilled.

‘We understand the trial is hard.’ The one on the left
sent.

‘But you are chosen for more, and if you succeed He will hold you
in high regard.’ The one in the middle added.

‘You must go back - NOW.’ The one on the right
commanded.

‘But how!? How can I return? Look at my body, look at the fire.
There is nothing to return to!’

Arys poured as much emotion as he could into his telepathic message
to the three beings. They all smiled, replying in unison.

‘Return to the illusion of life. Return to the Trial with the
knowledge of this place, and all the wisdom you have gained through your
many lives. You are chosen! Spread the truth to those who will listen.
The enlightenment has begun... the reckoning draws near. New
advancements await...new discoveries, new technologies, and once they
begin…they accelerate indefinitely. Some will help, some will not. A new
chapter begins for the sons and daughters of God, but the Spirit cannot
be abandoned. Mankind must not lose themselves...for if they do they
will become enslaved by the very creations they manifest, forsaking
their own ascension. You must reinstate…you must return to the Trial and
deliver this message!’

Arys pleaded in reply, ‘But I can’t!? I don’t know how...I don’t
know what to do, or how to get…’

Abruptly he felt a surge of wisdom overcome his spirit, and in
complete awe and ecstasy he looked at all three child entities. They
were seemingly injecting him with the light of wisdom, all three filling
his being with an intensity he couldn’t describe if he tried. When they
finished he looked back at all of them with a knowing and accepting
look.

‘Yes.’ Arys responded solemnly with the flood of
knowledge.

The entity on the left spoke again. ‘You will have this knowledge
available to you immediately upon return, but the moment you lose
consciousness in your mortal life, you will not regain this knowledge
until three of your earthly moon cycles.’

A new voice picked up exactly where the first one left off, it was
the being on the right. ‘In exchange for your selflessness, you may
return on the path of Enoch for your final ascension.’

The middle one said in finality. ‘Remember - all that we are is
the result of what we have thought: the Trial is founded on our thoughts
and made up of our thoughts.”

He then heard the voice of the initial messenger once more, booming
softly through what seemed like every molecule in the universe yet
again.

“Go Arys, we haven’t much time left. Go...NOW!”

Arys forced his floating being to turn away from the three child
entities, looking back at his human body in the flames. He then imagined
his return, and in a rush of blinding speed the tunnel whirred by until
he fell back into his body.

His eyes opened and he saw he was surrounded by flames, back in a
body that was twisted, broken, and burning - but free of hangups.
Understandably he expected immense pain as he burned alive, coughing
from the smoke and heat enveloping his lungs, cooking with the intensity
of jet fuel…and yet, he also knew none of it mattered - that his mind
commanded all. This trial existence was a shadow of the truth, a dream
called life, which he could manipulate as he desired, as easily as a man
can manipulate his shadow.

Instantly he rejected the flames and heat, instead focused on the
strength of his body and the perfect physical stature he had known his
entire mortal life - he only had to know it was already perfect
with complete conviction. In that moment Arys straightened his broken
leg, and as he did he felt it healed. He took a deep breath from what he
imagined was crisp mountain air, and when his lungs filled with cool
clean oxygen he felt his busted sternum and numerous ribs return to
their once pristine condition. He then turned his head and felt his neck
crack with a satisfying sensation, for he knew it was broken a moment
earlier, but not any longer.

Peacefully, he then turned to see his co-pilot and friend, Javier,
who was also burning to death. Arys calmly reached out and touched
Javier. He imagined a protective aura surrounding him; instantly a
shield of blue light manifested, engulfing Javier's dead body.

Javier shuddered in response as Arys sent invisible ribbons of energy
to course through him and repair his physical body.

All at once Javier took a breath of life again, the first in a long
time, but as he came back to life the connection between them began to
falter - it was suddenly becoming too great a burden. Arys could not
fully heal Javier and simultaneously maintain their protection from the
twisted inferno - not indefinitely as the fire raged. He had to get out
immediately, or succumb to the fire and fail.

Pushing a large piece of twisted aluminum out of the way, he cleared
a path to drag Javier out of the inferno and out of harm's way. He
emerged to a smattering of first-responders, frozen in stillness while
they gawked at him in the pouring rain. A humble smile reached the
corners of his mouth, feeling the awe they felt at the spectacle, and he
knew he was born again as king of kings.

Relieved to have escaped the inferno, the two collapsed without
warning, falling unconscious on the wet runway of Boa Vista Air Force
Base.

In the final moments before his mind faded to black, he knew he would
be just fine. While the details of what happened were still a fog, he
had arisen anew for a second chance at life and a special mission. This
was only the beginning.



CHAPTER 34 - Boa Vista

Sirens blared above the flickering flashes of light dancing off the
wet tarmac - a colorful luster from the multitude of emergency vehicles
criss-crossing the runway.

As dazzling as the twinkling lights of red and blue were, it was
merely a supporting role to the spectacular inferno at the center of it
all. Any resemblance of the former and functional 1953 Douglas
Globemaster was lost forever, replaced with a heap of warped metal in
flames 30 meters high.

Some of the response crew still scrambled, but it was predominantly
the military firefighters holding the front line, intent on putting out
the roaring fire of wreckage. The entire rest of the first responders
slowed to gawking observers, all of them undeniably convinced there
wasn't a soul alive they could 'respond' to. For those who bore witness
to the severity of the crash, they knew, based on the sheer speed and
angle prior to the fiery explosion, that any 'response' beyond putting
the fire out and cleaning up the mess was abundantly futile.

The Boa Vista Crew Chief on the ground that evening was Major Abilo
Barros. At 5’8” he wasn’t a large man, and at 31 years old he didn’t
have the tenure in age. Further, his rank didn’t warrant any privilege
or inherent respect; and yet he was very well respected by all his peers
above and below, because he simply worked hard and told the truth.

Major Barros was also one of the few African men on base. As such, he
made it his purpose to always be diligent, sharply dressed and with a
sharp mind, and always early to his commitments. He lived by
one basic creed he learned from his late father on the topic of
co-workers…if he had a criticism, he provided it in private to protect
his target’s pride; but when he had a compliment it should be in public
for all to hear the honorable attributes of the man he was praising. It
was a simple recipe for winning friends and influencing others…at least
it worked so far.

In his 7 years of experience, the Major had spent the last three
years stationed at Boa Vista. In that amount of time he became vastly
familiar with the entire airfield and had quickly orchestrated the
response agenda for that evening upon hearing the news of the inbound
cargo plane; although he never anticipated a catastrophe of this
magnitude. It was his job to plan for one, and he did, but in all his
career he never witnessed a worse crash.

Sitting 50 meters back from the blaze, he felt his face begin to
sunburn from the fire’s intensity.

Of course he already knew how this would end before it happened. For
that matter, everyone listening to the transmission knew when they heard
the last communication between the tower and SC 2120 on the radio,
confirmed with their own eyes as the plane erupted out of the clouds at
an impossible angle and velocity for survival. Like him, the other
responders all gasped when they saw the plane, and in a collective
moment they all understood the inevitable outcome.

The explosion was larger than Barros imagined, but also not a
surprise given what he witnessed. He allowed himself a moment of shock
and then snapped out of it and radioed to the fire chief.

[Static] “Lead with the fire retardant chief, there will be no
survivors today.” [Static] Major Barros said solemnly.

Fire retardant was the more expensive option, but the chemical makeup
of it was ideal for quickly suppressing the type of fire synonymous with
an airplane...jet fuel, oil, plastic and rubber. Protocol only
recommended water for small fires in which survivors are possible.

[Static] “Roger that Captain.” [Static] The Fire Chief replied
back.

Barros sat in his vehicle while the storm pelted the windshield, the
wipers frantically whipping back and forth in an aggressive tempo to
keep up with the rain.

‘As hard as it’s raining, we probably won’t have to do
anything.’ He contemplated as the sound of thunder roared in the
distance, watching through the sheen of water as the Fire Chief crossed
the tarmac, waving forward the fire retardant vehicles, and in doing so
the look of ominous understanding from those receiving his orders.

The men went to work, which meant Barros needed to as well. He began
logging his observations; experience reminded him he’d have a late night
and a couple long days ahead, all for the purpose of understanding this
tragedy in as many gut-wrenching details as possible; and his report
would be the foundation of all the inevitable deliberations. He sighed
to himself and began, there was no point in dithering.

He noted the number of responders, the position of the plane
wreckage, its approximate location on the tarmac, the estimated height
of the flames...everything. It was tedious, but his reports were always
regarded as among the most credible and one can never know what detail
could reveal something bigger, so he logged as much as he could.

His pen hand quickly filled a page of notes, leaving his other hand
to deftly whip the completed page away to bring on a new blank sheet,
awaiting the next entry. He glanced back to the wreckage, and in the
fragmented aluminum saw something written on a section of panel, jutting
askew through the flames and written in cursive between decorative
pinstriping was the name, Mesektet. He added it to his notes
and looked back up for any other details he could capture.

What he witnessed next remains controversial to this day.

Utter dismay coursed like a shockwave across the entire airfield when
a murky figure slowly coalesced, stepping out from what appeared to be a
small cave of fire violently spinning and spewing thick black smoke
from a gash in the side of the plane. The figure was that of a man,
parting through the vortex of smoke before ducking out of an inferno of
twisted metal…emerging from the flames. As his appearance became
clearer, Barros observed the man was tattered and dirty, and walked with
a limp - but his body wasn’t aflame in the least.

As the figure distanced itself from the flames, Barros realized it
wasn’t limping, rather it was dragging another body…which by all
definitions also appeared whole.

The unfolding scene was simply impossible, everyone knew
it...compelling most to rub their eyes and seek affirmation from their
peers as they looked about in disbelief, questioning if they were
somehow victims of a vivid hallucination. Barros felt his pen fall away
from his hand and realized his mouth was hanging open - watching in
disbelief. The figures were two men, both of whom had a strange blue
glow around them; even the downpour of rain seemed to bend around them
as they moved.

In the distance a firefighter dropped his extinguishing spray well
short of the plane, letting it aimlessly fall away to a meaningless
target in the dark, suspended in disbelief…as was everyone.

It was a frozen moment in time, all at once severed by a member of
the medical team who seemed to break the trance, running to the two
figures. Seconds later the medic was waving both arms in a large ‘x’
over his head, and Barros knew it was the motion all first responders
were instructed to use in emergencies when
encountering…survivors.

On the one hand it probably wasn’t necessary, as everyone was
watching the same thing. On the other hand, it was perhaps the most
necessary thing to do, because if not for the up close confirmation from
the medic, they very well may have concluded it was a mirage of
ghosts.

Regardless, it was the catalyst that ignited everyone into action.
Another firefighter immediately ran in, head low and shielding his face
from the heat with one arm while assisting the upright man with his
other. The medical team scrambled to their aid, quickly escorting the
two survivors to a safer distance, upon which a responder began
administering CPR on the ‘dragged’ man.

Barros would name the dragged man, ‘Survivor 2.’

The Major knew the odds of resuscitation were slim, and ordinarily
he’d remain highly skeptical of the men's chance for survival, but under
the current circumstances he wasn’t sure of anything anymore. He picked
up his pen and returned to feverishly recording every event he could
capture.

The ‘first’ man, ‘Survivor 1’ who had done the dragging, was wrapped
with a blanket before stepping into the back of an ambulance that sped
away to the on-base hospital. Major Barros looked back at ‘Survivor 2’
still laying on the tarmac in an oily puddle below, and simultaneously
getting flooded from above.

An observant member of the team quickly erected a free-standing
canopy over the victim; a stream of water cascaded down all four sides
of the canopy as the height of the storm cell delivered its worst. Under
the canopy the men worked frantically; one of the medics held the
victim’s head and began shining a light in his eyes - which the medical
team forced open with prying fingers. Survivor 2 recoiled at the
brightness and appeared suddenly frantic, forcing several medical staff
to dive into a restraining position - pinning down arms and legs that
thrashed wildly.

The team struggled to restrain the man, desperately signaling to
others for help as the four of them seemed incapable of wrestling him
into submission. Two more responders dove into action while a stretcher
was pulled from the back of a nearby ambulance with a series of straps
on the board. With great effort the six of them wrestled the man onto
the stretcher, lifting him in unison and shoving ‘Survivor 2’ into the
back of the ambulance. Seconds later it too sped away towards the
on-base hospital.

Barros added a few notes for himself to follow-up on before shutting
his notebook for the time being. With his mind racing in disbelief, he
allowed a heavy sigh and started his truck, following the ambulances to
the MTF (Military Treatment Facilities) to resume his report. He just
witnessed a miracle, pure and simple, and yet it was his job to
understand what just happened and put it in a report.

“This is impossible.” He said to himself, suddenly understanding the
mysterious task ahead and concluding he knew one thing with certainty,
and only one thing…it was going to be a long night.



CHAPTER 35 - Touchdown

Fifteen minutes later, the Learjet touched down gently with a squeal
as the tires hit the wet tarmac. Nerez and Oliveira peered out at the
blazing fire across the runway. Crews were fervently dousing the inferno
and making slow progress.

Despite the storm’s best effort to help, the splintered metal pile
burned with an intensity that barely gave any indication it was once a
functioning plane. The two stared until at last the pilot taxied them
away from the ghastly sight, idling the Learjet into a hangar - dry from
the rain where they were greeted by a small welcoming party.

As soon as the door was opened and General Nerez began descending the
roll-away stairs, two officers stood at attention, both of which he
loosely recognized but never met…far-away praise that only fell upon
great future leaders, and allegedly in this case, heroes. Major
Barros and Colonel Sanchez stood expectantly in front of a small
greeting committee while Nerez stepped onto solid ground.

The African man stepped forward first. "Good evening General Nerez,
welcome to Boa Vista Air Force Base. My name is Major Abillo Barros, I
will assist you however I can during your stay on base." Barros
announced with a salute, no doubt pushed into the role of ‘greeter’ due
to his recent acclaim.

“Indeed.” The General replied with a half-hearted salute in return,
perturbed at the man’s cheery demeanor in light of the wreckage on the
other side of the tarmac. He had no time for cheer - this trip was a
waste. “When may I expect a full report of the incident, Major?" He
asked coldly.

"Approximately 72 hours, sir."

"Hm. I’d like to see it tomorrow. In light of this evening’s events,
I trust your report won’t be nearly as demanding - and I won’t be
staying that long."

Barros paused for a moment as he processed the shock of completing
his report in a fraction of the time. He kept extensive notes - his
reports were lengthy and therefore thorough. Because of it they were
well-received and respected by his superiors, but to maintain his
quality of work in just one day seemed…impossible. He hadn’t even spoken
with the survivors yet.

"Ah, yessir." Barros replied stiffly, and still out of sorts as to
what the General may say next, he asked the burning question, “Am I to
understand that you do not want any testimony from the survivors,
sir?”

"Survivors?”

Nerez couldn’t hide his confusion, asking with scrutiny, “If you are
referring to the Mirage pilots, no, that will not be needed.”

Major Barros opened his mouth to respond, but no words came out. He
awkwardly turned to a man heavily decorated to his right. The man saw
Barros’ confusion, and abruptly stepped forward, snapping a salute.

“Pleased to meet you sir - Colonel Sanchez, Boa Vista Base
Commander.”

Nerez once again gave a half-hearted salute in reply. Sanchez snapped
his arm down and got straight to the point. “Have you not been informed,
sir?”

“Informed of what?” Nerez growled. He hated surprises.

“The crew sir, of SC 2120…they’re alive.”

“Pardon me? Did you just say the crew of SC 2120…is
Alive?!”

“Yessir.”

"You mean to tell me, someone…let alone two
people…survived that!” He aggressively pointed his finger
back in the general direction of the crash; the glow of the still-raging
inferno reflected off the walls inside the hangar.

The Colonel was visibly taken aback by the tone, but also knew of the
General's reputation - his anger was frequent, and easily doled out. He
gathered himself with the distasteful understanding he was no longer the
highest ranking official on the ground, forcing himself to embrace this
man’s abrasiveness.

"Yessir, we do in fact have two conscious survivors and both are in
stable condition now. Although we did not 'pull them' from the wreckage,
sir. Witnesses confirmed the co-pilot exited the crash on his own,
dragging his unconscious pilot behind him."

For the first time in a long time, the General stood stunned as he
processed the Colonel’s words. Nerez rubbed his eyes and after a long
pause, asked, "Stable condition? …and they were not pulled
out, rather they walked away?"

The Colonel couldn't tell if the General was angry or just
dumbfounded. In an all-business tenor he replied, "Yes Sir, that is
correct."

"Where are they now!?" Nerez asked impatiently.

"MTF (Military Treatment Facilities)" the Colonel paused, "Admitted
as Code 7 'patients' per the transmission we received earlier
this evening in anticipation of their arrival."

Even in that moment Sanchez could not imagine why two cargo freight
pilots who just survived the crash of the century would be held as Code
7 patients, but he knew when to follow orders. Nonetheless, he was
determined to discover who the hell those two were and why a General
would make a personal visit in the night to see them. If they were
violent terrorists or high-ranking crime bosses, he’d never heard of
them. Code 7 was reserved for only the most dangerous and high value
men. He was very curious, but would have to wait, as Nerez
continued.

“Excellent, and both are under 24/7 surveillance then I trust?”

“All procedural steps of Code 7 are in effect…” The Colonel
reiterated with a touch of annoyance, but he had forgotten his place in
the presence of a superior officer, and immediately wished he had
replied softer - watching the sharpness of his reply wheedle the
General’s temper.

“Watch your tone with me Colonel, and you will address me as
‘Sir’ when you speak to me. I am in no mood to suffer sarcasm or fools,
and I will not warn you again.”

“Yessir!”

The Colonel mentally kicked himself. Nerez was a man that could
elevate the Colonel’s status with a flick of his wrist, if Sanchez could
perhaps make a strong impression. It was an important happenstance for
the Colonel, a chance to finally push past the stagnation he’d been in
for years now…a stall that made no sense to him in light of his
hero status.

“Glad we understand each other, Colonel.”

Nerez replied sharply and with the satisfaction of having just
slapped the man, even if merely metaphorically. Still, he could tell the
Colonel was no push over, and it made him wonder who was spreading the
rumor that this man was a kiss ass. He wasn’t a kiss ass, he was just
oddly lucky…and smart enough to know when to keep his mouth shut and go
with the flow. The General made a mental note of it and pressed on.

“I’m feeling a bit exhausted from the flight, and there is still much
to do this evening Colonel.” Nerez then looked at Barros, commanding him
with his eyes to do his bidding. “In light of this news, you can have 48
hours for the report Major."

Barros replied with a “Yessir" before swiftly making his exit.

Nerez then turned to Oliveira. “A word, doctor.”

Oliveira stepped up beside Nerez to receive a discreet and stern
order out the side of the General’s mouth; a secret message for only
Oliveira, who quickly departed with a ‘yessir,’ leaving just Sanchez and
some aides.

With nobody else left, Nerez eyed the Colonel with a cold intensity.
“Take me to the crew of SC 2120, and make sure they remain as lucid as
possible - no pain killers unless absolutely imperative to their
survival. Is that clear?”

“Crystal clear, sir.” Sanchez then turned to one of his aides, “You
heard the General. Deliver his orders straight-away, and if these
instructions are not followed it will be your ass! Now go!”

He watched the young staffer’s eyes bulge before scurrying off. The
Colonel then stretched his arm in the direction of their destination and
motioned to the General. “The MTF is this way. A car can have us there
in a few minutes. Shall we get moving?”

“Lead the way.”

The two promptly crossed the hangar floor and climbed inside a black
car with dual Brazilian flags mounted above each front fender. Sanchez
opened the front passenger door for the General, who stooped down and
took a seat. The waiting driver saluted Nerez but said nothing. Colonel
Sanchez let himself into the back seat and closed the door with a quick
command for the driver. “MTF.”

The driver swiftly pulled out of the hangar and into a sheet of rain;
the headlights cut through the torrent as the thrumming static pelted
the roof.

Nerez wasted no time pulling a fresh cigar from his pocket and
depressing the cigarette lighter in the center console, studying the car
as he waited to light his stogie. They were in a 1981 Ford Del Ray -
stark black with black leather interior and white wall tires; it was
stately, but not over the top or luxurious.

The Colonel yelled over the rain from the back. “Apologies for the
surprise news General, but their survival shocked us all. We had to run
full physicals on both men before we could accept they actually survived
without a scratch…even now, I find it unbelievable. Either those men are
the luckiest people on the planet, or it was a miracle straight outta
the bible!”

The stereotypical 'click' sounded from the console, an indication the
lighter coil turned red hot - and as a result ejected it out of its
depressed position, now ready for use. Nerez pulled it free and lit his
cigar, pivoting open the front triangle-shaped window known as the
‘quarter glass’ to exhale his smoke, stoking the cigar into a glowing
red cherry while he peered into the storm with astonishment.

“Indeed Colonel. Indeed.” He replied in between thoughts, silently
reasoning out any possible explanation for how a human being could
survive such a wreck - let alone two humans.

“Those men are very lucky.”



CHAPTER 36 - Klink Stays Late with Ana

[Static] “Manaus Tower, this is Boa Vista, come in Manaus Tower.”
[Static]

Ana leaned on her desk, propping her head up in a half-dozing way
when the transmission came in - exhausted and finding it harder to cope.
She popped up in a flash and fumbled the radio before gathering herself.
The early side-effects of a pregnancy in secret were starting to impact
her - she was much too tired for a late night, unsure how much longer
she could function without sleep.

[Static] “Copy Boa Vista, this is Manaus Tower. Over.” [Static]

She turned her head expecting to see SNI listening, but dozily
remembered they had already come and gone with only brief one-on-one
interrogations; that and the confiscation of the flight manifest for SC
2120, and the only copy of the radio transmission. SNI was cold and
efficient; and thank God they were now gone.

[Static] “BV to Manaus…confirming both passengers have survived the
code red. I repeat, both passengers have survived and are in stable
condition. Over.” [Static]

With the realization SNI was long gone, and the news of SC 2120’s
survival, she couldn’t help herself…letting out a victorious cry and a
huge sigh of relief she had been hanging onto for far too long.

“Woo hoo! OH, Thank God - thank you BV…THANK YOU!”

“Hehe - you’re welcome Manaus, and thank you for your help in getting
them down safely.”

[Static] “No, thank You Boa Vista! That is the best news
we've received all night - we've been worried sick ever since…”

She interrupted herself, glancing back to see Colonel Klink, whose
eyes were filled with an immediate warning to NOT finish that sentence.
She deftly corrected herself, “...since we heard they had trouble.”
[Static]

[Static] "Trouble is an understatement. I’ve never seen
anything like it! That aircraft essentially nosedived into the runway -
no kiddin’. Whatever trouble those boys were having was the
worst kind. Their survival was an absolute miracle, and rumor has
it…”

Boa Vista suddenly stopped talking, or the transmission was lost.
Interesting because the military personnel on the other end was
certainly getting casual. Usually they spoke like robots, at least as
far as Ana was concerned.

‘Even still, where’d he go?’

[Static] “Hello?” She tapped her microphone and checked for a visual
confirmation of the red light to indicate transmission (it was on), when
all of a sudden he was back.

[Static] “CONFIRMED Manaus Tower, stable condition. Over and out.'”
[Static]

Ana chuckled to herself. The senior command must have returned from
the bathroom. She replied with a hint of emotion finally overtaking her
voice.

[Static] "Copy Boa Vista. Over and out." [Static]

Ana turned to get up and looked at Colonel Klink, who was looking
back at her with knowing eyes, aware of how great the strain had been on
her. Certainly the entire situation was difficult for everyone, but he
knew Ana had an interest in that young co-pilot, even if she thought she
was keeping it secret. Her eyes began to water.

She let her defenses down, allowing a single tear to well up and fall
down her cheek. The Colonel stepped closer and wrapped his arms around
her, releasing a sob from Ana before she gently pulled away.

"Thank you Klink" she said with a fragile smile, fighting back more
tears. She reached into her purse and pulled out a tissue to blot her
eyes.

"UGH" she said aloud and then laughed nervously. "That was really
scary!" She blotted her eyes again.

"I’m so pleased it ended well - you did a good job tonight." Klink
replied somberly.

“You have such a good heart Klink - thank you!”

“Hey, have you been checking my medical records?!” Klink said in a
playful tone.

Ana asked with confused laughter, “What are you talking about?”

Klink kept up the charade with a wide grin, “I just had my annual
physical and the doc said my heart has never been healthier! How’d
you know!??”

“Klink, you know I think you’re great…but I can’t take any of your
terrible dad jokes right now.”

“Alright alright…I’m sorry - just trying to lighten the mood. Truth
is, I make jokes when I get nervous, and that made me more nervous than
I’ve been in a long time.”

"What the hell happ-" Ana started to break down, but the Colonel
swiftly held up his hand to his mouth in a secretive 'hush' gesture. He
then motioned his head as he side-eyed Mario...the first of the night
shift that evidently replaced Juarez.

Mario wasn't present during the matter, and the three of them who
were present were threatened with a loss of employment (or worse) if
they spoke a word to anyone. The interrogations by SNI were not long,
but markedly effective.

Ana gave a knowing look to Klink and nodded her understanding. To
keep Mario from suspecting anything from the awkward conversation break
and ensuing silence, she added, "Whew…I can't even talk straight
Colonel. I'm calling it a night."

She gazed up at the clock, it read 00:15...just past midnight. That
meant Juarez left almost 15 min ago. She remembered she had dozed off,
and was grateful the Colonel stayed too. Of course he had to, she knew
that, but it was nice to not go through it alone.

Klink smiled with a wink, "It's late. Sooo, I'm gonna get home
and…crash!”

Mario shifted with a look of confusion for just a flash, and then
with an air of not caring he turned back again to keep to himself.

Klink made a ‘double guns’ gesture with his hands, pointing his two
index fingers at Ana with a cheesy silent grin. With wide eyes, Ana
hurried him through the door outside, shutting it behind them as Klink
chuckled, “Too soon?!”

“Yes!!” Ana gave him an ‘office whack' on the arm before allowing
herself a small laugh and another big sigh. "YES too soon!"

Confusion came over Klink’s face as he began patting his pockets.
"Damnit. Left my keys again!"

"That nickname didn't come from nowhere - Klink." She began
walking to her car as the Colonel turned back inside to look for his
keys. “Good night Colonel…and get some rest! You gotta come right back
and relieve Mario in the morning - no sleep for the wicked!”

“Ain't that the truth…OK, goodnight!” Klink hurried to his desk and
grabbed the keys from the top drawer. It was the first time he’d stepped
into his office since SNI had left…too rattled by their interrogations
and the stress of losing those pilots.

He was relieved to learn his space wasn’t completely ransacked, even
though those assholes from SNI had taken a look around. But then he saw
it…

His heart fell to the floor when he saw his personal safe, the
gun-metal gray cabinet under his desk with all his personal accounts of
unexplainable events he documented from his entire career, was
open…and nothing was tucked safely inside its belly.

His heart suddenly became erratic.



*** ACT 3 ***

CHAPTER 37 - Delta Force

In the small hours of the night, over the treetops of the black
jungle, a flock of blue parrots scattered into the starry sky - frantic
from the thunderous roar that ripped past their evening sanctuary.
Catching up to the sound only moments later was a mighty gust of wind,
sweeping across the flora at 250 km/h and heading due west.

Two Sikorsky SH-60 Seahawk helicopters flew low and fast over the
jungle, averaging just 20 meters over the canopy with night vision
precision - first-gen technology reserved for unacknowledged
operations.

Each Seahawk held four crewmen in the front and 5 battle-ready
military contractors riding in the back - unacknowledged specialists on
a black ops mission, dispensable and dismissable, but highly compensated
for success. If they were compromised in any way, the US would deny any
involvement or knowledge of their actions; they had only themselves to
rely on.

The team had just dispatched off the USS Forrestal, a supercarrier
keeled in 1952 and commissioned into service in 1955; she was one of the
oldest in the fleet, but happened to be off the coast of Brazil when the
Commanding Officer (CO) received an urgent transmission from the
Department of Defense requiring The USS Forrestal’s full cooperation and
assistance - immediately.

The details were classified and the orders short and clear. 'Set
course to 268 degrees at 33 knots (her top speed), and ready the deck to
receive two Sikorsky SH-60 Seahawk helicopters. Refuel and resupply the
crew with a turn time of ten minutes or less. This is not a
drill.’

It was a scramble…a pit stop, and nothing more. The CO had no idea
who the men were, or why they came and went so fast, but it was easy to
see they were doing something urgent…something clandestine. The
choppers were back in the air in nine minutes flat.

The SH-60 Seahawk pilot checked his watch and estimated time of
arrival, noting they were still a minute behind the ideal threshold in
response time. He throttled up the aircraft slowly, careful to keep it
low in avoidance of radar detection by the Brazilian Government, despite
his assurance this mission retained international amnesty under a
special jurisdiction concerning unacknowledged projects…but better to
not put such things to the test.

Flying low over the grainy image of trees, the pilot abruptly
hammered down on the yoke, diving the SH-60 into a large depression and
riding the contours of his night vision topography like a rollercoaster,
always keeping a 20 meter gap to the floor (or less). A sharp upswing
jolted the helicopter passengers abruptly; shooting out of the
depression before leaping over a tree that stood higher than the others
in a quick up and down maneuver that kept them free of collision.

The squad leader sitting in the back spewed his displeasure with the
ride. “These fucking pilots think we’re on a Goddamned rollercoaster! Do
we have to whip over the top of every fucking tree!? 20 meters asshole!”
He didn’t transmit his displeasure over the headset to the pilot, but
his crew of five riding in the back weren’t spared.

The name ‘Yukon’ was sewn into his breast, and an ambient green light
made his blonde mustache look white, and highlighted the spittle of his
rant.

“And you know they’re up there smiling their asses off the whole
time!” One of the soldiers replied. ‘Squatch’ was sewn into his
breast.

“Assholes!” Yukon belted out, much to Squatch’s silent enjoyment.

A third solider spoke up. “With all due respect, I think it’s a
fucking blast, sir.”

“You would Sparky.” Yukon snarled, just before another
moment of pilot-initiated turbulence jostled him into the back wall. He
had had enough.

[Static] “Hey T-Bird, how about you get us there in one piece!”
[Static]

[Static] “Yessir, sorry sir. I’ll try to smooth those ones out.”
[Static]

[Static] “See that you do. Over and out.” [Static]

Yukon wanted to say so much more, but bit his tongue and returned to
the mission, sensing they were close to the drop. He scanned his team,
weighing their readiness for the mission, sizing them up.

All of them wore a patch with an unmarked black flag on their
shoulder, accompanied by a silver swirl stitched into their lapel - a
symbol of the galaxy, marking them as a first response reconnaissance
team to possible NHI encounters (non-human intelligence). More so, none
of them knew each other’s real name, only by their call signs sewn into
their uniforms. It was all by design - they did not exist…their ‘proof
of life’ records were destroyed. Each member traded a life of normalcy
for the greatest opportunity in history; to join an unacknowledged
operation tasked with investigating matters concerning NHI.

Despite the commonality of their decision to live unacknowledged,
they were all vastly unique in their contributions to the team.

Sparky was an engineer specializing in advanced propulsion theory,
whereas Squatch held numerous doctorates in organic chemistry, biology,
and zoology. Maestro contributed an uncanny strength in coding and
mathematics. Pearl was the squad medic, the only female in the group,
and contributed a unique mastery of language, symbolism, and
hieroglyphics. Lastly Yukon, the Alpha Squad leader and a former Vietnam
draftee who used the GI Bill to earn a doctorate in nuclear physics.

Each of the crew from both Alpha and Beta Squad had cut most of their
social ties from the rest of the world. They were the exact right people
for the job, and yet they still devolved to the locker room whenever
they got back together from their six-month hiatus - the good half of a
work schedule that demanded the other 6 months be continuous 24/7 work.
They had only been back a week from sabbatical, but they didn’t miss a
beat getting back into their groove.

“Hey Sparky - if there was a super hot alien down there just beggin
to bang, do ya hit it?” Squatch held a serious look on his face, as if
the scenario were remotely possible.

Pearl groaned. “Really gentleman, we’re finally back together and
this is what you want to talk about…what happened to asking about his
vacation!?”

Sparky ignored Pearl, replying matter-of-factly to Squatch’s crude
question. “Hm…well if its sexy…yeah, I’m down to jumpstart
interplanetary relations…let’s make some fucking alien babies!”

He grinned wide at Pearl as she snarled her disgust. “How the fuck do
I get stuck with you two idiots - every time!? Seriously, are
you actually scientists or just hairless fucking cavemen!? This is a
joke right!?”

“I’ll pull these pants down right now - where is that alien slut!?”
Sparky began unbuckling as if he were about to stand, keeping up the
charade - but Yukon was done playing.

“Sit the fuck down Sparky! And damnit Squatch, do you always gotta
stir shit up?! No more grab ass boys - it's game time!”

Squatch gave Pearl a wink, prompting her to flip him off before he
and Sparky responded with a ‘Yessir.’

Yukon continued. “I know this ain’t our first rodeo, and we’ve had
our share of duds…but this one has all the signs of being the real
McCoy. For those of you who have been around the block” He gave a nod of
respect to Sparky. “...you know it’s been a while since our last hot
one.” He then looked at everyone else - Maestro, Pearl, and
Squatch.

“The rest of you newbies are in for a treat! The mucks upstairs are
saying they’ve never seen anything like this before… Something is down
there gentlemen…and lady.” He nodded to Pearl and continued,
“WE NEED to be on our game tonight! SO quit the fuckin grab-ass and stay
Frosty - game time is now!”

Yukon stared at each of them to make sure his point was landing. This
time the entire cabin responded with a robust, “Yessir.”

“That’s more like it.” Yukon nodded, adding in a somber tone, “You
know the rule - Go, and Go again!”

“Hoo Rah!” The squad barked in response, just as the radio chirped to
life over their headsets and the lights turned from green to red,
casting everyone in a hellish hue.

[Static] “T-minus one minute Delta Force.” [Static] The pilot spoke
over the intercom to the crew of 5 in the rear, all roped and ready for
a descent that could be as high as 40 meters if they couldn’t find a
bald spot in the jungle to set 'em down.

Yukon initiated their deployment sequence.

[Static] “Radio Check - Yukon, over!” [Static] He started the
confirmation train. The other four all replied with a monotonous,
[Static] “Check.” [Static]

Squatch spoke next. [Static] “Squatch, check-check, over.”
[Static]

[Static] “Check.” [Static] The remaining team replied once more, each
taking a turn until everyone had individual radio confirmation.

[Static] “Go and go again gentlemen, and lady!” [Static] He
gave a nod to Pearl in between shouts. [Static] “Lock and Load! And
REMEMBER - this is a friendly mission…we do not fire unless fired upon!
Nobody shoots ET unless he shoots first, understood?!” [Static]

[Static] “Yessir.” [Static] They said in unison through the clicking
sounds of magazines being slammed into place and the familiar
slide-action clacks of their rifles chambering a round. The chopper
banked hard left, pulling up to a stop and slowly spinning around. The
pilot was looking for a place to touchdown, leaving the team on a
razor's edge - hoping for a spot to land…but ready to repel head first
into the unknown darkness if they must. The pilot came back over the
intercom.

[Static] “Delta Force - I can’t get this chopper on the deck, nothing
but jungle as far as we can see. Looks like you boys gotta make like
spiders. Elevation shows 28 meters to ground level - over.” [Static]

[Static] “Roger T-Bird. Say when and we’re out.” [Static]

[Static] “This is as good a spot as any Delta. Greenlight Go.”
[Static]

[Static] “Roger that T-Bird.” [Static] Yukon then turned to his
men.

[Static] “You heard it gentlemen - 25 meters conservative -
greenlight Go!” [Static] He then slid open the passenger side door while
Sparky opened the driver side. [Static] “Squatch GO! Pearl GO! Maestro
GO! Sparky GO! [Static]

The soldiers dove headfirst off both sides of the chopper in rapid
succession, their assault rifles hanging from their chests on carabiners
as they fell away into the void, rappelling downward. Their likeness to
spiders was further emphasized by the multi-lens night vision goggles
they wore over their helmets, giving the appearance of man-sized
arachnids silently dropping into the black jungle.

‘Stay frosty he says!’ Pearl grimaced to herself, holding
her breath as she crashed through the wispy leaves of the jungle canopy.
‘Nevermind we are diving through trees without an accurate read of
our distance to the ground - we have to worry if a fucking hostile ET is
waiting at the bottom!!’

Yukon watched Alpha Squad disappear into the black foliage below, and
confirming their safe exit, rappelled into the darkness.

He fell fast at first, knowing he had an easy 10 feet before the
canopy, but then slowed himself with the command of a veteran, easing
through the foliage that gently licked at his face with dewey kisses
from the cool night air. Yukon cut through the top layer of foliage like
a hot knife through butter before just missing a formidable branch,
reminding him there was still a measure of faith required for his job -
crashing through the jungle foliage in the darkness of night left no
guarantees.

As he slipped past the thick layer of sky-exposed foliage, his field
of view opened up, allowing him to gently float downward in short bursts
through a large fishbone branch high in the trees. It was warmer under
the canopy, and more humid, leaving him with the sensation he just
punctured himself into a giant lung.

The squad leader scanned his surroundings, immediately seeing jungle
creatures in crisp green and white images through his night vision
goggles: birds, snakes, and small tree mammals scurrying away from the
invasive human spiders descending from the sky.

Underneath the jungle canopy it was markedly darker, the colors
dulled in his digital field of vision - which suddenly lacked the
ambient light of the moon and stars to draw from. Even still, hot
objects, including human bodies, will give off heat in the form of
infrared light, using thermal imaging technology to capture that bit of
the spectrum. As such, he estimated his distance to the ground at 10
more meters, setting his depth on the men below him, huddled as they
were and glowing light green in high contrast.

He watched as Alpha Squad quickly freed themselves from their ropes,
prompting Yukon to make the most of his high vantage and get a visual on
Bravo Squad. He could see they were doing the same about 50 meters to
the east, having rappelled from the second Seahawk.

Yukon touched down with a flip forward, quickly freeing himself from
the rappel rope and depressing his radio transmission.

[Static] “Alpha 1 to Seahawk leader - we’re clear, over.”
[Static]

[Static] “Roger that Delta. Retrieving ropes and we’ll be on our way,
over.” [Static]

[Static] “Roger that Seahawk. See ya in a couple days, Delta Force -
over and out.” [Static]

[Static] “That’s a deal! And ah…good luck out there Delta. Seahawk
over and out.” [Static]

Yukon watched their lifelines get reeled up, just before the two
choppers sped away low and fast in the cover of darkness - back to the
USS Forrestal in the Atlantic.

When the helicopters were out of earshot, Yukon crouched down and
waved his men closer, speaking to the huddle in a low whisper. “We’re in
the hot zone now…whisper communication and hand signals only. Who’s got
North?”

Squatch perked up in silence, flashing the compass. He turned his
body and slowly karate chopped the air - pointing the direction in
silence.

Yukon whispered low. “OK, we know our drop is southeast of the mark,
which means we hold 315 degrees in spade formation. 10 meter gap, SPS
(step per second), one hour ‘til rest unless we find something
first. Questions?”

When nobody spoke up, Yukon continued. “Good. Sparky - Point. Squatch
- wild card. (center man) Pearl - LF (left flank) and Maestro - RF. I’ve
got the handle. We wait for Bravo Squad’s confirmation, then we
move.”



CHAPTER 38 - Ford Del Ray

The ‘81 Ford Del Ray splashed across the Boa Vista tarmac while Nerez
puffed on his cigar, peering out into the darkness, focusing on the
wreck.

The night was pitch black outside, but the blaze of the crash still
roared and offered a considerable orange luminescence despite the
inferno being located on the other end of the runway. The radiance
bounced off their faces from inside the car and cast harsh shadows as
the flames ebbed and flowed in the wind. The General saw his own face
reflected off the window, noticing a rare smile touching the corner of
his mouth; tonight would be a very important piece to the puzzle of his
personal pursuit - he knew it.

Nerez puffed proudly on the stogie, filling the cabin with fragrances
of old leather books and earthy spices; it was a welcome smell to the
occupants of the Del Ray…anything over the stench of the burning
pungence of ozone and burning oil. He gave a half turn of his head and
struck up a conversation in a uniquely jovial disposition, tearing
through the silence with a near-yell over the rain.

“Colonel Sanchez, can your radar tech confirm two bogies intercepted
SC 2120 earlier this evening?”

“Yes General...I too personally saw their signatures.”

“You did…?" The General replied with a new interest. "What can you
tell me about them, Colonel?”

“Not a lot sir. For starters, we have no understanding of how they
arrived in Brazilian airspace, or for that matter if they ever left.
What I can tell you is that their signatures appeared to be on a
comparable scale to SC 2120, and they matched the same vector like they
were escorting the plane…but only at first.”

“What do you mean?”

“Then...they all just disappeared.”

“What do you think happened…”

The Colonel paused, then replied, “I’m not sure General." his voice
indicated confusion. "They were easily visible...maintaining an exact
bearing, altitude, and speed as SC 2120. We continued to track them as
they moved east, not far behind SC 2120, but then all at once we lost
their signature, and never reacquired them.”

“Yes, that is consistent with other intel we have, although we have
alternative confirmation that they never left the point of contact,
rather they winked onto radar, and winked out - maybe in and out of the
jungle, as you indicated.” Nerez considered it and continued. “In either
case, 19 minutes later SC 2120 reappeared exactly where it was…what do
you make of that Colonel?”

“Probably multiple signatures, or faulty radar sweeps.”

“You could believe so many different sources of radar would
simultaneously experience a faulty glitch at the exact same moment?”

“No sir, I can’t believe that would happen.”

“Then what could this be…what is your assessment,
Colonel?”

The Colonel hesitated before gingerly replying, "The Americans, I
suppose." He looked down with a touch of nervousness.

"You don't believe that though, do you Colonel?" Nerez said
it with a stern tone...more a statement than a question.

The Colonel's eyes slowly lifted to meet Nerez’. "There's no other
explanation... And besides, they are landing people on the moon...who
knows what the Americans can do these days!?"

"But this isn't the first time you've seen unexplainable radar
signatures, is it Colonel?"

"The Americans?" The Colonel offered in a manner that indicated he
knew it wasn't the Americans, but would continue the naming convention
as a suitable placeholder. There was no way he'd risk his career with a
General via the acronym 'UFO.'

With a hint of anger and a placating tone the General sneered,
"Yes...the Americans...have you seen them
before - Colonel Sanchez?" Nerez growled through his teeth for having to
play such a stupid name game with the Colonel - maybe the man was a kiss
ass after all.

Sanchez paused, then carefully responded. "We have
sir…frequently. But all in the past, and nothing in a while -
and never like this."

"Like this…?"

"So close to another aircraft - the disappearance, the
reappearance.“

“Have you ever seen a bogie, such as this, engage in
anything you’d consider hostile?”

“No, and in my tenure here at Boa Vista we've never experienced a
downed aircraft after such an encounter. I’ve seen a handful of
unexplainable things, but nothing ever

like this." The Colonel replied.

"The other instances you’ve seen before tonight, what made
them…unexplainable?"

The Colonel forced a fake smile and then with hollow assurance
replied, "Many of the unexplainable ones we see are off on their own…at
altitudes too high, speeds too fast, and vector changes that would be
impossible for any modern day aircraft. Tonight's incident is unique due
to the various radar sweeps validating the same conclusion, but as for
the rest - it just doesn’t make sense. Maybe just radar glitches
General, as the military says it is."

Sanchez waited for a response, quietly watching Nerez scowl in
thought until he couldn’t bear the silence. The Colonel awkwardly filled
it. "Technology. We do what we can - right?"

Nerez ignored the Colonel's continued awkwardness…no doubt borne from
his fear to speak carefully, politically on this topic.

The truth is, the General saw this level of denial all the time when
he asked direct questions pertaining to UFO activity. He learned the
best approach was patience, and had to remind himself to ignore the
insecurities. Nobody who wanted to keep their job, let alone their
reputation as a sane person, would openly admit to all the
stuff they’ve seen in their tenure monitoring air space. In fact, most
techs in Brazil were instructed early in training not to wager any
guesses or categorize such instances as ‘phenomena’...rather they notate
such observations as technical glitches and move on.

Nerez had heard it many times as a result, and it was a clever reply
because a glitch makes sense; especially when something appears out of
nowhere and then later disappears just as easily, or changes numerous
directions rapidly, or jumps 50+ kilometers in a few seconds. That sort
of thing is impossible to any known technology, and quite simply
challenges the laws of physics as we know them. Inevitably, the techs
learn just how glitchy the equipment can be.

‘Glitches’ also suppress rumor-spreading, fear-mongering, and
speculation. And if a ‘glitch’ won't quite suffice due to mounting
counter evidence and/or alternate sources of verification - validating
the exact same time and place of a ‘glitch’ elsewhere, the ensuing
rationale was to then blame the Americans. After all, two different
radars do not glitch at the same time.

“Textbook reply.’ Nerez considered while listening carefully
to Sanchez, watching the man step lightly over the topic.

The General had the rank to not care or accept this roundabout way of
talking - to a point. He understood why they all did it, but it
was a pain in his ass nonetheless. In fact, his biggest challenge so far
was finding another officer, anyone really, who was confident enough to
speak freely. Tonight’s events were the closest he'd gotten in a while,
and if it meant proceeding with labeling this phenomena 'the
Americans'...so be it. Even still, he'd press the Colonel to extract
anything else he could. He continued.

"I don’t think it's the Americans, Colonel." Nerez said matter of
factly before asking, "I believe you were station chief here a couple
years ago, correct?"

"Yes General, that's correct."

"Then I trust you saw some of the unexplainable phenomena over the
Araguaia River, in Pará, Brazil...September 25th if I
recall…1980, was it?"

The Colonel's face darkened, and his tone became stern. "Yes sir…I
did."

"And do you believe that was the Americans too, Colonel, or
perhaps a glitch?" The General added a hint of mockery in his delivery,
and drove home his point. The Colonel took a defensive air. "We both
know that...situation... is still unknown and extremely
sensitive." He gave a side-glance to the driver as if to suggest the
General was bordering on recklessness at even the mention of such a top
secret incident in the presence of a lowly driver. Thankfully it
appeared the driver was doing his best to pay no attention to the
two.

Nerez ignored the Colonel’s non-verbal cue concerning the secrecy of
the matter in front of the driver, but simultaneously noticed they were
approaching their destination. "How is this any different Colonel?
We are being watched, and it is far beyond our ability to know
who...or how."

“Ahem…” the Colonel cleared his throat and made an overt gesture with
his head towards the driver, his eyes wide with shock as he looked at
the General and seemed to beg him to stop talking.

Picking up on the situation and not wanting any repercussions, the
driver interrupted in a neutral delivery as he pulled the car into a
covered turn-around in front of two large glass double doors marking the
main entrance. "We've arrived." He said gruffly.

The car came to a complete stop and the Colonel saw his opportunity
to dodge the question and angle for a subject change. Without a second
wasted he flung open his door and swung his legs out before assertively
opening the General's door, "Welcome to MTF General.”

He offered a hand for the General to pull himself up from his
seat.

General Nerez waved the Colonel’s hand away and stepped out of the
car under his own power. He paused, face to face with a moment of
murderous intimidation in his face and simply replied, "To be continued,
Colonel." He then turned toward the main entrance, clearly knowing
Colonel Sanchez was dodging, but opting to let it go - for now.

What mattered was that Nerez was learning what people knew, and
didn’t know.

The Colonel knew - that was clear. A lot of them knew...knew enough
to know something was up in their skies, smart enough to understand that
is all they knew, and scared enough to keep their fucking
mouths shut. The culture dictated that be the case - or else face the
consequences of humiliation and ostracization. It was the second time
Nerez mentally noted Sanchez was not the idiot he’d heard he was, and
Nerez didn't believe in coincidences. There was more to the man, and he
resolved to subtly keep his eye on the Colonel.

Together, they approached a pair of armed guards, each flanking their
respective door. The guards simultaneously offered a salute, for which
Nerez replied with an uninterested, "At ease." The guards opened their
corresponding doors, and the two officers entered.

Nerez scanned the entrance and saw the ceiling was the standard 8
feet high with fluorescent lights evenly spaced throughout. The
reception area was wide, but the architecture was decidedly
‘function-first’ with straight lines everywhere and a thin carpet over
concrete. ‘Drab’ would have been too kind of a description.

The room was cold and uninviting in tones of gray, with a vacant wood
laminate desk in the center. There were potted ferns selectively placed
in the corners, and a row of photographs hung on the walls - all former
presidents of Brazil in chronological order. Lastly, Nerez saw a pair of
Brazilian flags were in posts adjacent to the reception desk, which held
a small bell with a sign that read: ‘RING FOR HELP.’

Centered above the desk was a large sign that read: WELCOME TO BOA
VISTA AIR FORCE BASE



CHAPTER 39 - Cumati Spies Delta Force

The moon was waning crescent in the sign of Aquarius, 22 nights since
it was new, and Cumati understood it was a special moon - the moon from
his vision with the Aion thirteen years ago. He thought of the post in
his hut, the one he had been marking the years with a hatchet notch,
counting down to this day and staying up late because of it. Tonight he
watched the stars, stoking his fire while he puffed on his tobacco pipe
- waiting for a sign.

A brilliant shooting star passed overhead, cajoling a smile from the
old Chief; it was a good omen, but the hour was late and it wasn’t the
sign he needed. Besides, he frequently saw shooting stars.

Cumati stirred the coals once more in his boredom, sitting in the
dirt cross legged and weary-eyed, watching the shadows leap off the huts
of his fellow tribesman in between the licks of flame that jumped and
danced at his beckoning stick. He scratched his face, feeling strands of
white scraggled whiskers that speckled his dark face - something some
native men never lived long enough to see.

Time had been hard on him, he felt it every time he sat on the hard
earth, with each year seemingly getting more difficult; discovering
things he once took for granted had since become nagging. Aches and
pains were more common, and he grew tired from tasks he used to do
easily. The years had caught up to him, and yet he forged ahead,
convinced the world unknowingly relied on him - as told to him by a
powerful deity many moons ago.

Even still, doubt is a persistent mistress, requiring a strong mind
to fend off its temptations, and while Cumati was strong-minded, he
still worried the sign wouldn’t come…questioning everything he believed
true from his visions with the Aion. The thought weighed on his spirit,
tugging at his faith and testing his conviction, when at last his
eyelids drooped.

Head bobbing in and out of consciousness on the brink of slumber, his
ear picked up a faint roar in the distance. He held his breath and
leaned closer to the sound - positioning his ear just so, reaching out
to better hear the intricate notes of his attention…when there it was,
the distinct thrumming of a metal dragon in the distance -
beating its wings like a Warekena war drum.

“Whoomph-Whoomph-Whoomph-Whoomph-Whoomph.”

It had come…they had come - just as he saw in divination,
and in that moment his faith had never been stronger. It was the first
sign, and if the vision held true the beast would give birth to five
powerful wizards who had come to slay the Mae do Ouro. Events were now
in motion that made his heart-beat race at the enormity of his task,
assigned to him for the salvation of all mankind.

He swallowed hard, and reminded himself to take things one step at a
time, and the first step was to confirm this was in fact the first
sign…fearful that Jara, the popular spirit of mischief, heard his
heart’s desire and was playing a trick on him.

With haste, he gathered up a small pouch of personal effects for the
journey and slung a water jug over his shoulder, setting out to confirm
the metal dragon and its wizard hatchlings. He would travel light-footed
down the Sunset Trail, as the Warekena called it…the trail that
led due west.

Fifteen minutes later and picking his way through the jungle, he
lifted his nose to the air and sniffed his surroundings. He could smell
the rain was coming - a lot of rain, and quickened his step as a result;
if he was swift, he may even accomplish his mission before the deluge
arrived.

He moved spryly through the forest, as silent as a jaguar gliding
through the trees in darkness under the half moon, all the while blessed
with a clear night - a rare gem during the rainy season. Kuat and Lae
looked over him, staying the storm a little longer for his advantage -
he knew it.

His familiar feet found a winding animal trail, improving his
footspeed when suddenly he realized he couldn’t hear the dragon as
clearly as he could moments earlier - it was flying away, rapidly.

His heart leapt, and he focused on the bearing he needed to hold,
trusting its where the flying beast birthed the five wizards. It was of
vital importance that he confirmed this with his own eyes, not convinced
by sound alone, and grew worried he was too late. He hastened his
footsteps, and ten minutes later he had his answer…hearing the wizard’s
hushed conversation, which he likened to snakes, hissing constantly
between their words.

The wizards were loud and easy to spot, which only reinforced the
confidence they had in the jungle, assuming their power meant they never
had to concern themselves with stealth.

‘But surely they must fear the Mae do Ouro…’ Cumati
wondered, before they spoke once more, drawing his full attention.

Their snake-like talk scared him, and he resolved to keep his
distance, fearful of what they may do if they discovered him…concluding
they’d likely eat him. Besides, the Aion warned him these wizards could
see in the dark, ‘Just like a snake…’ he thought, concluding it
was imperative he remain extra cautious - always shielded himself behind
foliage as if it were broad daylight, never relying on the cover of
darkness alone, lest he risk exposing himself.

The concept was wild to Cumati…wizards so powerful they can see in
the dark, or fly to the moon (as Kapeeshwara said)…or in this instance,
even slay demi-gods for their gold. At least he assumed the wizards had
arrived to take the gold…why else would they bother to challenge a Mae
do Oura?

The hissing wizards began to spread out, all heading in the same
direction. His eyes strained to see through the dark shadows of night,
momentarily made darker by the first of a small storm cloud passing,
blocking the moonlight. He tried to channel the jaguar, having seen
through their eyes in Ayahuasca ceremonies - knowing their spirits also
visit the realm whenever the big cats chew the vines.

But his night-cat channeling had failed him; and only when the
limited moonlight returned from the overhead cloud passing, he
discovered there were not five wizards, but ten - each sticking to their
respective quintuplet covens.

‘Perhaps there were two dragons?’ He pondered while the
Delta Force moved north.

‘Towards the tranquil star - the one that never moved.’

He made note of their bearing. ‘They are heading straight for the
Mae do Ouro…straight to battle.’

Cumati felt his breath get taken away at the confirmation - the Aion
prophecy was thus far coming true. Carefully, he followed them…resolving
to keep his distance and watch a little longer - a battle between ten
wizards and a God.



CHAPTER 40 - Klink’s Files and the Solimoes Project

My files!?’

Klink felt himself spinning in the lonely despair of his office, high
in the Traffic Control Tower. The stress of it all was too much, a
breaking point for a man who may have already cracked.

With the shock crashing over him, he spied the half empty bottle of
scotch still tucked away in his desk, something he retreated to for a
nip in secret. He grabbed the bottle, removed the cap, and chugged half
of it down.

The scotch burned his throat but he didn’t care, instead welcoming
the pain of the physical to mask the torrent of the emotional.

‘STUPID FOOL!’

He berated himself; his private collection of notes for 'the
unexplainable' (as he called it) was gone. The only explanation was that
it was discovered and confiscated by SNI…and most dreadfully, his file
concerning the Solimões Project. The rest could be passed off as a
hobby, or he could play dumb…but his record of events on Solimões defied
a direct order from the highest ranking General in Brazil.

‘Is it a hobby or an obsession now, you idiot!?’

‘...but why am I still here?’ He thought in a moment of
panic…and then it hit him. ‘They simply don’t know the
contents…yet.'

‘It's only a matter of time.’

They would soon sift through those files, all the documentation he
kept in secret detailing all the strange phenomena during his tenure as
Tower Chief for Manaus. He always knew he should have just relied on his
memory and log what he witnessed at a later time - from the safety
of his home. But the first time he failed to recall some nuances he
knew stone-cold just hours earlier, he resolved it would be the last
time. He couldn’t risk losing the fidelity of the details captured
in the moment - he was too intrigued…or more fittingly,
obsessed.

‘Besides…’ he thought, ‘I never imagined anyone
confiscating my files!?’

The booze hit him, and he swirled in thought over all those entries
he kept…especially the one that left him pale with fear. The
Solimões Project - an incident in the late spring of 1978.

He blatantly disobeyed the orders of a commanding officer…and not
just any commanding officer, a violent man who was rumored to rise to
power with blood all over his own hands - General Nerez.

The General made it crystal clear but Klink ignored him, because
after all, it was the most transformative moment of his life. The Tower
Chief thought back to that life-changing event, back when he was known
as Wilhelm…

*****


Lieutenant Captain Wilhelm Magalhães sat at his radar station
pondering Brazil’s first match up in the World Cup, set to kick off in
less than 4 weeks.

He had a wager with his subordinate, and the two were confirming the
details of their bet when an unidentified aircraft gave a signature at
an extreme altitude, well above any elevation a typical aircraft would
fly. The two gave it a pass upon first discovery, assuming it was a
weather balloon, but a jump in its position instantly demanded their
full attention, mesmerized by what they were seeing.

Then it jumped again - 50 kilometers from its previous position,
albeit at the same approximate elevation. Then again, and again, and
again.

“You seein’ this shit, right?” Wilhelm pressed his subordinate while
his mouth hung open.

“Yessir. I did, but I don’t know how…”

Wilhelm lifted a cigarette to his lips and inhaled deeply, watching
the signature to see if it would ‘jump’ a 6th time…the previous jumps
were in opposing directions and many kilometers in span - each occurring
in seconds. It seemed to be zigzagging fast and erratically, all the
while staying right on top of his location.

“Maybe a glitch…”

But as he spoke the words the signature jumped once more, this time
back in the exact opposite direction, again, and again…and it was
suddenly descending rapidly, much lower in elevation with each leap,
crossing distances impossible in a mere second or two.

The two of them jumped in startlement.

“HOLY SHIT!” The subordinate yelled, joined by an indiscernible yell
of surprise from Wilhelm, who quickly tamped out his cigarette. It was
only moments after lighting it, but he had no time to smoke - not with
whatever they were tracking.

The commanding officer heard the commotion and hustled over. “Talk to
me gentleman, and don’t tell me it’s nothing…not with the both of you
acting like you just saw Maria João Brewster (the most famous Brazilian
model in 1978) naked! What the fuck has you boys rattled?”

“Sir.” Wilhelm Magalhaes answered, “From the best of our
understanding, we have an unknown aircraft directly above us…but it’s
making some impossible maneuvers - very high up. We’re not sure what
we’re looking at, sir.”

“How high up?”

Klink looked at his subordinate. “Mesosphere or Thermosphere…I can’t
remember, you?”

The subordinate was brand new to the navy, a young scrawny man with
thick glasses. Klink always assumed he wasn’t much good for fighting, so
they stuck him in a dark room in front of a screen; and he had to hand
it to whomever selected the kid’s assignment to radar - he was smart as
a whip.

The kid replied. “Well, Stratosphere is the limit for weather
balloons because the gas is too thin above that…I wanna say that tops
out at 50 kilometers. Then comes Mesosphere, and that’s easy to remember
because it's where meteorites burn up…ya know, Meso/Meteorite, and
anyhow that tops out around 90 kilometers…then of course we have the
Thermosphere from about 90 to 800 kilometers, then the exosphere
stretching out approximately 3000 kilom-”

The commanding officer lost his patience and broke in. “Is this a
fucking science class?! You two better not be fucking with me
Lieutenant! Nothing flies that high! What’s going on
here!?”

Klink shot upright. “No sir, we can confirm at least ten fast-moving
vector changes, all approximately 127 nautical miles up at the last
sweep, which is approximately 6 miles lower than the previous sweep, and
12 before that.”

The subordinate muttered to himself out of turn. “...so that would be
the Thermosphere…holy shit, that’s like Aurora Borealis heights!”
Drawing a look of annoyance from both Klink and the commanding officer
(CO).

The CO chose to ignore the subordinate and replied indignantly back
to Klink, knowing most aircraft stay between 1 and 6 nautical miles in
elevation, and nothing can move half as quick as the numbers Wilhem just
cited. “We must be experiencing a glitch, nothing flies that high or
moves that fast.”

“Agreed sir.” It wasn’t the first time Lieutenant Magalhaes had swept
signatures from those altitudes, but those signatures were slow and
constant - a weather balloon.

The CO grunted, studying the radar screen and seeing nothing. “So
we’re agreed then…a glitch or a weather balloon, maybe both. Keep an
eye-”

The CO stopped talking and leaned into the radar to witness another
dramatic jump on screen with his own eyes, just as six more appeared -
totaling seven bogies directly above them, materializing from
nowhere.

With the true nature of their mission known to only a few, he
stammered aloud, “Holy fuck…holy fucking shit…ah…” Suddenly he stood
tall and yelled, “BATTLE STATIONS!”

The lights immediately switched to red while a slow siren sounded
throughout the ship in and out of pitch like a doppler effect on repeat.
Approximately 200 crewmen scrambled into their positions aboard the
Independência, a Niterói-class frigate of the Brazilian Navy.
Much of the crew had no idea what was happening, but assumed it was
another war game intended to keep them on their toes.

What the crew didn’t know is that there was nothing routine
about their convoy. A truth the CO knew with acute clarity.

The truth was, Independencia was covertly operating on top-secret
orders for the purpose of uranium enrichment…a plan that started more
than a decade earlier and was finally coming to fruition. All but a
handful of the crew had any knowledge of their cargo - all ignorantly
instrumental in the Solimões Project.



*****

Klink recalled those moments like they were yesterday, having to
admit to himself that he too was ‘in the dark’ in those days, only
discovering the details of the mission years later through trusted
friends who remained in the service, along with some loose lips from
others and some pieces of the story recently declassified. Half of the
declassified content was bullshit too, Klink personally could attest to
the falsities of the ‘official reports’, but he was sworn to
secrecy.

Even still, he knew the truth.

*****


Back in the early 1960s, Brazil opened negotiations with France in
pursuit of a nuclear power reactor, but those were abandoned in 1964 in
favor of a deal with the United States, which gave Brazil a start in the
global nuclear race. Unfortunately, it was a start that would prove
inadequate for their goals of enrichment.

Defeated but undeterred, Brazil sought other options and ultimately
reached an agreement with West Germany that would result in the
construction of ten nuclear power plants. However, misfortune would
strike again.

Despite years of work after the completion of the sites, the
nuclear plants still had too little to show for their efforts.
Skepticism blossomed, calling into question the end results and the
adequacy of the returns from Brazil’s nuclear endeavors. But not all was
lost…wisely, the Brazilian military simultaneously enacted a second and
covert program running in parallel - an insurance policy to acquire a
nuclear weapons capability one way or another (should the project with
West Germany prove lackluster - as it did).

The Top-Secret effort was known as the Solimões Project, initiated
under military rule just as General Ernesto Nerez came into power as the
Director of SNI. It was among his first tasks in the pursuit of
elevating Brazil to the level of a global superpower, and he was asked
to spearhead the effort..to make Brazil a Nuclear Power.

Under the Solimões Project, every branch of the military was involved
and each was instructed to pursue their own unique methods - with none
subject to IAEA safeguards (International Atomic Energy Agency).

For instance, the Army chose graphite reactors suitable for plutonium
production, whereas the Air Force undertook research on laser enrichment
of uranium, and reportedly on nuclear weapons design and construction of
a nuclear test site.

The Brazilian Navy however, in cooperation with the Institute for
Energy and Nuclear Research (IPEN), began development of
ultracentrifuges for uranium enrichment. The Independência was
one of nine ships in a convoy transporting some of that sensitive
material, enroute to a laboratory-scale uranium centrifuge plant at
IPEN in São Paulo.

It was during that mission that the convoy ultimately detected seven
bogies on radar that appeared out of nowhere, defying gravity by
maintaining perfectly fixed points above them - coupled with rapid jumps
across the surface of the earth’s atmosphere.

Klink was the leading radar tech when the bogies were spotted, and if
he didn’t know any better, it was as if something was scanning, or
patrolling an area above them, a space convoy - for lack of a
better description.

The Admiral requested additional personnel, and soon the first mate
and the Director of Serviço Nacional de Informações (SNI), General
Nerez, crammed into the radar room with all of them: Klink, his
subordinate, and the Admiral. The General demanded answers, and soon
theories began flying in an attempt to rationalize the altitude of the
bogies, with everyone’s eyes on Klink to constantly gauge the radar
tech’s perspective.

One theory assumed it must be some new-era American helicopter, but
soon succumbed to acknowledging that the vacuum producing physics of a
rotating helicopter blade was utterly insufficient for such extreme
altitudes. More theories ensued, and there was no limit to the
fascinating stretches some took to rationalize something unknown.

Klink couldn’t bring himself to participate in the speculative
conjecture, already knowing what wasn’t being said and knowing they were
all wrong. Besides, it was easy to see he was well out of his weight
class amongst the brass cramming his workspace.

“Sir - look at it now!” The subordinate interrupted the debate,
immediately drawing everyone’s undivided attention.

The small crowd hunkered over Klink and his desk to monitor the UFOs,
when one more erupted into a series of physics-defying maneuvers…rapidly
jolting 20-30 kilometers in a second, hovering for a few minutes, and
then jolting to another point above them in another direction.

The remaining UFOs followed suit, blinking their locations on the
screen with 15 seconds here, the next moment there, all the while
approaching the Independência in jumps that better described
teleportation - sometimes making the leap in unison, sometimes moving
entirely independent of each other in an erratic dance.

“One is getting dramatically lower sir.” Klink broke the spell,
pointing his thick finger at the screen. “That one, now just five
kilometers above us, and closing fast if it keeps it up.”

The alarm revolved above, casting the faces of its occupants in a
wash of red light and shadow - back and forth while the buzzer sounded
in unison. A first mate suddenly rushed into the radar room with
something urgent.

“Apologies sir, but the crew has assumed battle stations, although we
are not able to establish a lock on the bogies. Your orders, sir?”

General Nerez cut in, answering for the Admiral. “Scramble the
Mirages.” That’s when Klink understood how powerful Nerez was.

The jets went supersonic from the mainland, making contact with the
UFOs in approximately five minutes. The roar of their engines were
deafening on arrival, a stark comparison to the silence of the silvery
discs above them, strange vehicles that hovered in place, reflecting
their position like a series of mirrors in the sky.

The Mirage Fighters initiated an aggressive fly-by, drawing cheers
from all the sailors on the ships deck, manning the guns and artillery
shells. When the jets came back around for a second pass, one of the
UFOs began to nose dive, drawing a Mirage Jet to follow. At
approximately 3 kilometers up, it became easily visible to spectators on
the deck…clearer with every second as it barreled toward them.

The anti-aircraft gun rumbled to life, turning in line and raising
the barrel slightly to take aim on the silver saucer that flew toward
them. Everyone held their breath, wondering if they would open fire, all
the while watching the UFO and the Mirage descend like dancers,
corkscrewing in a perfect spiral towards their ship. When they were just
1 kilometer above the convoy, the intricacies of the unknown object
slowly revealed themselves.

Most agreed it was saucer-shaped with a shiny metallic surface, and
no visible evidence of propulsion…no exhaust plume, no moving parts, and
no audible sound. It may as well have been a huge metallic hubcap
spiraling down in perfect precision. Suddenly and in audible response
from the deck, the UFO leaped ahead of the co-spiraling fighter jet in a
blur, accelerating downward into a theatrical dive into the ocean that
left almost no splash or disturbance to the water’s surface.

Naturally, it was expected that no known construction could withstand
the force of such an impact without catastropic damage, and yet, no
wreckage was found whatsoever - even after a 24-hour search involving
numerous aircraft and naval vessels. Some began to wonder if it happened
at all - especially because that is ultimately what they were told.

Whatever bullshit was ultimately filed away, the crew of the
Independência, as well as the crews from all other ships in the
convoy, witnessed the object plunge into the ocean at an unsurvivable
velocity...an estimated 700 kmh, just 300 meters off their stern.

Debates flared, and doubt crept in as to what exactly any of them
saw, with some of the crew members discounting it altogether, while
others crudely assembled a new narrative entirely. Klink recalled being
fascinated by it, by humans’ bizarre ability to block out inconvenient
truths, pointing to the absurdity of the event and omitting it from
their memory altogether.

Others concluded it was some sort of meteor that was in our
atmosphere before finally falling to earth. It was then that Nerez
understood the full power of suggestion and the compelling pull of
denial, and so he manufactured an explanation.

He coerced the Admiral and several other top officials to promote an
alternative observation of the event under the guise of national
security, and with their combined testimony they even fooled some
of their own team into believing the fictitious recap. As the leading
radar tech, Klink was one of the men specifically instructed to accept
Nerez’ recollection of the incident and support the General's version of
events, complete with his fraudulent signature.

Klink had no choice; he was forced to lie, and it burned at him.

‘How dare those fuckers force him into their cowardly
lies!’

The official report hypothesized the object was an American high
altitude weather balloon, and nothing more. It descended into radar
proximity when the balloon was mostly intact, but was likely compromised
for some unknown reason. When the convoy detected the balloon on radar
it still held enough hydrogen to maintain a consistent altitude, but as
it leaked it descended in a corkscrew pattern as the puncture
sporadically released the hydrogen gas. As the gasses emptied, the loft
of the metallic balloon diminished and without the counteracting force
of the lighter gasses, the balloon increased its velocity until the
final plunge into the ocean - giving the appearance it was accelerating.
Nothing broke apart because it was mostly latex, and nothing was
recovered because it all sank.

Simple.

Klink eventually got to read the report, and was so disgusted at the
gross fabrication of events he lost sleep over it, knowing the ‘official
report’ was all bullshit. It was no weather balloon…and there was
nothing man made that could make such instant and erratic jumps in
distance - many kilometers in a second. A miracle was witnessed, and
nobody was allowed to discuss it.

Worse, they had submitted a lie…he had submitted a lie. But
he knew the truth. It was a UFO, and it made his spine tingle in both
fear and fascination. Most importantly though, he watched General Nerez
understand the enormity of the event, and rather than honestly share
what they all saw, the General chose to make up some ridiculous story
that reeked of inaccuracies and was tattered with an all-too-convenient
lie, lazily executed.

It was an insulting alternative, made more insulting when so many
mouth-breathing idiots accepted it. Klink couldn’t stand it, and so he
was compelled to start a secret logbook of his own, to begin recording
the bizarre and unexplainable occurrences he witnessed throughout his
career.

And therein lies his problem - his personal and secret logbook was
confiscated by SNI.



*****

Klink snapped back to reality, and noticed his left hand was shaking
at the realization of his predicament and a half bottle of scotch in his
veins. He decided to get the hell outta the tower and home to decide
what, if anything, he should do.

With keys in hand he gave a hollow yell to Mario out the side of his
mouth, intending to stay cool and calm despite his panic, "I'm outta
here Mario...you look like you’re good for the night!"

"Just put in a fresh pot Klink - I'll be fine. Besides, the intern
will be in shortly."

Klink took a stutter step, "The intern?" Klink replied in surprise,
"Pookie is coming - at this hour!?"

"He called me a few hours ago...said he wanted to come in to 'learn
the night shift'...so I thought 'why not?’" Mario replied from his desk
with his back still to Klink, his eyes never left the monitor. “And
Klink, he really doesn’t like that name.”

"Ah yeah, just joking!"

He tried to cover it with another joke, “Don’t tell him I said that,
but if you could, ask him if my mom can borrow that necklace of his for
a ball she’s been invited to - haha!”

“I’m definitely not saying that, and Klink - you must be
getting tired because that was two misses in a row.”

“That’s where you’re dead wrong kid - those were both funny! And if
you had a funny bone in your body you’d know it!” Klink let out a belch
of scotch that even disgusted Mario.

“Damn boss… Hey, ah, you better get going…aren’t you coming back in
the morning to relieve me?!”

Klink replied in a stupor, feeling his alcohol a little more than he
intended. “Huh - ah? …Oh yes, as a matter of fact I am.”

“I thought so.” He began to study Klink a little more closely now
that the jocularity had ended.

Klink was visibly shaken but trying to mask it with bad jokes, and
Mario couldn’t figure out what looked off, “Damn boss, long night or
something?”

Klink could detect the change in Mario’s demeanor, and could tell the
young tech was studying him.

“VERY long. I better get home and hit the hay…have a good night…”

Klink quickly stepped outside, stopping at the top of the landing and
letting the door swing shut behind him. He leaned over and grabbed the
rail to keep his balance while his world spun. He barely kept it
together with Mario, and was thankful to get out of there when he did.
With a deep inhale he looked down the steep stairwell to the ground, not
quite ready to descend the 10 flights that best resembled a mash-up of
an exterior fire escape and metal scaffolding.

Ana had only just reached the bottom, making her way to her car, a
burnt umber brown 1976 Chevrolet Chevette with bald tires and a small
dent in the door. It was a small coupe with a fuel-efficient, albeit
gutless, 1.4 liter engine. The car wasn’t good for much, but perfect for
a young single woman on a budget...especially in light of the global gas
shortages in recent years.

Klink looked down at her from above with a yawn, but unlike his usual
self he didn’t make a corny parting comment.

Ana heard the door slam and glanced up expectantly. She was
appreciative when he didn’t give her another corny-send off, instead
watching the old man yawn like a tired lion. She smiled at the pattern
interrupt, acknowledging even Klink had his limits…she thought she’d
never see the day.

But, she knew if she stayed much longer the temptation may
hit him - she deftly ducked into her car and quickly shut the door. As
she fired up the engine she yawned at the thought of his yawning.

'What is it about other people yawning just at the sight or
mention of it?'

Realizing it was more than just the influence of another’s yawn (she
was genuinely exhausted), she pulled onto the road, turned on the radio,
and cracked the window in her best attempt to stay awake for the 30
minute drive home.



CHAPTER 41 - Sparky

Yukon looked south to the Bravo Squad, who was scurrying towards his
position, 25 meters away and closing. The white hot silhouettes of their
bodies glowed against a dull green background in his night vision, and
he stretched his arm up high above him, indicating for Bravo Squad to
hold their current position and await instruction.

Bravo immediately halted, huddled on guard while Talon, the Bravo
leader, held up an arm in return and began flashing hand signals back to
Yukon, starting with two fingers in a circular motion (the signal for
his Bravo Squad), just before the OK sign (indicating the entire team
was mission capable).

Yukon watched and signaled back, holding up a T shape with his two
hands followed by the number 2. (T minus 2 min) He then placed a karate
hand on his head (bearing), before flashing 3, 1, 5.

Bravo signaled back with a single thumbs up, understanding Alpha
Squad would depart immediately on a northwest bearing of 315 degrees,
and two minutes later Bravo Squad would follow in support at an
approximate 50 meter gap. They were sharp, efficient, and as silent as
they could possibly be.

Yukon tapped Sparky, flashed the bearing 3-1-5 once more before
pounding a fist into his open hand; he then stood up, prompting all men
to fall into formation - an arrowhead made from five points.

Sparky moved to the tip of the formation, approximately 15 meters in
front of the center man behind him, which was Squatch - who would move
as the intersection of the cross…or as Yukon called it, the Wild
Card. Ten meters to Squatch’s left walked Pearl, and ten meters to
Squatch’s right was Maestro.

Lastly, the base of the arrowhead was Yukon, allowing his role as the
squad leader the vantage point to see any emergent battles relative to
the entire team’s position.

The men crept slowly in formation, picking over fallen branches and
stepping through all manners of foliage, hoping to avoid an unlucky
misstep along the jungle floor.

Maestro began calculating the odds of his stepping on a lethal snake
- recalling the Amazon Rainforest was home to more than 40,000 species,
when suddenly he stepped into a dense grove and felt a new strangeness
in the air - a wave of humidity enveloped him, thick and cloying.

He sniffed at the air, which he found to be saturated with the rich,
earthy scent of decaying leaves mingling with a sharp tang of damp moss
he could practically taste. Something about it sharpened his senses -
every note of input was crisper, clearer. His hearing was amplified -
detecting every scampering rustle in every nook and cranny; and when he
scanned his surroundings the night vision goggles grew brighter,
illuminating the gnarled roots of towering kapok trees, twisting like
ancient fingers grasping for the sky.

He studied the trees and saw their massive trunks were draped in
vibrant green vines, snaking up the pillars with leaves that rustled
soft whispers in the night…something so visceral he could feel their
presence, as if they were trying to tell him something in a surreal
world.

Maestro wasn’t the only one who felt it.

As they proceeded in their bearing, Yukon caught himself overwhelmed
by the sweet, intoxicating aroma of night-blooming jasmine wafting
through the air, a stark contrast to the heavy scent of earth they just
passed. He too inhaled the ineffable fragrance deeply, while a
cornucopia of sounds rang out in the night - the sharp trill of cicadas
created a rhythmic backdrop to the evening symphony, while the hoot of
an owl punctuated the chorus with a note of mystery.

The haunting call of a nearby howler monkey rose above the noise,
prompting the team to squat defensively as the monkey repeated its call,
echoing through the trees with a deep guttural sound that seemed to
vibrate from the creature’s chest.

‘Sounding the alarm I suppose…’ Pearl thought to herself as
she scanned for the monkey down the barrel of her M4 Carbine. ‘We
are intruders in these creatures' secret and sacred world - they are
right to fear us.’

[Static] “Alpha Squad hold.” [Static] The request from Yukon was
nearly redundant as everyone was already crouched, but odd that he still
felt the need to hold their position - it was just a howler monkey.

[Static] “Push into that fog, due north. Low and slow - something
ain’t right with this air. Sparky, lead the way.” [Static]

Sparky’s boots squelched in the wet earth as he marched forward,
careful to avoid the thick patches of ferns that brushed against his
legs, knowing their feathery fronds appeared soft but were deceptively
sharp.

‘There was something funny about the air.’

Sparky felt it too, overtly perspicacious to his surroundings. Every
crack of a twig or rustle of leaves heightened his senses, every shadow
seemed to pulse with life so much so that he felt ‘one’ with the jungle,
somehow connecting with everything around him…the trees, the water, the
insects - everything was connected.

A flash of movement caught his attention and a pair of eyes glinted
back at him in the darkness. He whipped his gun up and took aim,
studying the eyes through his ACOG scope. He saw it was a capuchin
monkey perched on a branch, its furry body was a vivid green in the
night vision field of view.

The monkey stared back, with flecks of gold that jumped off its
digital silhouette.

‘Damn prototype equipment.’ He cursed to himself, perturbed
by the holographic sparks leaping from the monkey.

The capuchin suddenly began hissing violently and emitting a low
grunt; a call Sparky supposed was intended for the monkey’s unseen
companions.

He smirked at the monkey’s attempt to intimidate a human, the
deadliest creature on earth, but how could it begin to understand how
dangerous a human really was? The monkey’s capacity for understanding
was so far below mankind…it couldn’t begin to comprehend the
advancements of its evolved human cousin.

Without warning, a howler monkey shrieked from behind them, prompting
a mix of sounds that seemed to waffle between threatening warnings, and
outright fear.

‘We all fear the unknown.”

Sparky thought to himself, when something stole his attention again -
this time a strange glow due north, just beyond the monkey. He
aimed his scope toward the bizarre glow…whatever it was, and concluded
he was going to investigate, pulling his team slightly off target as the
tip of the formation.

[Static] “There’s something in those bushes - I’m going to
investigate.” [Static]

The news got Yukon’s immediate attention. [Static] “Roger Sparky.
Squatch - cover him.” [Static]

[Static] “Yessir.” [Static]

Sparky picked his way forward, drawn to some iridescent glow beyond a
row of ferns. When he finally pushed past them, he stared down at the
ground in awe.

As best he could tell, it was a patch of bioluminescent fungi
covering the damp soil, casting an eerie greenish light that flickered
and danced just beyond its bumpy flesh. He removed his night-vision
goggles, taken aback by the bizarre light show. The fungi flashed and
pulsated short beams of plasmic light a meter off the surface, leaving
him mesmerized.

Sparky wasn’t sure how long he’d been staring into its hypnotic light
show, but when he noticed the entire squad had joined him, he assumed he
was in a trance for several minutes. Yukon’s eyes fixed on the glow,
trying unsuccessfully to make sense of the visual phenomena and
forgetting the mission, abandoning all fear until a rustling nearby
snapped him back to reality.

Yukon swung his rifle in aim of the sound, heart pounding and
scanning the underbrush. A moment later, another capuchin monkey darted
across their path, easy to spot as it too displayed wispy sparks of
golden light emanating from its digital silhouette.

The capuchin froze for an instant, staring back at Yukon and
motioning with its small hand to follow it.

Yukon couldn’t believe his eyes. It smiled at him, and then once more
waved its hand in a gesture that encouraged Yukon to follow.

The squad leader was flabbergasted, turning to his men to see if
anyone else had noticed.

[Static] “Anyone see that!?” [Static]

[Static] “See what?” [Static]

Yukon looked back to the Capuchin once more, but it was already gone,
evidently disappearing into the foliage. They didn’t see it, nobody did
but him.

‘What the fuck was that?’

Suddenly a burst of light pulled his focus back to the glowing moss,
he pressed a vox button on his headset and whispered his communication.
[Static] “Can anyone identify what this pulsating moss shit is?
[Static]

Pearl replied in amazement. [Static] “Whatever it is, I don’t think
we should get too close.” [Static]

The team all nervously took a step back, and Yukon spoke again,
directing his question to the botanist on the team.

[Static] “Squatch - What have we got here?” [Static]

[Static] “Well I’d have to take some samples, but at first glance I
assumed basic bioluminescence - chemical luciferin (a light-emitting
molecule) and luciferase (an enzyme) combining to produce photons of
light. But I dunno, I think this is something more - I’ve never seen
anything like it… I’m going to need a sample.” [Static]

[Static] “No samples. And if nobody has any understanding of what
this is, we mark its coordinates and steer clear. I shouldn’t have to
remind anyone why we’re here. If we don’t know it’s from earth, we don’t
touch it. Back to formation, back to silence. Sparky, set it up - back
to our original heading - 315 SPS 1H-R. We move now. Over and out.”
[Static]

Sparky spoke up. [Static] “One moment sir.” [Static]

[Static] “What is it, Sparky?” [Static]

[Static] “Assuming ya’ll see what I’m seeing, this here looks like
the northern lights on a miniscule scale.” [Static]

Yukon grew annoyed. [Static] “Yeah, we all see it, but unless you
have a point I don’t care how pretty it is, we need to stay on
the mission.” [Static]

[Static] “Sir, this might be the mission. If this is in fact aurora
borealis, or the effects thereof, then it means a stream of protons and
electrons are passing through us right now, as they always do, except
when they reach this fungi they are deflected, just as the earth’s
magnetic field deflects solar winds. [Static]

[Static] “What’s your point Sparky?” [Static]

Maestro cut in. [Static] “His point, sir, is that something extremely
magnetic is under that fungus.” [Static]

[Static] “Magnetic…or a LOT of gravity, forcing the
microparticles into 2-D, quasi-2-D and stressed 3-D systems.” [Static]
Sparky replied.

[Static] “Oooh - 2D plasma. Prettttty.” [Static] Squatch mocked.

[Static] “While you idiots are staring at the ground, how about you
look up.” [Static] Pearl pointed up into the canopy, adding, [Static]
“How the hell did our pilots miss that?” [Static]

Alpha Squad looked up into the starry sky, a huge circular gap in the
canopy was present, oddly symmetrical and not far from their present
location.

[Static] “It's a giant hole in the canopy…wonder what the hell that
could be?” [Static] Maestro said curiously, just before Yukon got down
to business.

[Static] “Change of destination - we go there, NOW. Alpha Squad, back
in formation. Pearl, mark these coordinates. Sparky - lead the way.”
[Static]

The team jolted back into formation, seconds later picking through
the jungle once more. Alpha Squad followed Sparky, each of them looking
up at the hole in the sky as much as they scanned their
surroundings.

One hundred meters later, Sparky stopped at the edge of a huge crater
in the jungle, barren of life with no grass or visible life…despite
their being in one of the most abundant and diverse landscapes in the
world.

They scanned the crater from right to left, noting a huge mound of
tangled trees and rocks haphazardly arranged in the middle of the barren
circle, giving it the appearance of something more akin to a ring. It
was odd and eerie, unnatural.

More bizarre, all the trees beyond the dirt ring still leaned in,
aggressively bowing over the top of the mound from all angles and nearly
closing off the night sky despite the huge gap in the underlayment
beneath the thick canopy.

[Static] “I’ve never seen trees do that before.” [Static] Pearl
stated in amazement.

[Static] “What are those - rubber trees?” [Static] Maestro added with
wonder.

[Static] “Who fucking cares what the tree species is Maestro.”
[Static] Sparky chimed in.

[Static] “Quiet, both of you.” [Static] Yukon commanded, just as
Sparky picked up a stick and whipped it out toward the mound. Its arc
was high and it tumbled slow and consistent, except it seemed to be
moving faster the further it went, and rather than falling back to earth
after reaching its natural apex, it was instead pulled violently toward
the mound with a seemingly magnetic force - flying the vast distance
across the barren landscape until it ricocheted off some trees atop that
bizarre hilly oasis in the middle of the crater.

[Static] “What the fuck?” [Static] Yukon said quietly in alarm.

[Static] “Last I checked, sticks aren’t magnetic. Like I said, I
think we’re dealing with a LOT of gravity.” [Static] Sparky stated
matter-of-factly.

[Static] “But that's impossible! Whatever we just saw can’t be
gravity…the effect of gravity is an inverse square proportion
between mass and distance.” [Static] Maestro said in a lecturing
manner.

[Static] “He’s right.” [Static] Yukon smirked to Sparky.

[Static] “He’s a fucking mathematician. Leave the physics to-”

[Static] “A physicist.” Yukon interrupted. “Yeah - I agree”
he added smugly, “Which is why I suspect you may both be right. SO until
we can learn more, nobody gets too close to it.” [Static]

[Static] “English please.” [Static] Pearl asked.

Maestro mocked. [Static] “He no want you too close, may fall down, go
boom.” [Static]

[Static] “No shit Einstein.” [Static] Pearl glared.

Yukon ignored them both and continued. [Static] “I’m saying if we
consider that mound is at the center of the gravitational field…and it’s
about 90 meters away, then the effect we feel should be about 1/8000th
less - 1/8100th to be exact…because 81 is the square of 9. Be that as it
may for distance, it still doesn’t explain mass. 1/8100th of that mound
is insignificant to 1/8100th of say, a rocky planet like earth. So
unless that mound is made of matter denser than a neutron star, gravity
didn’t make it fly backwards.” [Static]

[Static] “In other words, we can’t feel much from right here…but
another 50 meters closer could make things interesting - if that were in
fact the case...” [Static] Pearl said quizzingly.

[Static] “There’s one way to find out.” [Static] Sparky began walking
forward. [Static] “I’ll get a little closer to try and feel something.”
[Static]

[Static] “Sparky - NO!” [Static] Yukon yelled, causing Sparky to
stumble to the ground. He stuck his arms out to break his fall, but
instead began sliding immediately toward the mound. His arms flung wide,
grasping at anything to slow the pull, but the substrate was a loose
material of ash and sand, there was nothing for him to grab.

He slowly slid, kicking his feet to try and dig in his approach to
the middle. [Static] “Something is pulling me in - I, I…I need help!”
[Static]

Sparky skidded further towards the mound until his finger nails
slashed into a firm bit of earth.

[Static] “Sparky - hang on!” [Static] Yukon yelled, grabbing at his
rope to throw to Sparky.

[Static] “I don’t know how much longer I can hold this - it’s fucking
strong!” [Static]

The bulk of rope twirled and lassoed through the air, successfully
falling across Sparky’s back. He let go of his precarious grip of dirt,
jerkidly grabbing the end of rope with both hands and securing a firm
grip, still sliding until the slack ran out. When it had, Yukon lurched
forward, holding the other end and feeling the pull through the tautness
of the rope. It was too much for him.

[Static] “Squatch, Maestro - I need help - NOW!” [Static]

Squatch ran to Yukon, bear hugging him while Maestro grabbed the rope
just beyond Yukon’s grip. Together they all pulled, but it was too
rapid, instead yarding the line through Sparky’s hands, causing him to
let go and fall backward toward the mound.

Alpha Squad watched as Sparky took flight, flailing backwards into
the air as if he had fallen off a building sideways, falling parallel
with the earth. His arms waved and his feet kicked, attempting to right
his balance in a mid-flight fall with a wail of terror until at last he
hit the mound with a thud - three meters high.

He hit hard, and his body flattened to the wall of the mound.
Bizarrely, his body didn’t succumb to earth's gravity, rather he was
pinned back against the wall half way up, pulled tight by some magnetic
force nobody could see or understand - suspending him against the rock
walls of the mound in the center of the crater.

Badly hurt but still alive, he moaned in pain with the appearance he
was levitating. His radio was broken, but they heard him all the
same.

“Arghhhhh.” He muttered in disorientation.

[Static] “He’s still alive!” [Static] Pearl said in desperate relief,
instinctively stepping into the dirt ring to rescue Sparky without
thinking her actions through.

[Static] “NOO!” [Static] The squad collectively yelled, halting Pearl
abruptly, with one foot in the ring, and one still out.

Instantly the tree canopy overhead whipped upward from its previously
bent shape, heavily pronounced by the loud crash of leaves and branches
simultaneously standing more upright than they had just a moment
earlier. The commotion had a chain reaction. All manners of critters
screeched and howled in response, even Alpha squad, who dove for cover
while pointing their guns defensively at the sounds - frantically waving
their rifles up into the trees in every which direction expecting an
attack.

After a minute of suspense, Squatch broke the silence with a whisper
through the intercom.

[Static] “I’m not sure what physics we’re witnessing, but this is
Goddamned mysterious.” [Static]

Somehow the words eased everyone’s tension. Pearl lifted herself from
a crouch, craning her head upwards and taking in the night sky with awe.
The circle of trees opened up like a great eye in the jungle, its pupil
the starry night.

Sparky suddenly fell to the ground from his previously-pinned perch,
landing awkwardly with a loud snap. Pearl knew immediately it was the
sound of bones breaking.

“OH fuuuuuuck. I think my back is broken! Ahhhhh!”

Sparky screamed out into the jungle night, but the team ignored him
for a moment longer, suddenly aware of something mysterious happening
behind their injured comrade. It seems the mound in the middle that
Sparky was formerly pinned to, slowly began crumbling. Rocks and debris
began falling away, no longer under the previous forceful effects.

Squatch spoke first, quietly and matter-of-factly. [Static] “Somebody
just cut the power… [Static]

Maestro chimed in ominously. [Static] “I think it was her.”
[Static]

The entire team looked at Pearl, who stood staring back at them with
a dumbfounded look on her face, just as Yukon heard a new voice come
through his headset on the dualband.

[Static] “Bravo to Alpha - Can you tell me what the hell just
happened!? - Over.” [Static] It was Talon, Bravo Leader whose job was
literally to support Alpha Squad.

[Static] “Yeah…but I’d rather do it in person, Bravo. Let’s
rendezvous on my location. I’ve got a man down and we need to level-set.
Over.” [Static]

[Static] “Roger that Alpha leader, Bravo Squad inbound on the double.
Over and out.” [Static]



CHAPTER 42 - Ana Drives Home

There wasn't much on the radio at that hour, as many of her favorite
stations had signed off for the evening, leaving nothing but dead
air.

Ana turned the dial to a late night talk radio program discussing
current political events. The host was talking with a guest about the
most recent threat FARC was posing to Brazilian stability.

She sighed at the mention of FARC, 'Always focused on FARC and
the threat of communism' she thought as she yawned again.

As boring as she found it, she turned it up to stay awake - the two
radio voices seemed to be arguing about something lively; and if it kept
her awake, she didn’t care.

The radio host retorted to something Ana had missed, "With all due
respect Mr. Menendez, the 'Peoples Army' (he said in a mocking tone) are
nothing more than a handful of zealot children with sour grapes and
guns. Why haven't we snuffed out this problem already...frankly years
ago!? We must do it now before their poison gets real legs via mutual
partnerships with the drug cartels!"

The guest calmly replied, "Please - not again with the drug cartels.
Aside from that, for once I agree with you. The Revolutionary Armed
Forces of Columbia are in fact still small, but unfortunately we
have reliable evidence that their beliefs are spreading in a very grass
roots manner. They are not insignificant and it would be a mistake to
assume so. It is at this crossroads that we need to take them even more
seriously. Now…do I believe they will turn to the drug cartels - No. DO
I believe this must be done without the American CIA -
YES!"

The host replied, "Drug Cartels or not, if Colombian President
Betancur will remove them like the cancers they are - GREAT, but if he
won’t…then I DO support Triple A in their mission to end the extortion,
kidnapping, theft, and drug trade the”…he paused and then added with an
extra note of disgust, "...the People's Army - ugh, I can’t
even say it… What these CRIMINALS are known for! If the Americans want
to help us take out the trash, let them!"

Ana was exhausted with all the talk of Colombia's challenges in
recent years, but she knew AAA was not the solution. The alleged
far-right paramilitary organization known as the American Anti-Communist
Alliance (also AAA or Triple A) started a terror campaign against
Colombian communists, which included bombings, kidnappings and
assassinations - precisely the actions they accused FARC of. It was
hypocrisy at its best, and a license to murder at its worst.

The radio guest responded in turn, "AAA is not the solution! I think
I speak for all of Brazil when I say we do not need the
Americans yet again meddling in our backyard under the premise
of 'stopping communism.' Brazil will not become another Banana Republic
to America! And believe it or not, I also agree with you sir in that we
must leave this up to President Betancur. BUT, to consider AAA as a
viable solution is a terrible proposition we cannot entertain. Are you
aware that some estimates have AAA as responsible for 80% of the
civilian deaths during the late 70s through bombings, kidnappings, and
assassinations that they claim responsibility for? ...contrarily, FARC
is estimated at just 12%... Now you tell me what's worse in this case
sir, the illness or 'the cure'!?"

"Rhetoric and hearsay! That's what I have to say to that,
Mr. Menendez! Don't believe all the hype or you yourself may
become known as a FARC sympathizer!”

“OH PLEASE!”

“All I’m saying is…WE NEED to get ahead of this before they gain a
toehold, a toehold that the drug cartels CAN and WILL give them! You say
no such thing will happen, but did you know Pablo Escobar is a known
FARC member?!"

The guest, evidently Mr. Menendez, laughed in response.

"Oh come now!? And you say 'rhetoric' to me!? Pablo Escobar is quoted
as disassociating with the guerrillas...something about how 'it hurt his
personal dignity' and that he is a man of investment and therefore
cannot sympathize with guerillas who destroy property. These
paramilitary groups want -"

-CLICK-

Ana had enough - another talk show filled with bickering and
opinions, but it had woken her up, and so in a more alert state, she
changed the radio to a station playing classical music, a recording that
would play through the night for all the insomniacs.

To her pleasant surprise, one of her all time favorites was playing,
The Swan by Camille Saint-Saëns. She turned it up as she sped
west through the black jungle road between the airfield and Santa
Maria - the small town where she lived. The music blasted loud in
her ears; and feeling invigorated she raced ahead, nearly outrunning the
range of her weak headlights.

The smell of impending rain seemed to penetrate the cabin in the
night air, and she stepped on the gas a little more, hoping to beat the
weather and feeling exhilarated just before the car’s rear end broke
loose, subtly fishtailing through the last turn. It must have given her
a shot of adrenaline as she suddenly felt wide awake. With a smirk on
her face, she debated to see if she could push it more…but a crash of
emotion flooded her mind over the thought of her unborn baby, and a deep
desire to not risk anything to jeopardize it.

She eased off the gas and pressed hard on the brakes, aware of the
sharp turn ahead and choosing to play it safe. But what Ana and most
owners of the 1976 Chevrolet Chevette did not know (until it was too
late), is that a common failure occurred with the repeated force of the
drivers foot from every day braking, which often resulted in fatigued
(and eventually cracked and broken) firewalls where the brake pedal is
located.

In a panic she discovered her foot was suddenly stuck in the ‘wall of
the car’...she could not take her foot off the brake, and immediately
felt the tires lock, casting the car into an uncontrollable skid.

The Chevette careened over and up the ditch, launching it airborne.
Ana felt the weightlessness and the g-force of her body spinning as the
car barrel-rolled in the air, and she thought of her unborn child, just
before her world went black.



CHAPTER 43 - Smell the Water

In the silence and solitude of the early hours just past midnight,
Arys awoke to find himself in a mysterious room. It was too dark to tell
exactly where he was, and the only source of light came from under a
door, which he assumed was a door to a hallway.

‘A hallway to what?’ he wondered before realizing, ‘I
have no idea where I am…or how I got here?

His eyes groggily searched to see if there was anything that could
jog his memory; slowly adjusting to the details of the room hazily
coming into view.

He laid on a small bed in the corner of (whatever room he was in)
against a wall with a nightstand on the other side. He examined the room
for other furniture and saw there was no dresser, but realized he didn’t
know if he had luggage, and why should he? In fact, when he looked down
to see what clothes he was wearing, he was shocked to discover he sat
alone in a hospital gown.

‘But this isn’t exactly a hospital…this feels more like a
cleaned-up prison cell…?’

The fear of the thought coursed through his veins, vanquishing the
groggy feeling from having just woken up and spring to life a new
alertness. His eyes darted about the room more quickly, and the more he
looked about, the more his eyes adjusted to the darkness, eventually
allowing the room to reveal itself in the darkness.

The walls were a drab off-white color with a 12 inch band of
turquoise green that horizontally striped the room, approximately 1.5
meters up. There was a lamp and a rotary dial phone with a laminated
number adhered to the nightstand for the nurse staff. The only other
furniture in the room was a small desk and chair, in addition to the bed
he lay on - all of which were on casters, including his bed, which he
suddenly noticed wasn’t a bed, but a gurney.

He considered how loud casters must sound as they clicked across the
tile floor, and that’s when he realized how quiet the room was - it was
unsettling. He couldn’t hear…anything.

‘If this is a hospital, where are all the people?’ he
wondered, trying to remain calm and logical. Despite his best efforts,
Arys felt himself grow tense; his eyes continued to scan for additional
clues while the dark room slowly came into focus.

The entire space was stark and bereft of color - with a sterile tinge
in the air. He lifted his nose and picked up the faint smell of ammonia,
which actually relieved him to have some measure of sensory input,
breaking the otherwise overwhelming feeling of solitude and sensory
deprivation. It also meant the space he was in was clean.

Sniffing at the ammonia, he detected something else…wet, by the door.
Water.

‘I don’t think I’ve ever smelled water so clearly before…?’
he pondered, tracing the source of the water back to a small alcove in
the wall, where a modest bathroom was located.

‘It is water!’

He laughed aloud to himself, alone in the dark strange room.

With the confirmation of actually smelling water, he breathed in
deeply, drawing in all that the water could tell him through its scent.
Hints of minerals opened themselves up to him, the porcelain chimed out
distinctly, and suddenly he knew the water’s approximate temperature -
somehow by the way it smelled. Intrinsically knowing he could detect the
level of excitement in the molecules…more active for hot water, more
still for cold.

Arys drew in its fragrance once more, setting his focus to the
naturalness of water - distinct from all the artificial in the room, the
plastics, the rubbers, the glue and paint - things he had never noticed
before in his life…so much unnatural. Contrarily, the water possessed
something soothing and powerful, a connection to nature he felt more
strongly than anything else in the room.

Amazed at his ability to identify something so clearly and
completely, he opened up his life force to the water across the room,
and felt as though he were one with it. Its vibrations were his
vibrations, and when he changed the tempo of those vibrations through
thought alone, the objects of his desire harmonized to his tune in
return. He could feel the water temperature from across the room with
his mind.

Amazed at this newly discovered sixth sense, he decided to push his
limits further. He reached out in his minds’ eye for a mental image of
the bathroom - a form of remote viewing or astral projection. The shape
of the sink and toilet began to materialize in his head, slowly he could
see inside the bathroom with complete clarity in his mind’s eye, all the
while remaining on the gurney from across the room.

Suddenly something severed his connection. Arys felt the disturbance
and instantly pulled his energy back, coalescing in a tight and
protective shell of white light he imagined around his being, and he
knew what probed at his being.

‘Somebody is watching me?!’

The moment of shock disappeared as quickly as it came on; calming
himself quickly and completely, and once more ‘reaching out’ with all
his being. He imagined a large ping of energy bursting away from him in
a flash, just as a submarine would ping a burst of sound-leveraging
echolocation to reveal an enemy underwater.

He had his response instantly - all mapped in his mind’s eye.

A man was gazing at him to his left, approximately 7 meters away.
Arys squinted in the direction and saw a wall-sized mirror in the
shadows. It seamlessly fit into the trim of the room, with no visible
frame. It was a wonder he hadn’t noticed it prior, but with his eyes now
adjusted he saw himself in the dim mirror…and knew that just beyond his
own reflection existed another man - watching him.

***

General Nerez stood on the other side of the mirror, examining Arys
with great interest. A curl of smoke rose from a cigar he held low near
his hip. He lifted it to his lips and took a slow draw as he peered
intently at Arys, who had abruptly stopped laughing like a crazy person
and was now quizzically looking back at the mirror - seemingly right at
the General with a knowing intelligence that was unmistakable in his
eyes, accompanied with a new and quiet calm.

'Interesting.' thought the General, recalling Agent
Lauring’s warning and attempting to discern if the eye contact they
seemed to hold was merely a coincidence.

***

Arys reached out and felt the man’s life force, gently probing his
energy. He felt the man’s aura, and knew the man was his captor; more
so, he would remain his prisoner indefinitely, because the man wanted
something from him…or to learn something from him?

Arys probed further when abruptly he recoiled. A piercing of pain
coursed through him, as if his finger grazed over something hot. He
revisited it gingerly, and discovered there was a great deal of evil in
the man…but interestingly, the evil was not exactly his own. The man had
a dark and powerful passenger - a second entity who didn’t want Arys
probing.

Arys pulled away, back to the physical realm and back to using his
biological eyes, left to see only his reflection in the mirror…the
mirror he had just looked beyond, somehow via another plane of
reality - another consciousness with another eye.

Sitting upright in his bed, he studied himself in the mirror as if
he’d never seen himself before. He noticed his slightly large nose and
squinty eyes beneath messy dark hair, and it struck him as funny at how
much he suddenly loved himself, but not in an arrogant or hierarchical
sense, he just loved all his quirks and the exact makeup that was his
flesh being for this stint of life. He was the most unique being in the
universe, as was every other being.

More so, somehow he knew he had lived so many lives before, and had
been so many shapes and sizes through each lifetime, each trial of
existence in this plane. His reflection was merely the latest avatar his
consciousness wore, unique and quirky and perfect, exactly the way
nature made him. Like a child, he didn’t judge himself so harshly, the
way adults often do; he would never do that again. He had
awakened, perhaps not fully, but he was now too wise to judge
such trifling qualities, instead acknowledging that he merely saw a
human being in reflection, pure and simple.

At the same time, he almost felt a sense of dissociation with his
body, struggling to decide if the flesh-covered skeleton was more
foreign or intimate. He knew it was a weird thing to think, and searched
for a comparison before realizing his own reflection elicited the same
reaction he saw with animals. Take a bird for example, in that humans
are unable to distinguish what might make two of the same species of
bird, beautiful, or ugly. As such, he didn’t attach any adjectives to
his reflection…rather when he saw himself, he just saw a human being…the
same as looking at a bird, beautiful and magnificent just as it was. And
like all birds of the same species, one human could have easily
represented all humans…at least as far as a bird was concerned.

He smiled at the thought experiment. It was such an obvious feeling,
and he smirked at all the things he used to be insecure about as a
human, imagining how silly it would be if birds shared those same
insecurities…concerned if their beak was too big or too small, if their
body was too fat or too thin, or if their head plumes were too short or
too long.

‘Perhaps birds do think of themselves in such ways!’

Arys laughed out loud at the thought, but somehow knew birds do not
concern themselves with such absurdities…it’s only humans that have that
sort of neurosis, straining to make themselves into something or someone
else under the premise it will make them somehow better, even when their
most beautiful self is as easy as simply embracing their
authenticity. The more authentic, the more beautiful.

Arys considered the enduring honesty in a bald comedian with a
fantastic bald joke, a plus size woman in a bikini and with all the
confidence of a supermodel, or a child who believes they can be
anything when they grow up.

‘Why must the innocence of children erode, and at what age does
it happen?’

Eventually all children lose their innocence, growing to adulthood
and in their neurosis, compete to the death with each other
despite each having good and plentiful lives, resources, and security.
Sparta and Athens, the French and the English, the Chinese and Japanese,
the Indians and the Pakistanis…and so on, and so on. The primary cause
is almost always rooted in wanting more - exuberant wealth and
power, levels of greed to rival kings and empires long past…sociopaths,
dark men.

Strangely, he could relate on some level, relate to the pursuit of
more power, more wealth, more notoriety…but not anymore.

‘Why don’t I feel that way anymore?’

A huge grin blossomed on his face in the dark wee hours of the early
morning. The entire notion seemed so ridiculous to him, and he allowed
himself a giggle - conjured from both the realization he was once that
way while simultaneously understanding the enlightenment he now felt. He
was wiser - he felt it in his core, and threw his head up to the heavens
and laughed out loud in knowing it.

In the moment of his laughter he felt a presence once more, someone
gazing upon him with intensity.

It was the man again. Somehow that man could interrupt his thoughts,
and Arys wanted to know how…

***

On the other side of the mirror, a low level aide interrupted Nerez’
thoughts. “What the hell is he laughing so much about…is he crazy or
something?”

“We shall see.” The General replied.

"Would you like to question him now?"

Nerez shook off the disruption, "Not yet Lieutenant, I'd like to
return to the other one, Javier..."

The General said it as though he needed reminding of the other
patient’s name. "But Lieutenant, this one is much too
comfortable…lounging in bed and laughing at himself in the mirror
without a care in the world. I’d like him to simmer a little longer,
make him a little uncomfortable.”

“What do you suggest, sir?”

“Two things - to be repeated constantly until I return. The first is
simple - do not let him rest. Make sure he stays awake all night long.
Second - offer him a smoke, a snack, a coffee…anything to keep him
content…but DO NOT engage in any chit chat. Simply take his order and
leave. Once you leave, do not bring him anything. And Lieutenant, from
that point on nobody is to have any meaningful interaction with
this man. I want him confused, to wonder when his request will arrive,
how long it’s been, if maybe you forgot about his request altogether…or
if he made the whole thing up. Is that understood?"

"Yes sir. With regard to keeping him awake, how shall I do so?”

“Pay him another visit if he nods off, but deny talking to him
previously. Introduce yourself as if it’s the first time. Ask for his
order for the first time, and leave. You will do that as many
times as it takes. If he nods off 5 times, do it five times. Is that
clear?”

“Yessir.”

Nerez acknowledged the confirmation with a ‘that’ll do’ nod
of his head and switched gears, "Before you begin, take me to Javier’s
room. You can have your fun with this one after."

He snuffed out his cigar in the glass yellow square of an ashtray
while grinning, “After you Lieutenant.”

"Very well, follow me sir.”



CHAPTER 44 - The General Visits Javier

The Lieutenant led them into a second hallway marked LEVEL 3
CLEARANCE ONLY. Nerez acknowledged it was not the hallway he came
in through, and accurately guessed the secrecy of this hallway was by
design. He always appreciated the ingenuity in secrecy, and too often
the great lengths humans went to for the purpose of concealment.

He inspected the secret hallway as the two strode towards the holding
cell for Javier. It was stark-white with dim fluorescent lights
above...almost as if to suggest via the low light alone, 'be quiet.' But
Nerez realized that for its purpose, it was much too loud as their feet
echoed off the empty space.

'Hidden to the eye, but not the ear.' He mused.

Arys lay in his bed and heard the footsteps passing by, one of which
he knew was the man who had just been spying on him. Unsure how he knew,
but certain in his conviction.

‘Where are they off to?’ Arys thought quizzingly.

A mere 50 paces past Arys’ door, the Lieutenant slowed to a stop and
pulled out a ring of keys from his pocket, holding them up for just a
moment as he squinted his eyes to confirm the right one. He drew the
proper key and slid it into the locked door with a smooth turn. The two
walked in authoritatively as the door clicked shut behind; before them
laid Javier on his bed.

Javier showed no interest in looking up to see who approached. Unlike
the intelligent wide-eyed calm that Arys had shown, he trembled on his
bed in the fetal position.

The guard spoke first. “The General would like a word Cabrera,
on your feet!”

Javier offered no response.

“Have it your way you dog.” The lieutenant growled through a clenched
jaw and moved in with a hand ready to strike.

"Lieutenant!" Nerez spoke with a cutting clarity that stopped the
Lieutenant in his tracks. "That won't be necessary. In fact, please
excuse yourself...I'll take it from here."

The lieutenant began to protest, but before a sound left his lips he
saw a glint of evil in the General’s eyes, and deftly opted to comply,
saluting Nerez before showing himself out. Nerez listened to the
Lieutenant's heel strikes echoing from the hall until at last the door
latch clicked loudly and the bolt collapsed back into its hole,
formalizing the fact that they were now alone.

The General calmly looked around, which like Arys' room had no
windows, no art, no plants...just a sterile white room, bleak and dull
under the dim fluorescent lights. The only audible sound was the
arrhythmic breathing from Javier; his torso randomly hiccupping in
erratic breaths - grunting when he exhaled like a caged animal.

After a minute of careful analysis from afar, Nerez decided to have a
seat, and made his way to the single chair in the room. It was an old
wooden chair, tucked beneath a basic wooden desk - it swiveled and
rolled on casters, creating an even-tempo 'click' sound as the General
dragged it across the tile floor to be closer to Javier. He spun the
chair around and took a seat an arms length away from the frightened
Pilot.

Javier lay above the sheets in his hospital gown, his breathing
became faster and louder in awareness of the General’s proximity.

"Senor Cabrera…" the General broke the silence. "Can you hear
me?”

Javier did not respond.

Nerez noticed his breathing grew faster in tempo and his body
clenched up a little more. "Javier, my name is General Ernesto Nerez?
Can you hear me?"

Javier remained unresponsive, leaving the General to reach out and
gently touch his shoulder.

At the moment of contact Javier exploded, violently slapping Nerez’
touch away before performing a sporadic roll that shifted him to the
corner of his bed - away from the General.

Javier hunkered low, waiting to attack with a springy agility. A
wide-eyed fear dominated his gaze as he locked his fully dilated pupils
with Nerez, trembling with a visible energy that was palpable - a man on
the brink of a total psychotic episode.

Nerez slowly raised both hands with his palms open and softly began
talking. "I know what you've been through and I just want to help. I am
a friend. You can trust me." He lied.

The only value the General extended to this man’s life was associated
with the evening's events. Javier Cabrera was simply a messenger at
best, or a guinea pig at worst. In either scenario, Nerez would get the
information he sought…as much as he possibly could via any and all means
necessary. He moved slowly, inching methodically around the bed,
shuffling sideways as he gracefully shifted his weight between
steps.

But Javier understood what the General was doing, and slowly lifted
his head with a murderous look in his eye.

Nerez recognized the look and stopped. He had known many killers in
his life, and frankly was one himself. Javier was out of his mind, and
would try to kill him if he advanced just another step or two - Nerez
knew it. The General raised his right arm and flashed the number
three.

Seconds later the main door flung open and two soldiers burst through
with guns drawn on Javier.

The commotion was too much.

With a banshee wale, Javier sprang for the General in a suicidal
lunge, gnashing his teeth into Nerez' trapezius muscle just above the
collar bone. The bite was intended for the General’s neck, but Nerez was
able to shrug his shoulder up in defense and deflect the bite away from
his jugular. Even still, the gash was primal and the wound was
deep…Nerez felt the man chewing into him, pushing his face deeper into
his flesh like a wild animal.

The soldiers were overcome with bewilderment as the situation
escalated. They couldn’t discharge their weapons out of concern of
shooting the General, and in their moment of inaction Javier leveraged
himself on top of Nerez in a full mount position and began to strangle
the General, when abruptly he heard a wet thud, accompanied by a painful
flash of light in his mind’s eye, just before his world went dark.

A soldier rammed the butt of their rifle into Javier’s skull,
emitting a dull and terrible sound - like a melon splitting. Javier fell
lifeless to the floor.

The soldier nudged Javier’s limp body off the General with his foot,
allowing Nerez to sit himself up and gingerly probe the area above his
shoulder, examining the extent of the bite. His fingers plunged into
more blood than he expected, and he had to assume the marks were deep,
confirmed by the blood flowing freely from his crescent bite wound.

‘That motherfucker nearly tore a chunk of shoulder off me like it
was a steak!’ Nerez fumed as he gathered himself and stood
upright.

The blood on the floor squeaked as he planted a foot in the puddle,
and startled by how he could have possible lost so much blood, he did a
double-take and realized the bulk of the blood was not his, but rather a
seeping mass was pouring from the matted black hair of Javier. The
severity of the outcome hit him, and he understood the magnitude of such
loss from the soldier's aggression.

"YOU FUCKING IDIOT!!" The General yelled with a backhand to the
soldier.

The soldier’s head whipped sideways with the strike, and for a flash
the soldier squared into an athletic stance as if to counterpunch - but
the look of fear and recognition crashed over his face and he wisely
stayed subservient, understanding the Minister of War stood
before him.

Satisfied with the soldier’s obedience, Nerez took a step closer,
snatched the rifle from the soldiers timid hands, and leaned over him to
press his dominance; shouting into the soldier's face.

"Do you have any idea how valuable this man is to me ALIVE!? I am
certain I made that EXCESSIVELY clear to your commanding officer. Am I
to conclude you are an imbecile, or that your C.O. disobeyed a DIRECT
ORDER FROM ME?!”

His voice boomed off the walls as he covered the soldier in spit. The
General’s chest heaved with rage while the soldier stood stiffly and
made no sound. Nerez temporarily caught his breath and through gritted
teeth muttered.

"You better hope this man is still alive..."

Fittingly, the second soldier broke in, who was kneeling down and
attending to Javier. "General, the prisoner-"

"HE IS NOT A PRISONER!" yelled Nerez in another deafening roar that
thundered off the garish room.

"The patient.." The kneeling soldier corrected himself in a
sheepish reply, resting two fingers on Javier’s neck, "I have no pulse,
General."

Nerez felt the room collapse in on him…all those years and energy he
had invested for the simple hope to interrogate a witness like this
first, unadulterated before all the bureaucratic bullshit of
the United States, was a needle in a haystack…something he would never
have again, taken in an instant by a mindless reaction…a direct
order DISOBEYED. His blood boiled and he felt a surge of rage
overtake him.

With hatred in his eyes the General looked down at his white knuckled
hands and the rifle within them, as if he knew what he had to do and it
must be completed. He coldly looked up at the soldier, pointed the rifle
at the silent man standing before him, and pulled the trigger.

Three shots exploded off the walls of the room, accompanied with a
guttural yell of hatred and a horror in the man’s eyes that would haunt
most people’s dreams the rest of their life.

The remaining soldier was still kneeling over Javier’s body, shaking
and covered in blood. Nerez slowly pointed the gun at the kneeling
soldier when a flash of understanding forced his gaze to the mirror,
and the sudden realization he was being observed.

Quietly he whispered, "That man just threatened to kill me. You heard
it loud and clear...Didn't you?" The General seethed through
his teeth in a low growl that offered no alternative option but
agreement.

The remaining soldier looked up at him as white as a ghost, then
embarrassingly looked down as he began to wet himself. A clear trickle
came from his crotch area.

Hate turned to contempt from the General, and with a new vigor to
possibly kill anyway he repeated himself in an even more aggressive
tone, "Didn't You!?" with a small wave of the barrel still
pointed at the soldier.

The soldier whispered back, "Yes sir...YES General...I heard it.
Y-you had no choice but to defend yourself."

"Thats right...NO choice." The General replied back as he
lowered the gun with a satisfied glint of evil in his eye.

A moment later the door burst open with 4 soldiers crowding the open
threshold with marksman stances, all training their barrels at the
General. One of the soldiers aggressively yelled, "SLOWLY PUT THE GUN ON
THE GROUND, GENERAL!"

Nerez moved at the speed of a snail, slowly bending over while
simultaneously and very slowly raising one arm with an open palm away
from his body. He never showed any fear, and once the gun was on the
ground he said for all to hear, "That soldier threatened my life. Ask
this man behind me, it was a matter of self defense!"

The room stayed silent as all waited for the soldiers' reply.

"Lieutenant Santiago" barked the leader of the foursome, "Is that
what happened?"

The General slightly turned his head to side-eye a dark glance at
Santiago. Santiago saw the look once more and broke his silence with a
mustered confidence "Yes sir."

Immediately the other soldiers lowered their guns.

"Apologies General, but the observers… We're only following our
orders sir."

"That's to be commended commander," the General replied with a
renewed air of superiority. "Chain of command is essential to the
flourishing of our great nation"

He turned to the soldier covered in blood to let those words sink in,
and began grandstanding.

"You all are to be rewarded today for having the resolve to carry out
your orders despite the difficulty of the task, and YET having the
acuity to read the situation in real time before making the
correct decision. Such leadership in the face of turmoil, and
so deftly executed! I commend you all!"

Everyone in the room recognized the General was posturing, and while
they suspected something was amiss, they all accurately concluded there
is no future in challenging this version of events Nerez proclaimed.
Whatever happened was done anyway, and if Nerez was going to hand out
promotions for falling in line, so be it.

Besides, it's not like the two dead men were coming back to
life...and everyone understood that challenging a man such as Nerez, a
man quietly known to be in the 'inner circle,' (which was a subtle
designation reserved for those most instrumental in the Brazilian coup
d'état of 1964) would only get you in a body bag as well. Nerez was a
‘made-man’, and everyone knew it. Evidently, his status permitted him to
shoot a soldier of the military in cold blood in front of numerous
witnesses, and get away with it.

Man-made laws are never applicable to every man.

The commander came closer and glanced down at the dead soldier with
no emotion. "Two body bags…and the General needs medical attention, go
now!" Both men hustled off.

The commander then studied Santiago, who was still on a knee over
Javier’s body; the wet spot on his crotch was obvious. "Santiago, you
are relieved of duty this evening. Retire and report back to me at 07
hundred."

Santiago rose with a 'yessir' and awkwardly left the room.

The commander then bent down next to Javier’s corpse and inspected
the wound on his head. The gash was large with a bit of white skull and
a small spot of pink brain visible through the bloody mat of dark hair -
smashed in with the butt of a rifle. Javier’s body looked stiff, his
face was pale. The commander muttered as he scanned Javier, speaking out
to no one in particular.

"I saw what this man survived only a couple hours ago. This man
tempted fate…he ducked the scythe of the reaper, but that just pissed
Old Grim off. We are not meant to cheat death my friends. This
man was supposed to die today." He stoically scanned the room
for a moment to ensure all heard his proclamation. Satisfied with their
nods of approval, he reached down with two fingers and closed Javier's
eyelids.

Moments later the soldiers returned with the medic and went to work,
laying out the body bags and readying the corpses for
transportation.

They quickly zipped up both bags, but as they began to lift Javier’s
body it suddenly heaved with a loud cavernous gasp. Nerez turned around
in disbelief as the commander jumped back in a moment of
startlement.

“Set him down - NOW! Open that bag!!”

The zipper flung open the moment Javier was back on the floor and a
soldier declared, “His chest is moving. He’s… breathing!”

An audible gasp was heard from the medic as he reached down to check
Javier’s vitals. "I have a pulse!"

The team sprang into action, caring for Javier with a flurry of hands
criss-crossing about in old familiarity.

A small chuckle of laughter rose from the General, and he smiled in
deep satisfaction as he watched the team work. ‘Jesus Christ... Jack
meant every fucking word!’

"Medic." Nerez said as his good natured chuckle rapidly evaporated
and his face turned deathly serious. "Care for this man as you would
care for me. Spare no expense in keeping him alive. If you lose him, I
will hold you personally responsible. Understood?"

"Yes, General." The shocked Medic replied before rambling to his
team, detailing the extent of the head wound and exposed brain matter.
One of the men took a close-up picture of the wound and made some
measurements, while another carefully held Javier’s head as the team
steadily positioned him onto a stretcher. The second he was strapped
down, they swiftly stood up in unison and hurriedly carried Javier
away.

A moment later more men arrived, among them was Oliveira. "General
Nerez, I just heard the news. Are you OK sir?”

“I’m fine.” Nerez said dismissively as he walked after the medical
crew carrying Javier.

“Sir, I think we should get you patched up.” Oliveira followed.

Nerez abruptly stopped to give orders under his breath. "Patched up…”
With a motion towards Javier, "Keep a close eye on him doc, and ensure
nothing beyond the most basic medical aid necessary is administered. No
numbing agents or narcotics IF it can be avoided...understood?"

"Yes sir."

"Stay with that man all night if you must.”

“What about you sir?”

“As soon as you are able, inform a nurse that I'll be bandaged in my
quarters. I'm tired."

“Are you not going to see the other patient then?’

“Not tonight. He’ll have another visitor…all night long.”
Nerez flashed an evil smile before adding, “I’ll see him in the
morning.”



CHAPTER 45 - Pearl goes to Sparky

Alpha Squad stood motionless, watching the giant mound of rock and
dirt crumble with more haste, covering Sparky with clumps of dirt.

[Static] “He’s going to get buried alive if we don’t get to him -
now!” [Static]

[Static] “PEARL!” Yukon yelled. “Not Another Step.” [Static]

Pearl protested. [Static] “Yukon - whatever force grabbed him is gone
now…” [Static]

[Static] “You don’t know that!” [Static]

As the two bickered, Squatch began walking slowly, parallel to the
ring while his head scanned in search of something on the ground.

[Static] “What are you looking for, big guy?” [Static] Maestro
squinted quizzingly.

[Static] “Another stick.” [Static]

[Static] “Why?” [Static]

[Static] “Ah - found one!” [Static]

Squatch immediately began breaking away the dead limbs from a large
branch he picked up, crudely smoothing it out into a club as long as an
arm, all the while ignoring the spirited debate occurring between Pearl
and Yukon. Swiftly the big man whipped the branch high into the air -
straight toward the mound.

Pearl and Yukon immediately hushed, leaving all of Alpha squad to
watch as the stick spun through the air via their grainy night-vision.
It was a strong throw, arcing cleanly out toward the mound. More
importantly, it flew in a normal trajectory without any perceivable
influence of another unknown force aside from the gravity of earth;
unlike last time when the thing seemed to have been magnetically
accelerated across the vast barren landscape and crashing into the hilly
oasis in the center.

The echoed report of the thick branch crashing well short of the
mound only reinforced their conviction.

[Static] “Yep, I’d say it’s off.” [Static] Squatch said
matter-of-factly.

[Static] “I’m going.” [Static] Pearl said, spinning on her heel, but
Yukon didn’t share her confidence.

[Static] “Pearl - we’re doing this safely, smartly. Throw me your
line.” [Static]

[Static] “It’s OFF Yukon.” [Static]

[Static] “You don’t know that, and damnit Pearl, you’re the medic -
we can’t lose you too. Clip your end to your vest, we’ll anchor the
other end. When you proceed, step slowly…tell us if you feel anything.”
[Static]

Pearl replied insubordinately. [Static] “We don’t have time for this
- he could be bleeding out for all we know…if a rock doesn’t crush his
skull first from that crumbling mound! C’mon Yukon - you kno-”
[Static]

Sparky yelled out from afar, cutting her rant short. “HEY, I’m really
hurting here guys…is somebody coming. Ahhh FUCK.”

[Static] “Goddamnit Pearl, we do this my way or no way at all!!”
[Static]

That distant voice cried out once more, wailing in terror.

“HEY! What the fuck are you guys arguing about!? It’s pitch black out
here…my night vision is broken, and all I hear is ya’ll bitchin bout
nuthin! Somebody fucking come to me already - FUUCK!”

Yukon yelled back. “Pearl is coming to get ya pal - hang on, help is
on the way - right now!” He then looked at Pearl, who glared
back while clipping her end of the rope to her vest.

[Static] “Happy now?” [Static] Pearl growled as she threw the other
end to Yukon. [Static] “So if something does grab me, what makes you
think this squad is enough to pull me back?” [Static]

[Static] “If it grabs you with that much force, we’re all coming with
you. We won’t let go.” [Static]

[Static] “That’s hardly reassuring.” [Static]

[Static] “It’s the only way I’m letting you go to him…so if you want
to help Sparky, get a fuckin move on. How’s that for reassuring?”
[Static]

She sighed. [Static] “Here goes nothing…” [Static]

Pearl began walking slowly into the dirt ring, straight toward the
mysterious mound in the middle. As she advanced, she suddenly
appreciated Yukon’s caution, gently probing her feet out in the
darkness, studying the ground in grainy shades of night vision green
with each delicate step. The loose earth of the dirt ring rolled and
gave way under her foot, bizarrely dry and dusty in the otherwise
drenched jungle they were just sloshing through.

[Static] “How is that possible…?” [Static] She muttered in disbelief
at the moonscape of dust and ash she traversed.

[Static] “What is it?” [Static] Yukon asked with concern, hearing
Pearl’s muttering. [Static] “Do you feel something?!” [Static]

[Static] “No…I mean, I don’t think so. It’s just this dirt ring, it's
ah - it’s bone dry!” [Static]

“HEYYY!” Sparky bellowed, laying in pain and out of
patience. “I’m FUCKING DYING here assholes!” He paused to cough
up blood. “Can we hurry the FUCK UP!?”

Pearl tried to ignore him, creeping forward, probing and leaning
awkwardly with each half step as the squad watched in silence.

“What the fuck are you doing Pearl - hurry up!!” Sparky cried,
growing more desperate by the minute and knowing the medic had morphine
on her…concluding that if he couldn’t be saved, at least he’d die
comfortably numb.

Pearl responded. “I know amigo - and I want to get there as fast as
possible…but you and I both know people can’t fall sideways. That was
some trick back there…I’m trying to avoid joining you.” A hollow joke
was her best attempt to deliver his rebuttal, to perhaps lighten the
mood. It didn’t work.

“You have a FUCKING rope!!”

“Sparky - try to calm down. Whatever sucked you sideways may very
well be more than our fearless leader can handle, even with tweedle dee
and tweedle dumb at his sides. So with all due respect, I’m proceeding
with caution.”

[Static] “We can all hear you Pearl.” [Static] Yukon growled as the
medic reached the halfway point, adding, [Static] “Have you felt
anything yet?” [Static]

Maestro started to make some jesting remark, but Yukon cut him off as
Pearl replied.

[Static] “No sir.” [Static]

[Static] “Then fucking go get Sparky already!” [Static]

Pearl didn’t reply, instead rolling her eyes at the sudden role
reversals…Yukon was suddenly full of urgency!?

She began confidently walking toward Sparky with more and more haste
at every step - further encouraged by her nearing proximity (and
therefore a lesser fall - if she should magically fall sideways into
the mound), when at last she reached Sparky.

She removed several velcro pouches from her vest, laying them on
Sparky’s chest, who was flat on his back with arms out at each side like
he was about to make a snow angel.

“I know you want some morphine pal, but first things first, can you
feel this?”

Pearl was squeezing Sparky’s leg with enough force it should have
caused pain, while the other hand sifted through the contents of one of
the many pouches laying on Sparky’s body.

“Feel what?” Sparky asked with focused concern.

“I’m squeezing your left leg, very hard - you don’t feel that?”

“No… Fuck you, really?! Squeeze harder!”

Pearl looked at Sparky solemnly, and quietly asked.

“Can you wiggle your toes for me?”

The medics' seriousness raised a new alarm in Sparky, realizing he
could not feel his toes.

“What? I-I dunno…I don’t think I can? Are…are they moving, do you see
anything? It’s pitch black for me…”

Pearl remained silent, looking down with pity.

“Hey- what the fuck…am I paralyzed!? OH Shit…tell me Pearl, what’s
going on!?”

“I think your back is broken.”

“Ah fuuuuck! Nooo. Really?! Nononono…”

Sparky clammored into a panic, just as Pearl stabbed a syringe of
morphine into his leg - a double dose.

Seconds later Sparky’s eyes rolled back in ecstasy, his words came
out slurred. “Yew ghothta gehme outta’ere, aye duncar effem purlized,
dunleev mhere t’die.” He was loopy with the morphine, which had taken
effect almost immediately.

“Don’t you worry Pal - I gotchyou.” Pearl said sympathetically as
another rock crashed down near them from the shifting mound, collapsing
with more haste at every passing minute. “Let’s get you away from this
mountain of rocks!”

Pearl unhooked her end of the rope and fastened it to Sparky’s vest.
She then spoke into her intercom while studying the huge island of earth
jutting up behind them, covered in trees and vegetation in an otherwise
barren moonscape - like an oasis in a desert.

[Static] “Yukon - I can make a run for it, but Sparky’s back is
broken and he’s drugged up on morphine. I can’t move him - he’s too
big…I hooked my end of the rope up to him. You boys need to start
dragging him back, now, before this whole mountain comes down
on us!” [Static]

[Static] “Goddamnit Pearl, I told you to not unhook your-”
[Static]

Pearl interrupted. [Static] “PULL - NOW YUKON! This mound isn’t
stable!” [Static]

Immediately the rope pulled taunt and Sparky lurched forward, drug at
a half walking pace while the men on the other end toiled to drag him
over the dry and loose earth. Even though the conditions for dragging a
person were ideal, Sparky was nearly 250 lbs of dead weight - most of it
laying flat with a lot of surface area resistance. Yukon, Maestro, and
Squatch all heaved to keep the man moving forward.

Pearl walked beside Sparky, fixing his appendages in the dark of the
night so they didn’t flail awkwardly into injury from the ground he was
being drug over. Pebbles continued to assault Sparky’s limp body with
increased fervor, all while Pearl bent over to adjust an arm getting
twisted.

A large crash emitted from behind them, the mound sunk once more in
dramatic fashion, sliding and settling into a wider footprint for
reasons Pearl couldn’t grasp. Suddenly a large boulder tumbled beside
them, just two meters away. Startled at the near miss, the Medic glanced
back over her shoulder, taken aback by the crashing sound, which wasn’t
crumbling any longer - it was collapsing. Whatever previous force that
was holding everything together…one strong enough to crater the earth
and deflect rain (in a rainforest), was no longer present.

The collapsing turned into a rockslide that stretched out toward
them. Pearl yelled into her intercom. [Static] “Faster!! FAASTER!”
[Static]

But when they didn’t respond, and they didn’t pull any faster, she
knew they were already giving it all they had. Without a second to lose,
she bent over and grabbed the rope - hauling it forward with a
considerable boost, no longer concerned with whatever awkward contortion
his body may end up in.

Another rock the size of football ejected past them, and Pearl knew
the rockslide was so near them she didn’t dare risk looking back. A jolt
of adrenaline coursed through her, and she found herself giving it
everything she had - wondering how much further she’d have to run.

In three more steps she’d have her answer, hearing the slowing
doppler effect of the slide behind her. The decibels quieted, allowing
Pearl to slow to a trot. When the sound had mostly subsided, she stopped
to look behind her. She didn’t see much, just a large cloud of dust
hanging over a huge rock pile sprawled wide, but still impressively
large, and still topped with several trees that had to be decades old.
As to why was still a mystery.

While she wanted to ponder on the oddities of the entire evening, she
realized they were still needlessly dragging Sparky, increasing his
likelihood of greater injury with every second.

[Static] “STOP!” [Static] She yelled and waved her arms to the team -
signaling the stop.

Abruptly Sparky’s lifeless body halted in the ashy moonscape,
revealing a dislocated shoulder, just as she thought she saw.

‘Damnit!’ She cursed in her head.

[Static] “Yukon - Sparky didn’t fare so well. I’m going to have to
reset his shoulder, but I can’t do it alone. Any of you cowboy enough to
step into this ring yet?” [Static]

[Static] “I’ll go.” [Static] Squatch stepped out into the ring before
Yukon had time to find a rebuttal. He trotted over to Pearl just as
Talon approached Yukon. The Bravo squad leader's white hot silhouette
glowed against the black backdrop of the jungle night, and Yukon
couldn’t wait for the man’s approach any longer.

He asked with a frown, [Static] ‘Major - where’s Bravo Squad? Why are
you breaking formation?” [Static]

[Static] “Bravo squad is here in support - you ordered us to come,
sir.” [Static]

[Static] “I did?” [Static] Yukon asked, searched his memory and
realizing he had no recollection of any prior conversation.

Talon continued. [Static] “Besides, we heard yelling…and then a huge
crash - what the hell’s going on over here?!” [Static]

[Static] “That.” [Static] Yukon pointed to the pile of rubble still
cloaked in a large plume of settling dust.

Talon followed Yukon's finger to the broken mound, and then to
Squatch and Pearl tending to Sparky, who appeared unconscious. [Static]
“What happened to him?” [Static]

[Static] “We don’t know. One minute he was walking through the
jungle, the next minute something grabbed him like a magnet and pulled
him into a mound shaped like an oblong mountain in the center of this
circle.” [Static]

[Static] “What does that mean? Hey ah, ya’ll are acting funny…and you
don’t recall commanding Bravo into support just five minutes ago?”
[Static]

Yukon ignored him, replying in a fog. [Static] “Sparky just took
flight, and when he crashed into the wall he remained pinned there,
above the ground. Looked like a Goddamn magic trick…” [Static] His voice
trailed off.

[Static] “Uh…it wasn’t no magic trick!” Talon said the words
slowly and ominously. “Contact! I repeat…we have contact!” [Static]



CHAPTER 46 - 1976 Chevrolet Chevette

When Anna awoke she found herself soaking wet and laying in a muddy
field. A torrent of rain pelted her in sheets, forcing her to convulse
with bone chilling shivers.

She checked her surroundings in the dark of night and just barely
made out the shape of her car not far away in the field. As her eyes
adjusted, she saw it was in bad shape, recalling the violent crash. She
reexamined herself for injury, in disbelief that she could walk away
from such a wreck unscathed. Somehow, miraculously, she felt
OK.

In an even greater stroke of luck, the car landed right side up,
although the driver side window appeared smashed and the mirror was
hanging by a cable. That damage was in addition to the partially caved
in roof and a multitude of dents in virtually every surface-plane of the
car - buckled and cracking on one quarter panel, dented and scratched on
another…and so on everywhere.

As she gained some composure, she couldn’t help but note her body
laying in the cold mud while the rain filled puddles all around her -
including the one she lay in that broke her fall.

‘Puddles? …so much water, already?’

Ana knew the rain had only begun just before she wrecked, and
realized with the amount of rain on the ground she could have been
unconscious for a while - maybe 10 minutes or more. She couldn’t know
for sure, only that she was unconscious long enough for the rain to
puddle significantly.

The thought frightened her, recalling a flash of light she felt in
her entire body on impact, oddly remembering a dream-like experience in
which she watched the crash from outside her body.

She had perfect clarity of the crash in slow motion, and could see
every unique piece of the glass breaking, spreading slowly with more and
more shards erupting into each new frame in time. It was a very surreal
experience, and yet the memory was so vivid there was actually a
clicking sound in her mind as the wreck unfolded, as if for a brief
moment her life was just a real-time slideshow that can’t be paused or
rewound. It was something she could only observe, albeit with the
unexplainable ability to slow the rate of passing time in her mind's
eye.

Out of the blue, she thought back to an Einstein quote on a former
teacher’s wall, and had a new consideration…

‘Since time is subject to the Theory of Relativity, and speed can
slow the perceived passing of time, if my mind could process
information faster, would I perceive time more slowly?’

Starstruck by the thought, Ana suddenly felt so small and ignorant to
all the knowledge left for humans to discover. She looked up in wonder,
appreciating all of life’s mysteries, but was blinded by the hard rain
falling. It snapped her back to reality.

‘Wow, I’m clearly loopy’ she thought to herself, wondering
why on earth she was considering Einstein’s Relativity in a moment like
this.

With new resolve she swept a sleeve over her face to brush the water
off, but it was to no avail. She motioned to stand and found herself
floundering awkwardly, struck by a new and sharp pain in her lower
abdomen that pulled her back down to the mud. Her fingers began probing
quickly and lightly under her shirt before creeping below her waist
belt, scanning her pubic area for any evidence to support her worst
fears.

She felt something sticky, and adrenaline flooded her brain at the
panicked realization she was touching something thicker and tackier than
rainwater. Abruptly she lifted her hand to her face and saw it was
covered in blood.

Ana felt herself get light-headed and immediately fell backwards,
laying flat in the mud. The realization of what most likely happened hit
like a ton of bricks, and she felt a deep sorrow well up from her
abdomen. Something was different, something felt different. She
pleaded for her precious baby to be OK, but somehow she already knew. It
wasn’t just that there were no flutters or small kicks from inside…it
was more absent than that, and she knew then in her core that her
baby was gone.

Alone in the mud, Ana sobbed out to the heavens with her entire
being, a soulful and primal yearning for her ‘hope’ to be something
more than hope. A hope that there was something more to this life,
something after…that the life force of her precious baby hadn’t died at
all, but had instead merely transferred its loving essence to another
time and place.

A warm feeling of assurance budded inside her.

She embraced the feeling of warmth as much as she could, but all too
soon the sensation faded, replaced with the realization she was soaking
wet and freezing - she would die too if she didn’t seek shelter.
Admittedly, a part of her wanted to give up and die that night with her
baby, ‘Why wait?’ she devilishly asked herself before
remembering Arys.

‘Arys!’

It seems they had both crashed that evening, and in all their trauma
they would need each other. He was worth living for, and she wouldn’t
abandon him in their moment of mourning.

Resolved to get up and fight for her survival - for herself and Arys,
she sat up from her muddy imprint, picking herself up one leg at a time.
Standing once more brought back the pain in her abdomen, which was
immense but she fought it nonetheless. A step forward wasn't any better,
proving her legs responded like jello, but she forced herself to limp
back to the car through the pain, screaming out in defiance until at
last she pulled herself into the driver seat of the battered
Chevette.

‘I have shelter…’ she sighed to herself in relief, finally
in sanctuary from the rain.

Ana inspected the interior of the car, careful to study the brake
pedal in particular. To her relief it was no longer stuck in the
floorboard, evidently jarred free from the crash. Her eyes examined
elsewhere, aiming to identify anything else that looked broken, out of
place, or a danger to her. She tried to smell for gas, and was relieved
to discover nothing.

With everything seemingly in order (considering the circumstances),
she deemed the car to be largely intact and held her breath as she
turned the key forward.

The Chevette coughed alive, and Ana felt the chilly air of the heater
begin to blow...still in need of warming from the now cold engine.

‘It could be ice cold!’ she thought with jubilation, simply
elated to hear the engine sputter back to life and maintain a low
idle.

Drawing another deep breath, Ana commanded herself to look in the
rearview mirror. What she saw back was a woman who had been through
hell. She lost her first baby, and would never again be the same,
but she would be OK - she had to be. She knew she would never
fully heal, she couldn’t, but she could try to make each day a
little easier, and she felt resolute in her conviction.

With her oath firmly anchored deep inside, Ana turned her eyes back
to the road and reached down to shift while the other hand pulled the
tab to turn on the lights. Only the passenger-side headlight flicked on,
lighting up the field before her and the distance to the road…about 30
meters to her target.

She breathed deeply, “Here we go…”

Her hand pulled the automatic transmission lever forward to ‘DRIVE’,
and her foot feathered the gas down, feeling the tires break, beginning
to spin in space. In an alarmed fear of getting stuck, she jumped on the
gas, which lurched the car forward to her relief but immediately began
fishtailing wildly from the bald rear-wheel tires, struggling to find
any traction. She didn’t know much about driving off-road, but she knew
one rule her father always told her when it came to driving in
precarious situations…

‘Never stop on a hard pull! Hammer down and give her
hell!’

His voice blared in her head, as if the old man were sitting next to
her in the moment - guiding her despite his passing years ago. Hearing
the voice loud and clear, she pressed harder on the gas and felt the car
continue to drift in a battle between forward progress and getting stuck
forever…a battle Ana couldn’t yet determine which was more likely. She
stayed on the gas as far as it would go, and said a prayer.

The car’s engine roared at more than 5,000 RPMs, lurching wildly from
left to right like a salmon swimming upstream, but she made progress.
She concluded the tires were spinning quickly enough to almost hover
over the wet ground - preventing them from not sinking too far in and
getting just enough ‘grab’ to maintain forward momentum - paddling every
so quickly and lightly over the liquid.

As she gained speed, controlling the car gradually became more
difficult - emphasized by her arms turning wildly in either direction to
keep a somewhat straight line and prevent turning doughnuts in a muddy
field. The wild lack of control was terrifying, letting out a banshee
wail when the fear boiled over, convinced she wouldn’t survive the night
if she got stuck.

She hammered down and kept fighting the frantic fishtailing in an arm
wrestling match with the steering wheel, when all at once the wheels of
the Chevette hit pavement, at which point her guttural yell was replaced
with tears falling down her cheeks.

Immediately she let off the gas in victory, slowly rolling to a stop
on the paved road with a balance of emotions jockeying between her proud
success for making it, the utter mental and physical exhaustion she
felt, and the scary realization she almost gave up back there.

Her head fell in exhaustion while her lungs filled with the sanctuary
of the road, something so simple yet so meaningful. When her
heart rate steadied some, she opted to look back one last time,
to remember…where it happened.

“Goodbye,” she whispered to the baby she never had. Bigger tears
welled up and fell from her face, and she sobbed once more, another
sorrowful cry, to ‘let the car warm up’ she told herself.

Ultimately she pried herself from mourning and turned her focus back
to a larger goal - to go home; searching for any indication as to where
exactly she was and eager to get on with it.

In her scanned surroundings, a funny tree stood out to her and
suddenly she knew the spot - she was only a few kilometers from home.
She put the car in drive and set off.

***

Her mind must have entered some form of ‘autopilot’, because in what
seemed like a blink she was pulling into the tin roof of the 4-bay
parking lot in front of the multiplex she shared with her neighbors. It
scared her to realize she wasn’t exactly sure how she got there, but
didn’t have the energy to give it any more thought.

The broken door on the Chevette pushed open easily, and she felt a
great surge of relief in having finally separated herself from the badly
beaten car. She needed real sanctuary and wasted no time heading for her
unit number.

‘It’s too dark out here...’ She noticed when crossing the
courtyard, realizing there was no ambient glow from the neighbor’s
kitchen light, or the flashing TV from the old man across the way. It
dawned on her just how late the hour was. Not even her night owl
neighbors were awake - at least not like they ordinarily would be after
her typical night shift arrivals.

‘Typical’...she sarcastically thought, concluding the word
‘Typical’ was something she may never apply to herself again, tiptoeing
carefully through the dark over the patchy lawn and gripping the house
keys in her right hand as she stepped up to her front door.

Without a moment wasted, she rammed the key into the lock, turned the
knob, and let herself in for the night.



CHAPTER 47 - Javier Gets Inspected by the Medical Team

The Boa Vista medical team rushed down the secret hallway with Javier
strapped to the gurney. They made numerous turns, vaulting through at
least two sets of double doors before abruptly parking Javier in a small
room with various medical equipment against the only wall that wasn’t a
curtained partition.

Just beyond the curtains and past another set of double doors, Javier
heard machines making various whirring sounds and beeping noises. He was
able to steal a peek from his gurney and noticed it was an operating
room, but his glance was cut short when a man wearing gloves and a mask
drew open the curtain entrance and began speaking to those around him
matter-of-factly.

Javier was still disoriented, but slowly coming around with every
passing minute. After studying the man, his foggy brain assumed he was a
surgeon, with what appeared to be a shower cap on and the air of
authority and intelligence that seemingly ranked above everyone else in
the room. As the surgeon spoke, he moved around to Javier’s head on the
gurney.

Javier groggily felt him inspect the bandage, parting his hair and
sifting through it with careful inspection. From the angle the surgeon
approached, Javier couldn't see with certainty what was occurring, but
he knew the surgeon had bent over and gotten very close. He could feel
the man's aura it seemed, sensing the man’s pulse near his own. After a
minute of audible ‘hmm’ sounds, the surgeon broke his silence.

“Let’s leave these bandages on for now Carmen, until you’re ready to
clean for Pre-Op. I’ve seen all I need with those photos…no need to make
a mess here.”

He then apparently spoke to Javier, looking down at him, albeit
upside down from Javier’s perspective.

"How are you feeling Mr. Cabrera?"

Javier looked up at him in confusion, not entirely sure he had
actually begun speaking to him.

"Mr. Cabrera, can you hear me?" The doctor repeated.

"Yes." Javier said with a touch of startlement as he understood the
man was in fact speaking to him.

"Good. And do you feel OK?"

"Yes…" Javier wasn’t actually sure.

"Hm.” The surgeon wasn’t convinced. “I'm going to administer a few
quick tests Mr. Cabrera, and I'd like to know your feedback throughout,
does that make sense to you?"

"Yes."

The doctor frowned at the repetitive simplicity of Javier's replies,
but chose to ignore it for now. He grabbed a small pin light and shined
it in Javier’s eyes, causing him to squint and recoil.

"Try to open your eyes please Mr. Cabrera. This shouldn’t take
long."

Javier strained to open his eyes and the surgeon resumed, taking note
of how dilated the pupils were with a quick jot of his pen on a small
pad of paper.

"Mr. Cabrera, my name is Dr. Pedro Martinez and I'm aiming to get a
better understanding of the concussion you suffered. I'd like you to
remember something for me, can you do that?

“Yes.” Javier replied robotically, dumbfounded over learning he
suffered a concussion. At least it explained his grogginess.

“Good, it’s very simple. I only want you to remember the color blue.
In approximately 2-3 minutes from now I’m going to ask you what color I
wanted you to remember. It's very important you remember that, have you
got it?"

"Blue."

"Yes, good. Now...what year is it?"

"1982"

“Good. What is your first name?”

“Javier.”

"Javier - yes. Do you know where you are?"

"Boa Vista Air Force Base."

“I’m impressed Javier. OK, a tougher one then…what is 9 multiplied by
-"

"72." Javier interrupted.

"...8...ah yes, that is correct…" Dr. Martinez sat back puzzled.
“Javier, how did you guess I was going to say ‘8’?”

“I heard you say 8…”

“Hm. I don’t believe I did…?” The doctor muttered, giving a half-turn
of his head and speaking out of the side of his mouth to his assistant,
“Carmen - did you hear me say the number ‘8’?”

“No doctor - you did not say ‘8’.”

“...right.” The doctor jotted something again in his notepad as he
murmured to himself, “Hmmm. Tell me Javier, what is something unique
about a zebra?”

“They have stripes.”

“That’s right. And what els-”

“Doctor Martinez?” A new female’s voice interrupted the doctor from
across the room.

“What is it?” The doctor replied gruffly.

“Apologies doctor, but the blood work is back…I think you should have
a look at this…”

“I’m with a patient, surely this ca-”

“Doctor, I apologize, but I think you should have a look at this.”
The woman had an urgency in her voice and when the doctor turned around
to be sure, she gave him a wide-eyed look as if to say -
‘NOW!’

Puzzled for just a moment, the doctor then understood and played
along with a reply back to the nurse. “Yes of course.” He glanced down
to Javier, who was still laying on his back and viewing the Dr. upside
down. “Be right back Mr. Cabrera.”

Doctor Martinez’ eyes smiled from above the surgical mask, but Javier
knew the smile was manufactured. Something was wrong. The Nurse’s
interruption was wildly out of character…somehow Javier knew that too,
even though he had never met any of them before. His senses went on high
alert.

The doctor crossed the room and Javier watched upside down from the
corner of his eye. The two of them stood shoulder to shoulder reviewing
the contents of a manilla folder while they spoke quietly. A minute or
two passed before Doctor Martinez returned again with his pen and pad of
paper.

“Mr. Cabrera, have you had anything to eat this evening?”

“No - but I’m starving!”

The doctor sighed. “I’m sorry, but its better to keep you on an empty
stomach a little longer…but you know what, we can’t concern ourselves
with that - we have a little more business to tend to.” He then squinted
his eyes and with careful attention asked, “Do you remember the color we
spoke about earlier?"

"What?"

"The color I asked you to remember, do you remember it, Javier?"

"Yes. Blue."

Dr. Martinez looked up with a hint of confusion. He hadn't expected
Javier’s short term memory to be proper just yet.

He pondered for a moment and then asked, "What is 17 multiplied by
136?" Convinced the challenging question would stir up evidence of a
concussion; trusting Javier wouldn't be able to process a more
challenging multiplication question, and would grow confused.

Except Javier answered him the moment he finished asking the
question. “2,312” Javier said matter-of-factly before asking, “What’s
going on, why all the math?”

Dr. Martinez opened his mouth to reply but found himself stupefied
and shut it again. He had been sitting on a small stool looking over
Javier with a pen he kept tapping on the pad of paper between taking
notes. With Javier’s answer, the pen stopped.

The answer was correct, but the truth is the surgeon only knew it was
correct because he asked it so frequently that he committed the answer
to memory.

In his entire professional career, only one other person had ever
answered correctly...a woman he met several years ago who had suffered a
bad car wreck. She had lived, but her personality had never recovered to
the person she was, at least according to her friends and family. He
later learned her life unraveled with a divorce after 17 years of
marriage, and her loss of employment as a waitress, of which she
previously worked 9 years. Evidently the bubbly person she once was had
been forever lost, replaced with a totally different personality, as if
she were possessed. A modern day Phineas Gage incident, to some
extent.

Regardless, she was the doctor's most interesting patient in his
career, and given the rarity of it all he assumed he would never
encounter anything like it again. He looked down at Javier with renewed
interest. ‘Never say never.’

The surgeon responded. "Nothing is…going on, Javier. We’re
simply trying to determine the extent of your head injury. Do you feel
anger, or anxiety at the moment?”

“Well, no…I just thought something is wrong, and you’re not telling
me.” Javier realized he sounded like a child, and wished he hadn’t. Dr.
Martinez picked up on the innocence of the comment, and replied to him
like he was a child, much to Javier’s chagrin.

“That is not the case at all Javier, we are simply trying to help you
heal. But first, your answer is correct. 17 multiplied by 136 is 2,312.
I’m quite impressed - and so quickly too! Tell me, is math a strong suit
of yours?"

Javier couldn’t stand being spoken to like a child, even though he
recognized how naive he had just sounded. In a gruff tone he answered,
"Not at all...been a challenge most my life to be honest."

"Ha." The doctor allowed himself a genuine giggle at the gruff voice
Javier replied with, before realizing Javier wasn't joking; he regained
his composure. “This is not the time or place for modesty Mr. Cabrera.
Would you say that question was challenging then?”

“17 times 136? No.” Javier replied back with a renewed look of
confusion on his face, unsure why it seemed easy, as he understood it
sounded challenging upon hearing it leave his mouth.

“Very interesting…” Dr. Martinez jotted down more notes. He then
wrote a division problem on his pad and solved it. “In that case, what
is 951,896 divided by 638?”

Javier only needed a second before replying, “1,492.”

The doctor's jaw fell open in disbelief. "Yes...indeed," he said with
stunned fascination. The other aides watching the exchange were equally
shocked.

“That’s very impressive, Javier, especially if you are being honest
with us about your previous mathematical acumen. Do you understand that?
Do you understand that most people can’t solve that question at all, let
alone in their head…and so quickly!?”

“Yes, I suppose I do. But I don’t understand why I can now, I’ve
never been good at math…”

The doctor then took a deep breath and asked, “Javier, do you know
what perinatal stem cells are?”

“Never heard of em?”

“Most people haven’t…they were really only recently discovered,
in mice. Humans have these cells too, but the medical community
is still learning about them. So far in trials, one thing is becoming
more clear…we believe they are a very important building block for
creating pretty much any other cell in the body. They are most commonly
found in umbilical cord blood, after a recent birth.”

“OK…What is your point?”

“The point is, your numbers were off the charts…it doesn’t make
sense. We need to rerun the tests and learn more.”

“More about what, my cells?”

“Yes, if this isn’t a faulty read out, it would be very
intriguing…to say the least.”

“My cells are intriguing?”

The doctor gave an audible exhale and suddenly pivoted from whatever
he was going to say.

“You know what Mr. Cabrera, I think I’ve pestered you enough.” The
doctor switched the conversation with a corny wink. “You are healthy and
alert, and your blood work looks great - that is the good news. The bad
news is that the bandage on your head is covering up a very big skull
fracture that we need to patch up. SO, the nurse right over there is
going to begin prepping the wound. You may feel something cold, or
something dripping on your head - like a liquid. Try to stay still and
trust it’s all OK. I’ll meet you in the operating room in about 15
minutes. You’ve lost a lot of blood, so we’re going to get started right
away.”

“What are you saying to me?”

“You’ve had a traumatic brain injury - a life threatening one. The
mind is capable of some fascinating feats under duress, and while we can
sit here and solve mental math equations - you have a large skull
fracture and exposed brain matter, Mr. Cabrera. We’re preparing you for
brain surgery. The nurses will get you ready, and I’ll join you
soon.”

With that the doctor stood up, and before Javier could utter another
question (he had so many), the surgeon gave a final command to his nurse
and walked away.

"Room 1, Carmen. I’m going to wash up - I’ll be there shortly."

The doctor left as quickly as he entered, leaving Javier more
confused than ever.



CHAPTER 48 - Ana’s House

Ana gently kicked the front door closed with the side of her foot and
flicked her keys into a bowl on a small stand just beside the threshold.
Her opposite hand moved in a sweeping motion up the wall, swiping on the
light switch. She squinted momentarily with the sudden transition from
dark to light, scanning the place she called home in an instance of
paranoia - shocked by whatever was happening to her.

To her relief, everything was just as she left it in her modest home
- which was cluttered and filled with a few splashes of bright colors,
trinkets, and various works of art that revealed the quirkier side of
Ana’s personality.

More so, while we too often get blind to the smells of our own
spaces, contrarily Ana could still smell her own space, which was
admittedly by design via the thick smell of incense. Several burnt out
sticks jutted randomly from a copper centerpiece on the glass-top coffee
table - a statue of a monkey reading a book, albeit with a bunch of
holes in its head to hold the incense. A lump of ash piled around its
base.

The truth is, the strong smell of incense wasn’t Ana’s favorite, but
she enjoyed smoking marijuana and was worried her neighbors would detect
the smell. However, she had stopped smoking with her pregnancy and just
hadn’t gotten around to stowing the incense away. Besides, she still
liked to burn some scents, finding the cinnamon aroma in particular made
her feel cozy. Her eyes drank in the familiar sanctuary.

Next to the coffee table and against the wall sat an orange
floral-patterned couch on top of a green shag throw rug. The couch was
opposite a small TV in the corner with a set of bunny ears on top - the
two antennae extending multiple feet in opposite directions in a
lopsided “V” shape that was surely the best position for the clearest
picture.

In the corner and sharing a wall with the couch was a tall vase, home
to a potted fern that spindled its leaves halfway to the ground. A small
Buddha statue peaked from the inside of the vase, its golden head
glimmering back a reflection of the lightbulb above, which shone from a
stand lamp with long black tassels hanging from the bottom rim.

She glanced past the wall between the living room and the modest
kitchen, scanning over the paper print of Salvador Dali’s The
Persistence of Memory - depicting melting clocks in the desert.

Her eyes continued their affirmation of security in her home,
scanning the kitchen. Her small avocado-colored 4-burner stove atop a
recently installed linoleum floor, and just beyond the formica
countertop was a small breakfast-nook table in front of the largest
window in the small house. The table was messy, occupied with an easel
and some tubes of scattered oil paint.

Those who knew Ana knew she enjoyed painting. The piece she was
currently working on was in the style of surrealism, no doubt inspired
by Dali. It was a depiction of deities, seemingly in outer space and
playing chess on a warped chess board. The pieces on the board appeared
to be living humans dressed to their corresponding roles - a King and
Queen, two knights on horses, bishops, etc. A line of monkeys made up
the pawns.

The way Ana painted the subjects seemed to suggest a progression, or
ascension perhaps, as the vibrancy of the characters were boldest with
the monkeys, whereas the humans were somewhat muted in their opacity,
and lastly the deities commanding the pieces were nearly
translucent.

It was a strange piece, even for her, but the oddity of it aside, she
was refreshed to see everything was as she left it.

The tubes of paint were still scattered on the table, a few dirty
dishes filled the sink, and the laundry needed folding. But at that
moment she didn’t care about the mess, because there was something
refreshing about her mess; undisturbed and
unviolated…she couldn’t say the same for herself.

Ana looked down the wood paneled hallway to her bedroom before a
quick turn of her head to scan her entire dwelling, confirming that the
curtains to all windows were still closed - as always when she left the
apartment. With the affirmation of privacy, she quickly stripped off her
wet clothes and threw them down the hallway before standing cold and
naked under her bright kitchen light. She didn’t want to track in mud,
or blood, into her apartment.

She trembled as she moved down the hallway; her bare feet grazed the
transition from shag carpet to cold linoleum, seemingly underscoring her
discomfort, and forced her to stop. She took a deep breath and looked
down.

Her eyes focused intently on her belly, and she tried with all her
being to feel something still alive within her. She scanned with her
finger tip and tapped around her belly with the other hand, attempting
to feel anything. Panic began to set in all over again before she
stiffened her jaw and forced the fear back down. Silent tears ran down
her cheeks, she couldn’t stop them…but she could stop the panic.

As her mind raced, her body soon began to shiver - she had been
standing in her kitchen for longer than necessary, naked and cold in the
middle of the night; terribly frightened, and mostly confused. The
emotions violently stirred between a wave of disorientation,
transfixion, and fear...until ultimately the primal need to get warm and
clean suddenly took over.

As if in a dream she moved to her bathroom and turned on the shower.
The mirror immediately began to steam up, and she stepped into the tub,
pulling the shower curtain closed behind her.

The warm water allowed her to snap out of the trance and relax, if
only a little. The water heater was shared among all four units, but it
was a luxury that made her proud nonetheless, since much of her life she
never had hot water. Being as it was a luxury, the four units divided
the days of use among them to ensure all had a fair rotation. A moment
of guilt set in as she realized this was not her day, but she
quickly squashed the thought, replacing it with a justification under
the circumstances. Besides, it was the middle of the night and there
should be plenty of hot water for her neighbors by the time they begin
their morning commute…at least she hoped.

She began to sob, mentally wandering in every direction…thinking
about milestones in her life, this pregnancy, her father’s funeral, and
oddly to the first time she kissed a boy…Andre. They kissed
outside the historic Manaus Opera House for a school field trip. She
remembered being so captivated by the stunning architecture of the
building, known as the Theatre of the Amazonian Jungle, and how
it made her feel - like she was walking on a cloud. It was stupid and
manic to think of such trite things under the circumstances, but she
used the memory to escape her bitter reality, eagerly leaping back to
the moment…anything to escape her present.

***


Ana grew up with dirt floors and communal toys she shared with her
neighbors. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined such beauty and
grandeur was possible, let alone so close to home, as to what she saw at
the Manaus Opera House that day.

While the rest of her classmates bustled off the bus and scurried
about to play tag and other ‘kid games,’ she stepped aside from the
crowd to simply stop and take it all in. A plaque with information about
the building invited her to learn more, and she moved to read it:

The initial idea to create an opera house in Manaus was by Antonio
Jose Fernandes Júnior, a member of the House of Representatives with a
passion for opera and the arts. Inspired by the Belle Époque period,
which began in 1871, Fernandes Júnior proposed to build a theatre in the
heart of the Amazonian jungle. At that time, the city of Manaus was
undergoing a wealthy phase due to the extraction of rubber, known as the
‘rubber boom’. As a result, Manaus (aka ‘mother of the gods’ in the
native tongue) became one of the wealthiest cities in the world, and
began to construct many grand buildings including the one before you,
the Amazon Theatre. Fernandes Júnior’s dream was to make the city a
center for the arts and a cultural capital of Brazil. Today, the city of
Manaus is commonly known to the world as - the Paris of the
Tropics.

‘The Paris of the Tropics’ she thought to herself
dreamily.

She read more, learning the pink stone of the building was juxtaposed
against large white Italian marble pillars, perched above a wide and
curved marble staircase flanking both sides of the building. A large
green and yellow majestic dome rose high above. Supported by British
steel, the dome itself depicted the Brazilian flag via 36,000 tiles
imported from Alsace, France. It was a structure sourced
internationally, and eager to see more, she walked inside to see the
underbelly of the dome.

Ana ultimately pushed past the trove of students, working her way
into the belly of the theatre, when she looked up. Her breath was
momentarily taken away…she had never seen so many vibrant colors and
murals everywhere - even on the ceiling!

The Dome sat above the ballroom, and as Ana looked up she marveled at
the famous painting by Italian artists, titled, The Glorification of
the Arts in the Amazon. It was a depiction of gods and goddesses
bestowing their gifts from above.

A description of the Amazonian Theatre was cast in another plaque, by
Ralph Waldo Emerson.

In the nascent days of theatre's unfolding, its early architects
beheld a culture that stood apart from the very essence of nature
itself. They endeavored to subdue the untamed wilderness, shaping a
vision of civilization that blossomed in the heart of Paris, nurtured by
souls yearning for the splendor of European refinement. Yet, the spirit
of the Amazonas beckons us toward a more authentic understanding; in
this realm, the melodies of existence do not clash in discord, but
rather resonate in harmonious unity, inviting us to embrace the profound
connection between the human spirit and the natural world.

She imagined a utopia of humans living in complete harmony with
nature, when her trance was broken by a crowd of students, bustling and
chatting en masse while being ushered under the dome. Evidently it was
time for the ‘learning’ portion of the field trip; and Ana looked on as
the boys fidgeted and poked each other, while the girls gossiped and
giggled. The chatter was broken when one of the museum’s guides began
speaking, and even though it wasn’t Ana’s class, she listened
intently.

“Welcome students…to the Manaus Opera House!” The man projected his
voice proudly over the student stirs - silencing any remaining unruly
children.

“Let’s begin with appreciating this masterpiece above us.”

The man looked up with those words, simultaneously gesturing above
him. “The Glorification of the Arts in the Amazon…” he paused
in dramatic fashion, “It has a much deeper meaning than just a pretty
painting by an Italian artist. In fact, many scholars wonder to this
day…what gifts have the Gods or Goddesses bestowed upon
us, if anything at all? And how are we to interpret the meaning of
a God…” he cleared his throat and added, “or
Goddess…through the eyes of the Catholic Church?”

Ana rolled her eyes. Everything in Brazil managed to weave
in the Catholic Church; except she quickly realized - maybe not this
time…after all, he added the word, ‘Goddess’!? She listened more
intently.

“Some of you may have noted the marble pillars outside, not
to mention the dome above us. These architectural features draw
inspiration all the way back to Greek Culture…a polytheistic culture
that believed in many Gods and Goddesses and left room for mortals to
curry favor - and if chosen, possibly receiving God-like gifts
themselves, thus the fitting reference.”

Many of the students scoffed, mimicking the reaction of their years
of Sunday school servitude, which left no room for anything more than a
monotheistic culture - ONE all-powerful God in heaven. As they
were taught, Polytheism was a dim-minded fantasy of the past - and a
dangerous blasphemy to Catholicism and the one true God.

The curator paused to take a sip of water, his eyes thoughtfully
scanned the class over the rim of his glasses as he drank - considering
how to respond, if at all, to the scoffs. Ana watched him, and couldn’t
help but detect a playful glint in the curator’s eyes.

He put the water down and with a smirk, spoke again, “Interestingly,
the Greeks believe there were Gods before their present
Gods…the Pre-Olympian Gods, as historians call them. Of course
those ‘Pre-Olympian Gods’ are known by another title, does anyone know
it?”

None of the hands went up, but the Curator had deftly regained
everyone’s attention - curious to learn not only about many Gods…but
Gods before Gods? The question was way outside anything in
Catholicism, and he could smell the piqued interest from the students.
As such, he didn’t hang the question too long in the air - opting to
retain the small bit of attention he still held.

“Those pre-Gods were called Titans, and the Greeks believed
they were from the primordial parents of the heavens themselves,
combined from both the sky and the earth - represented by
Uranus and Gaia respectively…Above and Below. And if you think
about it…what a unique and powerful premise! Beings created from
above and below!? I fail to comprehend exactly what that
means…”

His voice seemed to trail off in thought before he regained his
composure. “Anyway, ultimately those ‘Titans’ were overthrown in a great
war for power, and having been defeated, were immediately banished from
the upper world and imprisoned forever under guard in Tartarus
- the Greek’s equivalent of…hell.”

The kids all gasped. While ‘hell’ was not a terrible curse word,
school-sanctioned events never included curse words. Now with every kid
hanging onto his every phrase, the curator cleared his throat and
paused, ignoring the glares from the nearby schoolteachers.

“The artist who painted the beautiful mural above you is asking all
of us - we, in this lower world of Gaia… Where do our talents and
gifts come from, where do we draw our inspiration for new works of art,
what inspires the wisdom of our greatest authors? Is it in fact all
given to us by the Gods - as this piece suggests, or a function of
something else?”

He let the thought float about them, remaining silent for a few extra
seconds. “I suppose we’ll leave such questions to philosophy.”

The guide then turned and began transitioning to the next room. “OK
then, follow me as we exit the building to enjoy the beauty of the
Monument Abertura dos Portos - the large sculpture you all passed as you
came into the theater.”

The shuffling class began herding after the man once more - complete
with more poking and gabbing from the students. Ana followed, straining
to hear the guide over the bustling crowd.

“It was inaugurated in 1900 to commemorate the opening of the ports
of the Amazon River to foreign trade in 1866. Built using materials from
Europe - marble, granite and bronze, this piece symbolizes the four
corners of the world: Asia, America, Africa and Europe, each represented
by a ship with a seated boy on the prow. Lastly, the main figure of the
sculpture is a woman representing the Amazon, with a torch in the right
hand, while the left hand…”

Ana quit listening, caught up in her own thoughts and overstimulated
with inspiration.

There was such a beautiful world out there - full of wonder and
mystery, with riches well beyond anything she’d ever imagined…it was
exhilarating. Life is exhilarating.

When the class paused for lunch in the promenade, she didn’t want the
exhilaration to end. She found her class eating on the other side and
moved to join them, but as she neared her familiar crowd she saw a boy
she always thought was cute, Andre…and decided to live life for
thirty brave seconds.

Without thinking she grabbed his hand tightly in hers, and hushed him
around the corner of a building - quickly in a low profile.

Andre protested at first, but she gave him a determined look, and he
knew...and she knew that he knew, and in that moment she found
a new confidence with boys, because knowing he knew what she intended
and still didn’t protest meant he wanted it as well. Boys always
did.

She pushed him against the wall the second they were out of sight,
and smashed her face into his with a kiss.

It was awkward, wet, and nervous all at once...but it was also one of
the biggest rushes she ever felt. She continued to kiss Andre with her
tongue, longer and harder until all at once, she was done. She pulled
away to breathe…and to look at him.

His eyes were still closed when she pulled back; his mouth made a
funny smooching gesture with his lips together. Ana thought he kind of
looked like a fish gasping for air. When he awkwardly opened his eyes,
aware she had finished kissing him, he looked drunk for her. She liked
it and smiled, but with her mission complete, she knew she had to return
to the group, and so she abruptly said, “thanks!” and walked away.

She still chuckled sometimes at the absolutely confused look on
Andre’s face, and the way he always looked longingly at her
thereafter…in class, at lunch, everywhere - for years, awkwardly. For
that she felt guilty, because it was never anything more for her, just a
moment that overtook her. But in reflection as an adult, she wondered
what it meant for Andre and eventually always seemed to recall the look
of bitter rejection he finally gave her; ultimately ignoring her
altogether in a cruel turn of events.

Ana understood the pain he felt, and forgave him for his mean
demeanor towards her. She caused his pain - she did that to him for the
benefit of her own desires. At some point, he realized that he wasn’t
anything special to her...she just used him. He probably
lamented over whether he was a terrible kisser, or if his breath was
bad, or a million other reasons why someone could just drop another
abruptly and never look back.

Ana concluded it must have tortured him...and he never worked up the
courage to ask why; instead he just stewed in his own childhood
confusion until one day he chose to hurt her back to save his ego. Even
now as an adult, she stupidly carried a measure of guilt for it.
Something as childlike and innocent as a first kiss, was instead tainted
forever with thoughts of remorse and wrongdoing. Something so beautiful
and pure, born from the awe-inspiring magic of magnificent artistry,
corrupted by egos and a confusing lack of truthful communication.

‘If only Andre had asked! I would have told him I just got
excited and wanted to kiss someone - overrun with emotion just in that
moment…and he was great at it, and his breath was fine,
and…ugh.’

She protested to herself, angry it had resurfaced. It was a memory
buried long ago, because of the silly torment it always caused - and
suddenly she realized a lot of tears were streaming down her cheeks,
noticeable even in the shower. Except she wasn’t sure it was all
her tears…

“That’s odd.” she thought.



***

Ana snapped back to the present. Another gap in time must have been
lost as the hot water had run out in the shower and the cold was coming
on quickly.

“Oh fuck that’s cold!” She yelped, hopping one-legged out of the
shower before turning and shutting it off. She quickly dried off,
shocked to realize she had never done that before...never taken all the
hot water from her neighbors. It was another indicator she was truly
rattled; smacking her out of her trance and catching herself in the
mirror.

She looked at her own naked reflection. Her dark wet hair fell down
to the middle of her chest, over her high cheek bones and soft chin. Her
breasts were full and firm with the plumpness of early pregnancy, while
her arms and thighs were otherwise shapely and toned.

She was a beautiful young pregnant woman in her prime - she looked
good, and humbly she knew it.

Naturally, she still had her insecurities, but despite them she
understood her effect on men. Whether with Andre as a young girl, or now
as a grown woman, and she knew she had done it again with Arys, like she
had with so many boys before - she pulled him close to her because she
wanted to. Initially, she found Arys to be cute and she was lonely...but
this time it was different. This time she was in love, and she secretly
carried his baby.

When she finally worked up the nerve to tell him, she was so relieved
to learn he wasn’t angry or scared, and the thought of leaving never
seemed to occur to him. Instead he accepted the news like a man, and
with a smile he promised to love her and their child forever, and then
asked her to marry him.

It secretly broke her heart, because she never wanted such a crappy
proposal over an unwed pregnancy. The entire premise made her feel like
a failure, and yet it was everything she hoped he would say, as she
truly loved him and he genuinely convinced her the entire situation was
just a formality…an acceleration to what he already intended anyway,
baby or not. It’s everything she wanted to hear, and he made her love
him even more.

“Arys…”

She muttered to no one as her mind searched for answers and her heart
fell again.

It is that man, her secret love, the father of her unborn
child, who had nearly died today by something out
there. She knew Arys, and while he had his shortcomings and could
be so stupid and immature in his worst, he never lied. He was like some
annoying boy scout that way. Whatever happened tonight was real, but she
couldn’t bear to relive it again, not in her present state.

Exhausted and defeated, her body was shutting down. In an autopilot
state and with the goosebumps growing over her chilled body, she
mindlessly returned to her night’s ritual of brushing her teeth and
putting on her pajamas before curling up into her cold bed, waiting to
feel the warmth build. Under the cold covers she laid still in the
night, staring up at the ceiling and convinced that any attempt to sleep
was futile, but would lay in trying nonetheless.

She passed out in less than a minute from total exhaustion.



CHAPTER 49 - Cebus Kaapori

[Static] “Contact! I repeat…we have contact!” [Static]

Bravo Leader’s words clawed into everyone’s ears. Immediately all
squad members took defensive positions, crouching behind bushes and
posting-up behind trees. Talon continued whispering into his vox
headset.

[Static] “ET Vehicle - bearing 318 - top of the rock rubble - no sign
of life, awaiting instructions, over.” [Static]

Yukon scanned the top of the rock pile and replied.

[Static] “Confirmed. Alpha hold here - defensive positions. Bravo -
relocate 100 meters east, stay on the perimeter of the circle and stay
in cover. Go - now! [Static]

Talon turned and signaled to his men before falling back and heading
east himself. He scampered quickly across the ground, keeping a low
profile and staying in cover nearly the entire time. Yukon watched him
dip out of sight and turned to study the spacecraft.

He dialed up the magnification on his night vision and the strange
vehicle became more clear. It was a metallic craft, shaped like an
elongated walnut, but as smooth as a drop of water, and it was stuck
atop the small mountain of earth and rubble, as if it had nosedived into
the earth - the epicenter of the bizarre, cratered moonscape.

[Static] “I see your vehicle Talon - good eye. Gentleman, and
lady…” His smile came through every time he added that part. “We
got a Yahtzee! Full perimeter scan - four quadrants in a 10x10 pattern.
Alpha leads - that mound is your center point. Nobody goes inside 50
meters of that mound - am I clear?” [Static]

The group collectively replied. [Static] “Yessir.” [Static]

[Static] “Good, when all four quadrants have been searched, meet back
on the two of us.” [Static] He looked down at Sparky - who lay
motionless on a makeshift stretcher, still passed out from the overdose
of morphine Pearl hit him with. [Static] “Start northeast. GO!”
[Static]

The soldiers quickly sorted their numbers to accommodate Sparky’s MIA
status and headed north, set on covering a pattern of land 100 meters
wide and 100 meters long from the corner nearest the pivot point. The
Alpha five spanned out in 25 meter increments from the center man, and
began stalking forward into the jungle on high alert. Bravo joined them
25 meters behind.

Maestro ran point, ducking under a jungle vine through the low light
of dawn. He flipped up his night vision to turn it off, deeming his own
eyes to be the better option in the wee morning hours. The rest of the
squad heard the signature click of the retracted night vision, and
immediately followed suit - evidently in agreement.

Pearl looked at Maestro, the first face she’d seen with her own eyes
since the helicopter ride in, and smiled at him. She found him oddly
attractive, despite the fact Maestro was a shaggy man, with messy dark
hair and 5-day old stubble. He looked like he belonged in a dive bar
pouring cheap booze, but his qualifications were unrivaled and his
ability to blend in with the common man had its upsides in this
profession. She also knew he kept himself in meticulous shape,
mountaineering most of the world's highest peaks in his off-duty months.
Her eyes dipped to his ass for just a moment before she saw him quicken
his step into a patch of ferns.

Maestro slipped forward stealthily and with the sort of adrenaline
high he lusted for - fully aware he was searching for extraterrestrials,
and was close. This was going to be his moment, one he’d never forget,
and he flashed back to how it all began.

*****

Maestro lived for big thrills and packed them in during his off-duty
months: hang gliding and scuba diving, mountaineering and white water
kayaking; he was a man who lived his life to the fullest. As such, he
searched for a job that paid a lot of money in a short amount of time.
That’s how he discovered Alaskan Fishing.

Oddly, somebody not affiliated with the company he applied to called
him back. The number was a sham - the man wasn’t even in the fishing
industry, in fact he was with a different employer altogether, from a
company the man never named, and refused when asked.

Maestro assumed it was a prank at first, and went to hang up the
phone, but the man yelled, “DON’T HANG UP! We have a lot to talk about,
John.”

“How do you know my name?”

“I know a lot about you. Not only is it obvious that you are risk
averse and seeking ways to make a lot of money in a short amount of
time, but I also know you are good with numbers, an ex-marine, and you
have no living family.”

“Who are you?”

“I am your future, John. Meet me at Cafe Veronica on 34th - 1pm. We
have a lot to discuss.”

It was obvious he was dealing with a very powerful person, and
curiously agreed to meet. “Yeah, alright. I’ll see you then.”

When the meeting was over, Maestro (aka John) returned back to his
shitty apartment in a haze. It was obvious the mysterious man knew
everything about him, citing him the perfect man for a unique
proposition. The man in fact offered Maestro a job - one that would pay
more money than he ever dreamed of, and the chance to experience the
ultimate thrill…to make first contact with an alien life
form.

*****

Rays of light shone through the canopy, waking up all birds of flight
and feather for their morning songs. Maestro felt his heart racing.
Despite all the biodiversity in the Amazon, they were stalking a
specimen not from this planet. It was the adrenaline high he yearned
for.

‘I have the best fucking job in the world.’ He thought to
himself, scrutinizing his northern destination through a holographic
scope fixed atop his M4 carbine rifle. ‘Where are you little
alien?’ His mind jokingly sang, when something moved in front of
him - lightning fast, low to the ground through the fog and ferns.

It took every bit of muster to keep from emptying his magazine into
the scurrying creature. [Static] “Hold!” [Static] He whispered
aggressively into the headset. [Static] “I’ve got motion - 8 meters
ahead - due north.” [Static]

The squad immediately shouldered their rifles and got low, making
themselves smaller targets should they be under attack.

[Static] “I’m approaching the movement. Cover me.” [Static] Maestro
slowly stepped forward, dipping into a low crouch and temporarily
flipping his night vision lens back down, hoping to catch a thermal
reading from the underbrush. To his surprise - he did.

It was a human, except when he blinked, it was merely a small monkey.
[Static] “What the fuck - did anyone else see that!?” [Static]

Pearl scurried up to him, scanning the same area of underbrush with
her night vision.

[Static] “Looks like a monkey to me…except, holy shit - a lot of
monkeys…” [Static] Pearl was looking up into the trees with a
dumbstruck expression.

Maestro tracked her eye line, higher through the tree canopy where he
saw a hundred capuchin monkeys, all cleverly hiding behind branches and
leaves, watching the squad intently.

[Static] “Holy shit! There are a hundred monkeys in these trees -
watching our every step! Delta - turn on your night vision goggles - you
can’t miss em! Hell, they look like a strand of damn Christmas lights in
the trees - they’re everywhere!” [Static]

Both squads flipped their night vision on, and slowly but surely the
murmurs of surprise filled their ear pieces.

Pearl spoke first. [Static] “This can’t be normal, right?”
[Static]

Squatch replied. [Static] “Definitely not normal. Those are
capuchin’s, from the genus, Cebus…a twist on a Greek word meaning ‘a
long-tailed monkey.’ They are a diurnal animal living in groups of
forty or less…typically. So NO, this is NOT
normal…what we’re seeing is unprecedented.” [Static]

[Static] “You could have simply said, not normal, and we’d
believe you as the zoologist…but cool story bro.” [Static] Maestro never
missed a shot if you left the net open.

[Static] “Are they violent…do they eat meat?” [Static] Pearl asked
worriedly.

[Static] “No they aren’t violent, but yes, they are omnivores and are
known to eat other primates.” [Static]

[Static] “Humans are primates.” [Static]

[Static] “Veerryy goood, Pearl. Somebody gets a gold star after
class.” [Static]

[Static] “Fuck off Maestro.” [Static]

Pearl berated herself for even considering the asshole. Every
time she started to find him remotely attractive, he would open his
mouth. It made her even more irritated for feeling anything at all in
the first place. Meanwhile, the monkeys, as if detecting that their
cover was blown, suddenly bolted at the same time - every last one of
them in wreckless abandon.

[Static] “Hey hey…what the FUCK are they doing!?” [Static]
Maestro asked through a cacophony of shrieks and guttural yells from the
primates.

A torrent of commotion rang out, enveloping the squad from every
direction with violent shrieking and screaming as the monkeys crashed
through the forest all around them in a stampede.

A blur of capuchins leapt overhead in the canopy, and Pearl looked up
in awe as hundreds made impossibly large leaps overhead, moving from
limb to limb with electrifying speed. While she craned her head upward
into the tree tops, she suddenly felt them pass near her, zipping to her
left and right, soaring between the squad stealthily and rapidly. The
soldiers heard them whipping by, and yet the monkeys remained virtually
invisible aside from a flash here and there, until ultimately their
stampede dissipated into the distance.

[Static] “FUCK that was a lot of monkeys! Did somebody say 100,
because that had to be closer to 1,000!” [Static]

[Static] “It wasn’t 1,000; but it was many hundreds.” [Static]
Squatch didn’t waste an opportunity to correct Maestro either - the two
evidently competed for the biggest dick award.

[Static] “Felt like 1,000.” [Static] Maestro smugly retorted.

Pearl, who was still annoyed at Maestro, took her own turn to get a
jab in. [Static] “Oh, poor fella, I bet you believed your
girlfriend when she said it was the biggest she’d ever seen, didn’tcha
sport?” [Static]

This time Maestro laughed with her. [Static] “Ha - alright, that was
pretty fucking good.” [Static]

She suddenly laughed with him, taken aback that the man she meant to
insult was laughing with her… ‘Maybe he can laugh at himself?’
She thought as they slowed their laughter and he smiled at her.
Instantly she absolved him of prior annoyances, immediately back to
weighing whether she liked him or not and unable to make up her mind
even when they finished their mission, making a full sweep of all four
quadrants.

When the two teams returned to Yukon, and Sparky in his compromised
state, Talon spoke first. [Static] “Full perimeter scan is complete
sir…aside from a few curious monkeys, it’s clear.” [Static]

[Static] “A few curious monkeys!?” [Static] Maestro scoffed.
[Static] “You mean a thousand monkeys running and flying all around us!?
…It was the craziest shit I ever seen Yukon - you wouldn't hav-”
[Static]

Squatch couldn’t stand himself. [Static] “It was probably just
several hundred monkeys…close to a thousand but definite
no-”

[Static] “Yes, thank you Squatch!” Talon interrupted. “A lot
of monkeys, I assume you heard them crashing by - they came right in
your direction?” [Static] He looked at Yukon, expecting a reply.

[Static] “Hundreds of monkeys…crashing through the jungle all at the
same time? No, I would have heard that. You sure they came my
direction?” [Static]

[Static] “I’m Positive.” [Static]

Pearl jumped into the conversation. [Static] “Wait, you didn’t see
the monkeys?” [Static]

[Static] “What monkeys?!” [Static] Yukon was getting annoyed,
cajoling Squatch to try and help.

[Static] “Honestly, they were just fucking capuchins - you know, the
cute little grinder monkeys, except it was weird…there were many
hundreds of th-”

[Static] “FUCK the Goddamned monkey count - there were a shit ton, I
DON’T CARE!” [Static] Yukon had heard enough. He sighed in annoyance and
continued. [Static] “It’s our job to know what’s UP THERE - in that
thing!” [Static]

Yukon pointed out to the top of the mound, squinting his eyes into
the now bright morning sky, studying the mysterious glimpse of shining
silver atop the rubble, bluntly foreign and standing out like a pierced
nipple in the middle of a lush forest.

Delta Force remained on the outskirts of the crater, 5 meters or so
into the foliage border. Sharp rays of sun shone through the trees like
blades of light, cutting through the dank that blanketed the shadows of
the forest, a fog that filled the crater’s depression like a pool of
roiling water.

The squad leader stretched his vision out, using those blades of
sunlight to estimate the distance to that fateful target, a mysterious
vehicle atop an oasis, in the middle of a moonscape crater - in the
middle of the fucking jungle. A thousand possibilities raced through his
head…

‘Is it safe to approach? Is something inside it? If so, is it
alive? If yes, is it hostile? Is it a bomb? Does it contain poisonous
gas…is it full of lethal pathogens, is it radioactive…?’

Yukon saw that Squatch was waiting for a response, but instead he
pulled a geiger meter from his vest to get a read on the radioactivity
of their current position. It was higher than usual, but still safe for
the time they’d be on site.

Suddenly Yukon knew what he was doing…he was stalling, stalling
because he was afraid. The Squad Leader looked at each of his team, and
when he met their eyes he expected to see fear in return…but he didn’t,
not from one of them. Instead he saw their bravery and he drew from it.
They told him with their eyes alone that every member of his team was
willing to follow him into fucking hell if he asked it of them, and
somehow when he saw that fight in his men, that
fire…it fired him up as well, giving him the strength he needed to
proceed.

[Static] “The mound…” [Static]

He broke his silence solemnly, and with a deep breath spoke the
mission at hand, searching once more to meet his loyal band,
eye-to-eye.

[Static] “We all know what we signed up for, and I suspect we all
know what is on top of that mound. So let’s be very honest with
ourselves…we are dealing with advanced technology and superior
intellects. Make no mistake…we are the natives, approaching
conquistadors who have crashed their ship on our shore. They likely have
guns and armor, whereas we are merely armed with sticks and spears. Let
us not forget that, and frankly hope that whatever crashed is dead, or
peaceful. But since we can’t know for sure, stay sharp, be smart, and
stick to protocol.” [Static]

Yukon turned his attention to Pearl with a somber face.

[Static] “This is what you signed up for kiddo. Get your PPE
(Personal Protective Equipment) on. Squatch, Maestro - you too.”
[Static]

[Static] “Yessir.” [Static]

[Static] “Squatch is in command, but Pearl has the helm unless a
threat arises. The rest of you, full support from the dirt perimeter.
Spread out and stay alert.” [Static]

Out of the blue, Sparky groaned. He was coming back around and
feeling his discomfort turn to pain.

Yukon glanced at Sparky and then up to Squatch.

[Static] “You’ve got one hour to assess the threat level amigo. If we
have a greenlight, this man needs an evac. I trust you can understand
the urgency needed here. You give me the greenlight, I hop on the horn
and we bandage up ol Sparky lickidy split. But…if it’s a redlight,
well…you know.” [Static]

Squatch nodded. [Static] “One hour or less, I call it safe or
hostile…Pearl leads. Roger that.” [Static]

With those words Pearl zipped up her PPE suit and set her sights on
the mound before glancing at Maestro and Squatch.

[Static] “Shall we, Gentleman?” [Static]



CHAPTER 50 - Javier’s Head Wound

The nurse’s aide wheeled Javier into Room One and shut the door.
Javier was still on his back, now squinting from the bright fluorescent
lights above.

Carmen put on some latex gloves and began to cut away the bandage the
first responders dressed Javier’s head wound with. As she pulled the
last bandage off, Javier heard her comment to the aide across the
room.

“Um, Maria - come have a look at this…”

Maria walked over while the two exchanged a series of grunts and
non-verbal cues. He couldn’t help but feel like a science project, or
something to be gawked at in the freak show as the two studied him
closely.

“Seriously?” The other woman (evidently Maria) said in return as
Javier felt his bandages pulled aside. Her surprise sounded authentic,
reinforcing the feeling of being a guinea pig.

“No kidding, right?!” Carmen said with disbelief.

Carmen then tried to whisper so Javier couldn’t hear, but he heard
her all too well.

“They said ‘skull fracture with exposed brain matter’ …we must
have the wrong guy!” The two opened their eyes wide at each other,
unsure what to do next.

Javier missed their non-verbal exchange, but felt the energy in the
room shift nonetheless. The carefree routine and jovial disposition he
previously felt between the two women was gone, replaced with an
atmosphere of uncertainty and a twinge of panic. Maria broke the tension
with a rehearsed interruption.

“Hey Carmen, can you hold one moment on prepping that wound… Looks
like we’re out of bactoshield. I’ll be right back…”

Carmen winked back and played along, “Ugh - again! OK, standing by.”
She then placed a hand on Javier’s shoulder, “So sorry Mr. Cabrera, this
is going to be a couple more minutes. Are you warm enough at the moment,
do you need another blanket?”

“No, I’m fine.” But his mind raced with introspection, ‘What the
fuck is going on?’

“OK great, just a few moments then.” Carmen’s fake smile permeated
throughout the room.

‘So much lying. Everyone. Everywhere…’ The realization
shocked Javier as he continued to ponder what was happening, and how
long he’d lived without ever realizing the full extent of falsity and
deceit in everyday communication.

A couple more minutes passed before Maria returned with Doctor
Martinez. Javier could feel the doctor’s skepticism as he approached,
and with a bothered ring in his voice he stated to no one in particular,
“Let’s have one more looksy here Mr. Cabrera. I’m just going to lift up
your banda-....”

The doctor suppressed a gasp of surprise, “...your bandage…” With a
dramatic exhale he continued, “Javier. Ah, may I call you Javier?”

Javier found it insulting the doctor was asking now, despite the fact
he used his first name frequently moments ago, and in a tone that was
more suited for addressing a child. “Hasn’t stopped you yet.”

The doctor was too preoccupied to care about the slight. “It
appears…” He struggled to find the right words. “...it appears the wound
is not as bad as we initially thought.”

Then with a nervous laugh he added, “unless you’re just healing
really fast - haha.” The moment grew even more awkward when
nobody in the room joined him. Left hanging, Dr. Martinez broke the
awkwardness with a new sense of quizzical interest.

"And wow - this is simply a lot better than our initial prognosis. So
I’ll state the obvious…you will not need surgery after all, Mr. Cabrera
- at least not immediately. We’ll need to run a few more tests
first. Carmen, can you get a picture of this please...I need to compare
it to the first picture taken at admission and chase down the error. I
also want x-rays, STAT."

Javier heard the surprise in Dr. Martinez's voice and asked, "What
makes you believe it should have been worse?"

The doctor considered the question a moment. "Do you recall how you
got this head wound, Mr. Cabrera?"

Javier felt Carmen lean in close, just before he heard the shutter
click of the camera.

"Yes, I remember thinking it was the end. It had to have been a bad
one!"

Dr. Martinez looked at Carmen, who was returning his gaze with equal
bewilderment.

"What was a ‘bad one’ Javier?" The doctor asked.

"...well the plane wreck, of course. I was in a bad crash…I
remember going down. It’s surely how I injured my head…but I still
can’t believe I survived."

"Do you recall anything after the wreck, Mr. Cabrera?"

"No. One minute we were flying to Bogota, next minute I'm on a bed in
front of you - here to patch me up I assume?"

"Yeah..." The doctor replied. He looked up to meet Carmen's eyes, who
shared the same unspoken bewilderment over Javier’s total failure to
recall the attack he made on General Nerez, and a soldier ramming the
butt of his rifle into the back of Javier’s head in the process.
Recalling Javier was capable of biting a pound of flesh off a man,
Doctor Martinez continued with a renewed sense of detachment in his
bedside manner.

“Is there anything else you recall, anything that may have resulted
in your head injury?”

Javier looked up at him confused, “No…what else could there be?”

The doctor made another note on his pad. “Right, no-no, exactly.
Well, it was a very traumatic event and you’ve been through a lot. I’m
just trying to establish your prognosis as best as possible Mr. Cabrera.
So for now, it seems your head wound is much better than we
initially thought, but we’re going to run a few more tests to be sure.
If things prove to be as good as they look, we’ll get you back to your
room shortly. For now, we’re postponing the operation until further
notice.”

The doctor offered a small courtesy chuckle to mask the theatrics of
whatever was going on, but Javier understood the doctor was covering
something up…and resolved to not let him off the hook so easily.

“What does that mean?” Javier asked matter-of-factly, cutting through
the charade and jolting everyone back to reality.

The doctor recognized his effort wasn’t as convincing as he hoped,
and resolved to try again on a more serious note. “It means we’re going
to need to do a few more tests Mr. Cabrera, to ensure your life is not
in danger with a massive blood clot in your brain - as one possibility.
I’d also like to take another blood sample, ask you some more questions,
maybe do some math together…” The surgeon offered another hollow smile
before getting back on track.

“Carmen, please inform radiology we need another picture of his
skull.”

“Yes Doctor.” Carmen whisked herself away while Javier continued to
protest to the doctor.

“What’s going on here, what aren’t you telling me?” Javier said with
new authority, writhing against the straps of his gurney.

“Whoa Javier - calm down. You were unconscious when they put you on
the bed, the straps are for your own protection. We’ll get them off you
if you can stay calm. Can you stay calm?”

“That depends - are you going to tell me what’s going on here?”

“Of course.” The doctor inhaled deeply, pausing before his reply.

“Javier…in all my profession I’ve never seen or heard of such rapid
healing. Mistakes happen, maybe we completely misunderstood your wound -
but the pictures say otherwise. There’s something about you,
something seemingly in your blood…it may be very special.”

The Doctor tapped on his notepad, “It's going to be a busy day for
you tomorrow my friend. Once they get you back to your room, which again
should be soon, please try to get some sleep and be patient with us as
we try to understand what is happening here. It was a very violent crash
- you are unbelievably lucky.’ The surgeon then ended with another lie.
“Just a few more tests, and then I promise - you’ll get back to your
normal life.”

Javier had thoroughly enjoyed the moment of truth the doctor provided
him right up until the end. He wasn’t going back to his normal life
anytime soon, if ever. He knew he was being lied to - a level
of unease crept over him.

He considered the situation as best he could. Evidently he survived
an impossible crash, and his head is healing at an impossible rate.
Whatever was happening, one thing seemed at least intuitively clear to
him. These doctors did not exactly have his best interests in
mind, and quite possibly were going to make him a lab rat and keep him
as long as they wanted. He didn’t know where his full-body conviction
came from, but he was certain nonetheless.

The realization sent a shiver down his spine. He scrambled to get a
message out, to let someone know where he was and that he was OK.

“I’d like to call my family please.” Javier asked, his mind racing
for any means to inform others of where he was if in fact his fears were
accurate.

“They’ve already been notified.” Maria, the other aid, nonchalantly
lied in support of the doctor. “Besides, it’s very late Mr. Cabrera. I’m
sure we can try again in the morning.”

Javier then heard her add something, but not with her mouth…rather
from a voice in her head, loud and clear in his own mind.

‘You are about to be poked like a pincushion sweetheart…I ain’t
ever seen shit like this! You can do math like a calculator and yet you
have no recollection that your head wound was from a soldier ramming his
gun into your skull?!’ Her inner voice chuckled before adding,
‘That guy rang his bell hard - he’s lucky to be alive, but hell…he
already survived a damn plane crash…who is this guy?’

Javier saw her looking at him funny from over her shoulder, and he
jolted up, staring at her all the while and confirming her mouth wasn’t
moving, until it was.

“You Okay sugar? Something wrong?” She asked with real concern…her
lips seemed to move in slow motion as Javier watched the words come
out.

“What were you just saying?”

“Haha, nothing sweetheart, I was just making sure you are OK. That’s
all…now let’s get this x-ray and get you to your room, sound good?”

“No, that’s not what you said.”

‘My God, this dude is going crazy.’ She thought.

He began to respond, but once again noticed her mouth wasn’t moving
with that last sentence. The thought of panic occurred to him, but
calmly and quickly it receded…concluding this must be the aftermath of a
bad concussion, and paying closer attention to his surroundings under
the belief he may spot something advantageous for an escape, if
needed.

With thoughts of fleeing on his mind, his tension rose when he
noticed a soldier standing guard outside the entrance to the operating
room. Maria began to wheel him down the hall when Javier heard the
escorting steps of the armed soldier accompanying them - leaving no
uncertainty the guard was there for him.

‘Why the fuck am I being guarded?’

He decided to keep his thoughts to himself, aiming to puzzle out the
mystery he was stuck in. When they finished with the x-rays, Maria took
him back to his room through a series of twists and turns that made
Javier wonder if he could get back to where he came from, when all at
once she stopped to take out a set of keys - unlocking a door.

“OK Mr. Cabrera, this is you. Do you need any assistance
transitioning to the other bed?”

“No…I can do it. But before you go…how long will I be here? What
comes next? …when can I speak to my family!?”

“Ha! Slow down honey. I can’t say how long you’ll be here or what
comes next - that’s up to the doctors. You can probably speak to
somebody tomorrow, but again that’s not up to me. Look, it's very late.
Are you OK for tonight, can I get you anything else before I go?”

“No, I think I’ll be fine. Thank you.”

“Great. Let’s go ahead and get you situated as I can’t leave this
gurney with you in it.” She said with a disingenuous smile.

“Yes, of course.” Javier ambled off the gurney and onto his own bed
in a new room that would evidently be ‘his’, sitting there with the
expectation she had more direction for him; she did not.

“OK, well have a good night Mr. Cabrera.” Maria then pushed the
hospital gurney out the door and disappeared down the hall. As the door
slowly closed behind her, Javier sprang up quickly, as silently as he
could, creeping closer to the door with the intent to slowly catch it
and prevent it from closing.

As he approached, he barely made out the tip of the soldier's foot
just out of sight, and then he saw the muzzle of the man’s gun.

The soldier remained motionless, evidently standing guard. The idea
of catching the door to keep it from closing was immediately shattered,
and instead Javier froze in fear that the guard would turn and see him
standing there. A slow hiss from the hydraulic arm at the top abruptly
ended with a loud ‘click’ just in front of Javier’s nose - a cruel
crescendo to the dashed opportunity.

Even still, he couldn’t give up that easily. Javier gingerly reached
out and grabbed the handle. He decided to try and initiate the beginning
of opening the door, with only minimal downward pressure to silently
test if it was in fact locked. The handle didn’t budge, and as he put
more force into it to be certain, he only grew more sure that it wasn’t
going to. He was locked in that room - with an armed guard outside his
door.

‘What the fuck is going on?’

Slinking back to his bed, he suddenly noticed the huge mirror
occupying an entire wall of his room. It was impractical and
over-the-top, especially when compared to the otherwise modest space,
and like Arys he immediately concluded he was being monitored from the
other side.

***

From the other side of the mirror, the guard chuckled to his
buddy.

“Did you see that!? Dude just tried to make a break for it!”

“Haha, yeah I saw. And I just heard in the break room he’s the guy
that attacked General Nerez on the previous shift!”

“You’re shitting me - he attacked General Nerez?!”

“Yeah, dude is fuckin batshit! I’m telling you, this fucker cracks
TONIGHT. I know it…I can feel it, and unless you wanna be a bitch, let’s
make it interesting…double or nothing!”

“Double or nothing? Yeah - you’re on!”

***

Back in his room, Javier felt as if the walls were closing in on him
- and the strong sensation he was being watched. In total defeat he laid
down and stared at the drab ceiling of the empty military ‘room’ he was
kept in. A wave of hopelessness washed over him with the same two
questions racing through his mind over and over again.

‘What the hell have I gotten myself into…and how the
hell am I gonna get out?’



CHAPTER 51 - Cumati and the Wizard

Cumati hunkered low, laying as still as possible under the thick
foliage of a ground fern. His heart raced and it reminded him of a
cottontail rabbit he once caught as a child…he could never forget its
frantic heartbeat, and so he released the terrified thing - unable to
kill something so young and innocent despite how hungry he was. Except
this time he was the little rabbit, and he couldn’t afford to assume his
predator was as forgiving.

He quietly writhed into the soupy cold mud beneath the fern -
narrowly escaping discovery, or at least praying he had. Doubt crept in
as he deftly secured himself in a comfortable enough position; one he
could hold for an hour if he had to. Wondering if they drew near…he lay
motionless under an invisible mountain of worry, the ever-persistent
dread.

‘Did they see me…am I safe, or waiting to die?’

A footstep squished near him, creeping slowly, stalking. So he
had been seen…he felt his throat tighten up in fear but remained
vigilant in his stillness.

A wizard neared within a couple meters of Cumati, searching for the
native man he knew he saw - if only for a moment.

Cumati laid as low as he could in the storm water puddle - a
depression in the earth after recent floods washed away the soil down to
the root ball. He tucked in beneath the palm fronds, face up in the
puddle with one eye and an ear above the water - which was concealed by
a heap of storm-downed palm fronds that floated on the surface.

His gaze found a small gap in the foliage that offered him a sliver
of vantage, through which he watched the silhouette of an alien creature
- a being far superior to him, hunting him in the dark of night. Though
muffled through the flora, the Shaman Chief heard a faint wheezing sound
from the wizards' glass eyes, which protruded from his real eyes -
telescoping in and out with a humming ring.

When the wizard looked up to scan the treetops, Cumati saw its icy
eyes - his real eyes, lit up with a green ambiance. Cumati suspected it
was a magic spell that let the Wizard see in the dark. The thought
chilled him. The wizard continued to peer into the dark shadows of the
jungle’s nooks and crannies, shadows that would soon retreat from the
dawning sun, breaking the horizon inside the hour. Every passing minute
aided in the day’s illumination; and the wizard’s dark silhouette was
easy to see in the cold blue hues of dawn.

The magical being paused long enough for Cumati to study him more
thoroughly. The wizard held a long and narrow staff with a handle part
way down, which he seemed to aim the end of it wherever he looked. His
clothing was painted to match the foliage - with blotches of green,
brown, and black like the leaves of the jungle…perhaps another spell.
Lastly, he had what appeared to be a helmet on his head, which seemed to
support the glass eyes and their magical green light.

Cumati stiffened when he heard another voice speak out as if it were
right next to the Wizard, but Cumati knew the wizard had ventured out
alone…yet he heard the voice as clear as day, and assumed another wizard
was magically throwing her voice to Cumati from afar.

It was a woman’s voice, that he knew for sure…a witch’s voice,
leaving Cumati to ponder the powerful sorcery their combination might
have made.

‘Witches and Wizards, joining forces to conquer a Mae do
Ouro!’ He thought in mesmerization.

When the wizard answered the witch, Cumati heard their words loud and
clear; it was one of the many languages Kapeeshwara infused in his mind
- English, and he spoke it fluently. He listened to
their conversation.

[hiss] “What do you see Maestro?” [hiss] The witch asked.

The wizard stood up, flipping his glass eyes to the top of his
helmet. He looked back to the direction he came and replied. [hiss]
“What the fuck was that? I saw a tribesman…did anyone else see that!?”
[hiss]

Cumati lay as still as possible, frightened by the hiss of their
serpent speech, always before and after they spoke. He heard the witch
stalk closer, hissing once more with a touch of alarm in her voice.

[hiss] “Looks like a monkey to me…except, holy shit - a lot of
monkeys…” [hiss]

The witch stopped within an arm's length of Cumati, shoulder to
shoulder with the wizard. Cumati saw she was smaller in stature, dressed
the exact same as the wizard, although with wider hips and breasts. The
two mages were distracted, looking up into the tree canopy and pointing
at something that pulled their attention.

Cumati couldn’t see what they saw, but with a tilted ear just above
the water, a great many creatures rustled about in the trees above.
Given the sorcerer's conversation, Cumati assumed a great many monkeys
were overhead - further evidenced by a chatter that persisted in growing
louder and bolder every few seconds. Cumati recognized their howls…it
seemed an angry mob of capuchins were gathering, and in their assembly
they began to rile each other up with a raucous cacophony of screams,
growls, and aggressive grunts.

[hiss] “Holy shit! There are a hundred monkeys in these trees! Delta
Force - turn on your night vision goggles. Hell, they look like a strand
of damn Christmas lights in the trees - they’re everywhere!” [hiss]

‘Hundreds of monkeys?’ The Shaman pondered in shock. It was
a bad omen, unnatural and yet powerfully meaningful, and it pulled him
back to the night of his ascension to Chief - his conversation with
Kapeeshwara in the spirit realm. ‘Monkeys are a symbol of an
unsettled mind, and here on Eo the primates are frantic.’

The witch spoke first. [hiss] “This can’t be normal, right?”
[hiss]

[hiss] “Definitely not normal.” [hiss] A different wizard magically
threw his voice into the witches ear. [hiss] “Those are capuchin’s, from
the genus, Cebus…a twist on a Greek word meaning ‘a long-tailed monkey.’
They are a diurnal animal living in groups of Forty or Less -
typically. So NO, this is NOT normal…what we’re seeing is
unprecedented.” [hiss]

[hiss] “Nerd Alert! You could have simply said, not normal,
and we’d believe you as the zoologist…but cool story bro.” [hiss] The
first wizard mocked.

[hiss] “Are they violent…do they eat meat?” [hiss] The witch asked -
to Cumati’s surprise.

‘Perhaps she comes from a land where there are no monkeys? ‘Is
there such a place?’

[hiss] “No they aren’t violent, but yes, they are omnivores and are
known to eat other primates.” [hiss] The zoologist remarked.

[hiss] “Primates are humans.” [hiss] The witch muttered in
suspicion.

[hiss] “Veerryy goood, Pearl. Somebody gets a gold star after class.
Yes - humans are primates!” [hiss]

[hiss] “Fuck off Maestro.” [hiss]

The witch had a temper, and Cumati considered the oddity of listening
to a warring party of Mages debating what constitutes a monkey, and if
they eat people. His mind retraced what they had discussed so far,
specifically back to a word that lit up his brain like a firework, a
strange word Kapeeshwara used in the spirit realm, plaguing him ever
since for an answer to the burning question: What is a primate?
To his complete surprise, the wizards just serendipitously gave him the
answer.

‘Humans are primates.’

Without warning a torrent of commotion rang out, enveloping the
jungle from every direction. There was violent shrieking and screaming
as the monkeys crashed through the forest all around them in a wild
stampede. A blur of capuchins leapt overhead in the canopy, and despite
his position under a large palm in a puddle of mud, Cumati glanced up in
awe as several hundred monkeys scurried overhead.

They had disappeared as quickly as they had come, whipping along the
jungle floor, daring the wizards to strike them, until all at once their
crashing cacophony dissipated into the distance.

[hiss] “FUCK that was a lot of monkeys! Did somebody say 100, because
that had to be closer to 1,000!” [hiss]

[hiss] “It wasn’t 1,000; but it was many hundreds.” [hiss] The
Zoologist remarked.

[hiss] “Felt like 1,000.” [hiss]

However many it was, Cumati was relieved to hear the wizard and witch
group with the others back south. Cumati listened as their squishy boot
steps faded into the distant wind. After some time passed, he finally
shifted his stiff body, rejoicing in alleviating the aches he felt. He
was also freezing, and knew he needed to get his body warm soon. He made
a prayer to Kuat and Lae for protecting him, and pulled himself from the
mud puddle.

His stiff body relished in shifting to something more comfortable,
and he stretched his arms and legs wide to relieve the aches. With a
deep breath, he finally relaxed.

‘That was much too close for comfort…’

He chastised himself, swearing to never venture that close again to
such powerful wizards. Nonetheless, it was the first sign, loud and
clear. Tonight he witnessed ten wizards, who birthed from metal
dragons and broke the spell of the Mae do Ouro - just as he was told in
the vision. He saw them walk into the circle and defeat the magic with
only one wounded wizard - just as Kapeeshwara foretold, a powerful deity
that could see the future the way a human can watch a trail of ants and
know where they are headed before they do - seeing the bigger picture
from a broader vantage point.

‘Speaking of vantage point…’ Cumati stood fully erect, and
with both eyes open pierced into the jungle void, through the steamy
shadows that swirled beneath the rubber trees - each holding their
breath in eager anticipation of the sun’s arrival.

He peered south into the morning glow of the jungle, and when he
didn’t see anything, he bolted as stealthily as he could for many
minutes to the north - away from the wizards, scampering low and using
his hands to keep his balance, like a primate. When he was
approximately a kilometer away he stood upright, relieved to be at a
safer distance and jogging at a brisk pace on the balls of his feet,
landing softly and silently as he glided through the forest.

His run was effortless, sweeping him away in a trance that bore no
concern for the passage of time. Twenty-nine minutes later he arrived at
his hut, slipped into his bed, and prayed his thanks for escaping the
near miss. He then let his mind drift away in realizing the accuracy of
the Aion’s divination…everything happened just as it was foretold to
him, which meant it was all real, and it was all in motion.

Now he simply needed to wait for the second sign - which according to
Kapeeshwara, would unfold in three full moons from this one.



CHAPTER 52 - Morning Tests for Javier

Javier couldn’t have slept more than a few hours when he heard
someone’s voice echo in his room.

“Rise and shine Mr. Cabrera.” The veteran pilot felt a nudge in his
side, accompanied with a female voice that sounded eerily familiar. His
heart leapt.

‘My wife?’

He jolted awake, temporarily forgetting where he was, taking in his
surroundings with fresh eyes and fearful apprehension.

“There he is.” The nurse said with limited emotion, unaware at the
defeat Javier felt…she was definitely not his wife.

“I’m hungry. May I have breakfast?”

“Well that’s no way to greet someone in the morning…you’re going to
have to use some manners if you’re to get anything from me.”

“Sorry Miss.”

“-it’s Mrs…and save your breath Mr. Cabrera, there will be no
breakfast for you just yet. We need your stomach empty for some
additional blood work this morning.”

“...but I’m truly starving.”

“I don’t fall for the dramatic stuff sweetheart…been doing this waay
too long. You’ll be just fine. Now, the sooner you cooperate the sooner
you can eat. So tell me, shall we pick on your left arm or your right
arm today?”

“Excuse me?”

“Boy you are slow, and without manners?! Sheesh, I don’t get paid
enough. Look here, I don’t know what you did or why you’re in this room,
and I don’t buy any of the miracle fluff half this place is
saying about you. All I know is I have a job to do, and you had better
let me do it the easy way…cuz you ain’t gonna like the hard way - trust
me on that. So one more time now…which arm shall I stick you
with?”

Javier stuck out his left arm.

“Well lookee there, he can be taught!” She pursed her lips and shook
her head as if she was rearing an unruly boy.

Javier suppressed a frown and the strong urge to re-position his
stance with her, because he definitely wasn’t intimidated by the old
bossy broad, but her threat of doing things the ‘hard way’ reminded him
that he was not making any decisions for himself - and she had an army
behind her, literally. Whatever it was about the way she said it, he
knew he didn’t want the hard way. He also knew he’d get no love
from her. She was just a heartless pawn, uncaring and unaware -
collecting a paycheck and turning a blind eye at every turn. She wasn’t
a ‘bad’ person, but he knew in his core he was in a bad spot. He could
feel it, a bad energy all around him - he was drowning in it.

The nurse dabbed his arm with an alcohol swab and stuck him. She
collected 5 small vials from the single needle, quickly swapping and
sorting them all on the fly. When she finished with the last one she
pulled the needle out, under the pressure of a cotton swab, and
stretched a bit of tape over the cotton as a makeshift bandage.

“Be right back.” She said coldly before turning on her heel and
exiting his room.

Twenty minutes must have passed while Javier sat alone. He stared at
the walls and got the feeling he wasn’t above ground, but somehow
subterranean. Eventually the door opened and the surgeon from the night
before walked in with the bitchy nurse - Dr. Martinez.

“Good morning Mr. Cabrera. How are we feeling today?” The surgeon
asked plainly.

“As I said already, I’m starving.”

“Yes, so I’ve been told.” The surgeon replied, “We’ll have a tray of
food brought in as soon as I’m done here. So how about I get right to
it…” The surgeon then looked down at his clipboard and continued. “The
nurse was just telling me your HSPC levels are very high, abnormal
really. It’s probably a faulty readout, but it's very interesting
indeed. Do you know what that means, Mr. Cabrera?”

“No idea.”

“Well, most adults have what are called Hematopoietic Stem and
Progenitor Cells, we call them HSPCs. They mostly help with maintaining
and replenishing bone marrow, but are not necessarily limited to just
that as their healing benefits can aid numerous parts of the body. But
what is very interesting, Mr. Cabrera, is that your HSPC levels
have all the characteristics of what we call Umbilical Cord Blood, also
known as UCB’s. In other words, you have what appears to be UCB-HSPCs,
and those are very special. In fact, we simply don’t find them
in any adult, ever.”

“So what, I got like, baby blood in me?”

The doctor chuckled. “It’s usually just newborn babies, specifically
in the umbilical cord or the placenta. But UCB-HSPCs are profoundly
special because they can become virtually any cell in the body. In fact,
the cells have longer telomeres and a higher telomerase activity, which
confers a higher self-renewal capacity and higher proliferation
potential.”

The surgeon paused and studied Javier, then quizzically asked,
“Sorry, I may have lost you there. Let me try again…”

“No need. I’m following you just fine.” Javier furrowed his brow for
a moment. “So you’re saying I have something in my blood, somethin
usually just found in babies... And that special blood has something
called telomeres, which in my special blood are longer than in regular
blood…and that’s good, I guess, because the cells can grow really fast.
But then, the…whatever you called it…the ‘high telomerase activity’
means the special blood I have can heal anything in my body - not just
bones, like in other adults. Is that right?”

The surgeon tried to suppress his shock, but only halfway succeeded.
“...yes, Mr. Cabrera - that is…perfect. I’m impressed yet
again at your quick wit! Is there a doctor in your family, or
something in your education that perhaps assisted you in grasping this
so quickly?”

“No sir…I’ve never heard of any of this stuff before. But when you
spoke to me I could practically see what you meant…guess you’re just a
really good teacher.”

“Maybe so.” The doctor replied with a genuine smile, the first in a
while. “In that case, let me share with you some other interesting
things from your blood work Mr. Cabrera. There is an extremely high
measure of N,N-Dimethyltryptamine - commonly known as DMT. Frankly, Mr.
Cabrera, I find this odd and yet fascinating… You see, DMT is found in
many aspects of nature….plants and animals alike. In humans, we believe
the pineal gland produces DMT…a small pinecone shaped organ in the
center of the brain. It’s been a mystery in medicine for years, with
some calling it the ‘seat of the soul’ or the ‘third eye’, believing it
holds mystical powers.”

The surgeon chuckled, suggesting such beliefs were silly and
continued on.

“The truth is, DMT is a powerful psychedelic…resulting in those who
use it recreationally to have what they perceive as deeply meaningful
and spiritual awakenings…we in the medical world call them
hallucinations. Perhaps you’ve heard of ayahuasca, the powerful
drink prepared by South American shamans?”

Javier looked at him with a confused look on his face.

“I lost you this time, didn’t I?” The doctor said apologetically.

“Sort of…”

“That’s OK. Look, the point is…we’re getting some fascinating results
from your bloodwork, and it may explain some things for you. For
example, your ability to quickly calculate complex math could stem from
your brain being in an altered state…”

The doctor’s eyes narrowed, “but is there anything else you are
experiencing that may come off as…odd? Perhaps hallucinations…visual or
auditory…your mind playing tricks on you?” He studied Javier closely as
he waited impatiently for a reply.

But it all felt wrong to Javier, who didn’t like where things were
going already, and could only imagine the poking he’d get if he told
them he could hear their thoughts. He resolved to hide his truth and
instead replied casually, “Nope…just a small headache…and I’m trying to
stay calm for you doc, but I am starving.”

“Yes-yes…you are hungry. OK, Monica - you already got the latest
samples this morning, yes?

“Yes doctor.”

“Excellent, in that case, please get Mr. Cabrera a tray of breakfast.
He can have all he wants…we won’t need any more blood samples for now.”
He then turned to Javier. “Enjoy some down time and a full belly Mr.
Cabrera. The truth is we’re going to be seeing a little more of you over
the next few days before we can see you released in full health.”

The doctor turned back to Monica. “Inform the lab I’d like DNA for
this one as well please.”

“What is DNA?” Javier interrupted, pulling the doctor back a brief
moment longer before he could walk away.

“Ah…it’s just something relatively new to medicine - helps us see how
life is built”

“What does it stand for?”

The doctor replied matter-of-factly, “Deoxyribonucleic acid…DNA, it's
the molecule that carries genetic information for the development and
functioning of an organism. We’re still learning much about it, but we
believe it carries genetic instructions for everything alive -
even viruses. Given the rapid healing you are showing, the spike in
UCB-HSPCs, and your off-the-charts levels of DMT…if there was ever a
patient to sample DNA from, it is you Mr. Cabrera.”

“So what, I’m a guinea pig now?!” Javier replied with a note of
aggression.

“No-no. It’s not like that at all, we’re just checking all the boxes
- for your health, first and foremost…and if something interesting can
be discovered, fantastic, but that’s not what this is about. We’re here
to make sure you’re healthy enough to release Mr. Cabrera.”

“Release?”

The doctor chuckled. “Poor choice of words. Discharge.”

“Uh huh.” Javier didn’t believe that for a second. “And taking my DNA
is going to help me?”

The surgeon stifled a laugh. “It’s just something in your blood -
we’ve already collected it and won’t take anymore. It’s nothing bad…we
all have it, and while our understanding of it is still new…heck it may
not reveal much to us at all…although it very well may tell us a lot. If
not today, one day in the future. You will have been free from us for a
long time by then!” He paused to chuckle again. “But for a few more
days…we need to monitor you to ensure all is well. May we do that for
you Mr. Cabrera?”

The question carried a taint of condescension, and Javier chose to
ignore the question.

“If that’s all for now, then yes, you may. Until then,
please, I’m VERY hungry.”

“Yes-yes-yes. Monica will bring you a tray right away.” He then
shooed Monica to get moving and added, “Until then, please rest and take
it easy Mr. Cabrera.”

Javier watched the doctor stop Monica in the hall and whisper
something. He reached out with his mind, trying to hear their thoughts,
but heard nothing…casting doubt into whether he ever could, or if it was
just a DMT hallucination, as the doctor suggested.

‘Am I hearing things?’ He thought to himself with worry,
just as he saw the nurse look back at him with a look in her eye that
made the small hairs on Javier’s neck rise.

He wasn’t sure what was said, and he couldn’t hear their thoughts,
but he didn’t have to…he knew at that moment there was a lot more going
on, a lot that they weren’t telling him.

*** END OF BOOK ONE ***



Epilogue - Book 2, Chapter 1 - The Mound

Pearl looked out to the mound, ominously in the middle of a dry and
barren crater, all of which was juxtaposed against a thick and lush
rainforest teeming with life.

Sunlight shone down into the crater, illuminated with the full
strength of a morning sun climbing to its zenith, piercing through an
unobstructed hole in the jungle canopy. It was already getting hot and
humid, reminding them they were right on the equator. Pearl gasped for
air in her PPE suit as they trekked across the moonscape.

It was a surreal scenery, a desert crater walled in by a silo of
tropical vegetation. A thick cloak of steam rose from the jungle flora
in a perfect circle, emphasizing the artificialness of it all. It looked
like a giant spot-lit stage surrounded by a dim
theatre-in-the-round.

A dramatic fog hung to the perimeter, and there in the middle of it
all, atop the rubble pile was the sanctimonious crown jewel; a slice of
silver as bright as polished chrome. A mirrored glare that demanded the
eye’s attention, a very unnatural crescendo at the center of
that dry and deathly crater… ‘in the middle of the Goddamned
jungle.’

Pearl shook her head to herself. ‘And my job is to be the first
fucking human in the world to go check it out. Real smart
Pearl!’

She glanced at Squatch and Maestro to gauge their sentiment, both of
whom were assigned to escort her as a first line of defense should an
encounter turn hostile. The entire premise was comical…if an
extraterrestrial was advanced enough to fly to earth, she was pretty
sure a couple of hairless monkeys in plastic suits didn’t stand a chance
at defending any attack from such a being - if this being chooses
hostility…

She swallowed hard at the thought and looked back to her ‘escorts’
once more.

The two seemed to be taking it better than she was, or at least they
hid it better. Then again, it was tough to see through those plastic
screens, and she bemoaned having to wear the damn things, but understood
why.

Their PPE gear was a plastic body suit that zipped from the rear,
complete with footies and gloves, as a safety precaution to the
potential for airborne disease and/or other microscopic infectious
bodies. It was something for remote encounters such as this,
the best they could do in the middle of the Amazon Rainforest, but it
was hardly state of the art and Pearl questioned the full effectiveness
of it.

Regardless, it could fit in their backpack and served their purposes
of baseline protection - so here they were. Nonetheless, the plastic
suits were loud, crinkling and squeaking with every step. They were hot
as hell too, fogging up incessantly and making it even more difficult to
breathe, which was already challenging via the large cylinder air
filters that hung off each side of their masks - requiring a belaboring
inhale every time just to achieve a full breath.

[Static] “God these suits are awesome.” [Static] Pearl tried to offer
some cheer through a veil of sarcasm as the trio ventured forward into
the desolate maar.

[Static] “Yeah, I especially enjoy straining my eyes to see through a
plasticky dew made by my own hot breath.” [Static] Squatch joined her,
adjusting his grip of the M4 rifle through the suit's plastic gloves,
his legs swishing with every step.

[Static] “Unless y'all want alien AIDS, quit your bitchin.” [Static]
Yukon broke in from the back, monitoring their communication and
watching their progress from the safety of the crater’s perimeter with
the rest of the squad.

[Static] “Wait, is that why we’re wearing these?” [Static] Maestro
snickered. [Static] “I’m wearing an alien condom!?”
[Static]

[Static] “Very funny.” [Static] Yukon said coldly. [Static] “Look, I
don’t mind a little chatter, but ya’ll have a job to do - so stay
focused Goddamnit!” [Static]

[Static] “Yessir.” [Static] The trio replied in unison.

Those were the last words anyone spoke until they reached the base of
the rubble pile. When they arrived, Squatch spoke first.

[Static] “It's a lot higher than it looked from the perimeter.”
[Static]

[Static] “We did just descend several meters into a crater - we’re
just lower now.” [Static] Pearl answered.

[Static] “Good point.” [Static]

[Static] “Whatever…it’s still Goddamned high.” [Static] Maestro
looked up at the broken pile of dirt and rock - the former oblong mound
now collapsed. [Static] “It would be a formidable scamper upward…we
should take another read before we climb.” [Static]

[Static] “He’s right.” [Static] Pearl agreed, holding up a wand she
carried in her left hand, able to detect carbon dioxide levels, noxious
gases, and pollutants in the air. Maestro awkwardly fumbled his geiger
counter into view, which hung around his neck inside his PPE suit. The
device could detect ionizing radiation - such as alpha particles, beta
particles, and gamma rays through the ionization effect generated in a
Geiger–Müller tube…thus the source of its name.

[Static] “Geiger is getting iffy, but we’re still good.” [Static]
Maestro confirmed.

[Static] “Define ‘iffy’.” [Static] Yukon cut in.

[Static] “About 40 μSv…so what, about the equivalent radiation of
taking a flight from San Francisco to Boston.” [Static]

[Static] “Dress it up however you want, that’s still pretty high.
Keep an eye on it Maestro…I want to know if it keeps climbing.”
[Static]

[Static] “Roger that.” [Static]

[Static] “How about you Pearl, any pollutants?” [Static]

[Static] “This is the cleanest damn air I’ve ever seen in my life,
boss, and yet I’m stuck sucking my own hot breath in a plastic bag.”
[Static]

[Static] “Such is life. Keep marching, your time is ticking.”
[Static]

[Static] “Yessir.” [Static]

She lifted her eyes nervously, tracking the bouldering path they’d
have to take over broken chunks of rock as big as cars, terrain they’d
have to climb with guns and equipment…in their PPE suits no less, and
all of it looked freshly loose. [Static] “I suppose we just take this
one step at a time, yeah?” [Static]

[Static] “Like eating an elephant…” [Static] Squatch said with both
his eyes and the barrel of his rifle trained studiously on their
destination. [Static] “One fuckin bite at a time - I’ll lead.”
[Static]

The big man took a large stride up onto a chunk of busted earth that
wobbled and crushed under his weight. At 6’7” and nearly 300 lbs,
Squatch was a befitting call sign. The loose pile of dirt and rubble was
going to be difficult for him to traverse. He whined in frustration.

[Static] “Fuckin really!? A giant-ass pile of loose dirt, sticks, and
small rocks - and we have to climb in it in these fuckin plastic sacks!?
We’re gonna need to go one at a time.” [Static]

[Static] “Roger that.” [Static] Pearl bear-crawled up onto a large
mass of dirt; relieved her perch didn’t break away like it had for
Squatch.

Maestro followed suit, also with less difficulty than Squatch, who
continued to sink his boot all the way to his shin in the loose dirt
when it was his turn once more.

Watching the big man struggle, they all thought the same
thing…Squatch had no mobility on this pile; the realization made them
all uneasy.

When it was Pearl’s turn again, she looked up and realized she could
no longer see the silver craft resting at the apex; her line of sight
was forfeited to a large compacted partition of the former mound,
jutting out like a large snow cornice above her and leaving her nervous
to trust its integrity in the settling pile of rubble. She needed to get
out from under it.

Squatch saw it too. [Static] “This way.” [Static] He held out a hand
to Pearl, who took it appreciatively, allowing the big man to
practically lift her over to him and away from the dirt cornice.

In her new field of vision, her eyes plotted a route to the top, and
couldn’t deny it was chock full of challenging spots, some potentially
lethal. They would need to traverse wisely, stepping lightly and
carefully along the way. Something else stood out to her as well…the
path ahead had vegetation: bizarrely shaped trees, ferns, and grasses
near the top.

‘A spot of life all of a sudden - right in the middle of this
thing?’

She was perplexed, and turned to look back from whence they came,
scanning the rest of the crater above and below. Ultimately she looked
to the sky and noticed a storm was inbound - they’d all be wet soon. She
looked across the crater and found Alpha and Bravo squad on the
perimeter of a vast barren ring in the jungle.

[Static] “How the hell is this whole place dry as a moon-crater, but
this mound has vegetation on it?” [Static] She asked whomever
would answer, knowing it was Squatch’s specialty.

[Static] “I’ve been asking myself that same question this entire
time.” The big man said quizzingly. “This isn’t natural, what we’re
seeing on this mound… At the core of this is water…it’s all about water,
but what I can’t figure out is…how can rain only fall to this center
location in this giant crater, and nowhere else?” [Static]

[Static] “A shit ton of gravity.” [Static] Maestro said
confidently.

[Static] “...yeah. I think that’s exactly right, which is why I threw
the stick the second time. There used to be a fuck load of
gravity emanating from this mound, but somehow it got turned off…about
the time ol’ Pearl decided to wander into this here crater.”
[Static]

[Static] “Hey, what’s with this ol’ shit?” [Static]

[Static] “Stay focused you three - Jesus Christ!” [Static] Yukon
barked into their headset.

[Static] “Its not like we’re coming in stealthy Yukon - these suits
sound like a plastic bag in the wind every time one of us moves, and we
weren’t exactly quiet when Sparky got hurt. Hell, I don’t think the man
could have screamed any louder if we offered him a million dollars.
What’s a little conversation…let ET know we’re coming - calm and
collected?” [Static]

Pearl made her case, earning a groan from Yukon.

[Static] “Just stay focused, alright!?” [Static]

[Static] “Yessir.” [Static]

Maestro steered the conversation back to where it was before Yukon’s
interruption. [Static] “So…you really think Pearl has something to do
with this?” [Static]

[Static] “Uh, guys - I’m right here…and I certainly didn’t start
anything - so let’s please not go there.” [Static]

Squatch ignored Pearl, choosing to answer Maestro. [Static] “Whether
or not the timing was coincidental with Pearl, the fact
remains…something pulled Sparky into that mound with the look of a man
falling off a cliff - but eerily faster - a multiple of earth’s gravity.
Couple that with this fuckin Mars crater and the northern light
shrooms…not to mention the egg shape of this mound before it
crumbled…and yeah, an exceptional gravitational force adds up real
nice.” [Static]

[Static] “Which means…ET up at the top of this here hill, knows
something about physics we sure as shit don’t…” [Static] Maestro spoke
in between grunts, hoisting himself awkwardly over the next
obstacle.

[Static] “To say the least.” Squatch replied. “Fuck me, the son of a
bitch got here…from what, light years away?! Let's hope he
didn’t go to all that trouble to pick a fight.” [Static]

[Static] “He? You two are so fucking misogynist…you can’t even fathom
a female alien flying that thing, can you?!” [Static]

[Static] “Now that you mention it…it did crash…” [Static]

[Static] “Oh shut the fuck up Maestro!” [Static]

He snickered. [Static] “Whatever the fuck it has between it’s legs,
its your job to talk to it. They say you’re supposed to be the most
qualified in the world to communicate with these things - is that
true?!” [Static]

Pearl rolled her eyes, heaving hot breath into her suit having just
grappled another step upward. Small drops of rain begin falling on her
PPE suit.

[Static] “I’m not sure such an honor exists Maestro, but they figured
it’d be best to have me try communication first…versus - what was your
suggestion on the chopper? Oh yeah, banging one if it’s hot…”
[Static]

[Static] “Nobody’s taken that off the table yet.” [Static] Squatch
replied solemnly.

Pearl scoffed. [Static] “I think I’m starting to see that’s exactly
why I’m here…to take that option off the table. But what I
still can’t figure out is - why the fuck are you here Maestro?”
[Static]

[Static] “Geez - settle down tiger, I’ll save some love for you too.”
[Static]

[Static] “In your wildest drea-” [Static]

[Static] “SHUT UP!” Squatch interrupted. “Both of you, shut
up…” [Static]

The two of them froze, and Squatch spoke once more, wiping rain drops
away from his visor.

[Static] “We’re here.” [Static]

His words were met with a thunderclap - the storm had arrived, just
as they reached the alien vehicle.



Author’s Note

This story was predominantly written in the quiet margins of life -
sometimes inspired by a dream in the middle of the night, but most often
grinded out during the soft hush of a sleeping house, where the keyboard
clicks of a restless mind sporadically clambered in juxtaposition to
quiet classical music.

For the last six years I found time not in abundance, but in slivers;
and when I wasn’t actually typing I was still thinking about this book -
at times pondering the meaning of obsession, conducting research via the
podcasts I listened to, the documentaries I watched, and the novels I
chose to read. While those moments were a beautiful mixture of
entertainment and research, most of this novel was born under the dim
glow of a desk lamp, long after the world had gone to bed, and just
before the next day began.

Writing while raising three children with my wife has been both a joy
and a challenge. It taught me that creativity is not a luxury of time,
but a discipline of spirit. More so, I learned that stories aren’t so
much my creation as they are their own. Like children, they grow in
unpredictable ways - sometimes wild, sometimes wondrous, but always
demanding love and patience.

For me this book is more than fiction. It is a meditation on
possibility, on the strange and beautiful tension between what is
tangible and what is not…and if our value assessments for
either are as accurate as we collectively think they are. Can something
we cannot measure, still be real? I believe so, and to that end I hope
this book highlights just how much we don’t know.

Finally, this book is a testament to the idea that even in the most
chaotic seasons of life, we can still build worlds, ask questions, and
chase meaning. Life is mysterious, and beautiful, and painful, and
joyous, and sad, and scary, and exciting…and quietly calm and
thunderously calamitous - all at the same time. And yet, I
believe the universe is exactly as it should be - full of lessons to be
learned and new discoveries to be made…anything less would be
boring.

To my wife and children: thank you for being my universe.

To the reader: thank you for stepping into this one.

With humility and hope,
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elah. sed diam monummy 01bEENENSEEFLIncicunt Ut laereet doiors
S Oihervorldly and transcendent SN
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These effects remained intensely high until approximately twenty
minutes, when abruptly the patients returned fo lucidity with a
near-complete recovery third minutes after injection.

Peychological Effects: The patient experienced altered perception, vivid
visual imagery, and intensified emotions during the peak effect of UNT.
The effects were described as both hallucinatory and introspective in
nature. Notably, Patient I claims to have experienced the outside of
reality, and covered with all-knowing entities she referred to as The
Watchers. (See Addendum I~A)

Side Bffects
Nausea and Vomiting: The patient reported mild nausea during the
initial stages of comedown, which resolved spontaneously within 30
minutes of lucidity.

Anxiety: The patient experienced a mild sense of anxiety during the peak
effect of UMT. This effect subsided as the drug s efficacy waned.

Transient Eypertension: A temporary increase in blood pressure was
observe, with systolic blood pressure peeking at I0 mmilg and diastolic
blead pressure peaking at %0 mmiig. Blaed pressure gradually returned to
normal levels as the drug s effects wore off.

No other significant side effects or adverse events were reporied during
the observation period.

Conclusion:

In this singular patient, DNT at a dosage of 0.5 mg/kg, administered
throughout intravenous infection, demonstrated & rapid enset of ackion
and peak effect within 2 minutes. The drug exhibited a duration of
residual efficacy for approximately € hours, with minor observable
physical and peychalogical effects including & lack of focus, increased
feeling of detachment from reality, and forgetfulness. While
experiencing mild side effects such as nausea, anxiety, and transient
hypertension, no severe adverse events were recorded.
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Clinical Trial Report: Urug Efficacy and Side Effects of UMT in a
Singular Patient

Late: ecember I1, 1943
Location: Auschwitz
Patient Ib: F1-00T
Gender/Race: Female, Judisch
hge: 3t

Medical History: No known allergies or pre-existing conditions

God molcile 4

Urug Information:

LUrug Name: UNT (Uisethyltryptamine)

Losage: 0.3 mg/kg

Route of Administration: Intravenous injection
Ingection Time: 0B:04 AM

Luration of Urug Efficacy: 30 minutes
Administrator: Ur. M. Malcolm

Observations

Efficacy:

Time of Onset: The drug s effects vere reported to be noticeable within
reported to be noticeable within 2 minutes of injection at most, often
2ess.

Peak Effect: The patient experienced the maximum effects of LT
approximately 5 minutes after injection.

Luration of Efficacy: The dug maintained its efficacy for a total
duration of minutes. Gradually tapering off after the peak effect and
completely absent after 30 minutes.

Physical and Psychological Effects:

Physical EffectssThe patient reported dilated pupils, increased heart
rate, and elevated blood pressure within the first 2 minutes after
ingection.
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Encounter with Anunnaki.which patient claimed was NENSEEGE—_
B e — e )
S . coiVing profound
insights from these spiritual beings. NEEEEEG—_—G—EG_—_—
Y ) 0<<e<3ing eXceptional
abilities and were A ———

‘tingling of the skin. Further research s necessary o fully
comprehend the underlying mechanisms behind these experiences
and to explore the therapeutic potential of UNT in certain
psychological conditions. Additionally, SumeG—G————

|

Conclusion:
The administration of DT resulted in a profound alteration of
consciousness, leading $o & subjective experience of interacting
with spiritual beings beyond our conventional reality. The
patient s reported encounters provide insight into existential

B = b e
o T e e

. Josef Mengele

rest Feecpet
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