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~Prologue~

 


The only person in his dying thoughts is his
beloved, his personal life force throughout his time, the one
person he would make good by until his death. It is said that this
squalling baby was born with focus beyond her years harnessing her
mother's strong spirit and strength when her mother was taken by
their gods while giving birth to her.

Accepting the duties of raising his daughter
he learned early on that it was futile to initiate her in the
duties of the women of the tribe. Between his tribal duties he
spent every spare moment he had with his daughter who was a strong
reminder of her mother whom he cherished above all things. But as
she grew, he enjoyed her adamant spirit, showing her off to anyone
that would listen knowing she made him sometimes seem foolish in
the eyes of the people, but his love for his daughter was known to
the people as his most precious possession.

When she was old enough the daily
childrearing became the duties of the people and was performed by
everyone including minor punishments which are customarily
performed by the nearest elder. But even the elders were passive in
their punishments of her, noting that her childish antics are
offset by a maturity which was beyond her years. When confronted,
her routine excuses were always the same and somehow were never
tiring seeing that she had a keen sense of mind and
storytelling.

As she grew she developed a maturity that the
elders would nourish trusting her to watch over the groups of
children usually assigned to the older girls then taking her on
hunts along with the young women. Her maturity flourished as her
tasks became more important and demanding, earning the highest
respect that only her father could give to his young daughter, a
child who has seen only thirteen summers.

The people she touched throughout her young
years honored her one day, but this honor came from the ultimate
price. Children are never to go beyond the clearing into the forest
where animals hunt, and for hundreds of years there has never been
a child killed from being over adventurous and ignoring tribal
rules, but the deadly scene that played out that day went against
history and lore. During an afternoon while playing with her
friends she occasionally watches some younger children playing in
the nearby clearing, a common time and place where a few will
gather when suddenly a frightful premonition comes to her. Her
friends, confused by her instant change in demeanor, stop playing
as she abruptly stands which also draws the gaze of a few elders
nearby. With no reason or warning she breaks into a run towards the
children before she herself sees two black streaks suddenly dart
out from the thick overgrowth outside the clearing where the cats
had been stalking the group of children. From the experience she
gained while on the tribal hunts she knows that cats hunt in two's
and both of these cats are on a dead run ready to pounce on the
unsuspecting children.

Her warning screams steal the precious air
away from her lungs slowing her down, but no matter how loud she
yells her words go unrecognized. The children see her actions, and
hear the horror in her voice, but are frozen in their last
movements and only cry in confusion, blind to the oncoming
attackers barreling down from behind them.

The screams from the children alarms the
valley, scrambling hunters into action and bringing her father into
the clearing where he sees his daughter, his reason for life,
sprinting to fend off the vicious attacks with nothing but a stick
in her hands. No one would ever expect such a young girl to possess
such an instinct to save the children, yet when one cat leaped for
a child she was there intercepting the impact herself trying to
give the children more time to run and for help to arrive.

Through his effort of running to save his
daughter he watches as she successfully defends against one cat
with several blows of her stick only to turn as the second cat
pounces causing her to disappear from his eyes under a shiny black
coat which is quickly joined by the other cat.

Her efforts saved all the children, but the
savage mauling took her life before the hunters could kill the
cats. This was the defining memory of his daughter that would
inspire him in leading his people to a better life and he spent the
rest of his summers trying to live up to her sense of love for her
own people.

His most daring accomplishment was the
insured continuance of his people by dividing them and sending them
off in the direction of their choice, a profound decision that
could put all his people in peril since a tribe's success depends
on larger communities. Struggling with the decision he concluded it
was better for the survival of the tribe to spread across the land,
than be confined in this small part of it and risk extermination
from other tribes or the sickness that sweeps through in the bad
years.

The people knew that splitting up the tribe
was dangerous because it's always been believed to be a tribe's
downfall since their strength depended on sustaining a large and
strong community. Days came and went as preparations were made for
the sendoff of his people. The people celebrated with large feasts
and by adorning the travelers with the beautiful stones found near
the area that were often used to honor their chief, but now used to
honor the people volunteering for the journey. To signify his
authority he wrote down his ruling requests on parchments that the
traveling parties were to carry to remind them of his honorable
belief in peace.

During the years of his life he never knew if
they were successful in that accomplishment, and now that the end
of his breaths are near he finds it odd that he doesn't care. Where
he finds solace is in the memories of his daughter and how proud
everyone was of her… how proud he was of her. He knew he had lived
his life the best he could and was anxious to go on to the next
world joining his fathers. He knew he had been a just and kind
leader to his people, leading them, protecting them as best he
could, and now he had peace within.

Na’uhmu’niki a’kahni would receive more than
a chiefs burial from his people which had been in the planning
stages the last several years of his life because the amount of
respect he earned throughout his life is beyond the respect the
gods they worshiped receive. His legacy is so insightful that it
will be told on the cave walls and tunnels all along the valley,
and will be traced through the writings that were sent with the
strong people daring enough to carry his word in the new
colonies.

In daily life his dress didn't stand out
among his people, but their respect for him adorned him with pieces
of the land so his spirit would never feel lonely or forgotten. His
people chose how they wanted to celebrate his life, his memory, and
the legacy he left behind so they chose to build a temple deep
within the tunnels of the land to protect his spirit and keep him
near his daughter who died by the calling of the nature they live
in.

 


~~~


Chapter 1

 


 


Damn it, damn it, DAMN IT!

Where did I go wrong?

Going straight is a plunge down a rock cliff
with only the forest below to break my fall.

I look back at the way I just came, shaking
my head. Damn it!

I find myself looking out over a forest
canopy extending beyond the horizon that’s cut by a familiar
ravine, where a forest grows upward from the floor miles below. The
overwhelming size of the landscape in front of me is an ancient and
foreign land with hidden crevices that are forever deep, where the
land only knows how to deal out death, but here I am overlooking
this place that still takes my breath away in more ways than
one.

Bleeding, exhausted, desperate and I admit
it, lost. DAMN IT!

She could help get me out of this place, but
she’s dead, just a memory. But the thought of her arguing with me
about the wrong turn at the tree puts a rare smile on my face.
Nobody smiles in this place.

I need to backtrack to that fallen tree, that
has to be where I went wrong. The trees, the plants this damn area
completely foreign to me is so thick it’s a miracle anything can
survive and every step feels like I'm going in circles.

Damn, how did I end up here?

 


~~~~~~

 


“Once upon a time” doesn’t quite fit the
beginning of this broken fairy tale. Instead it starts with Nick
and me sitting in a filthy bar in no-man’s-land talking about fine
port and how my Tawny compares to his Ruby. Remarkably the owner of
this hole in the back woods has a taste for port so every so often
Nick and I make good use of his inventory. I made the comment that
mine tasted like a decent tasting cough syrup and I strangely liked
it. Nick agreed with me with a smile and his usual nod. Port is
served in a miniature wine glass that holds just more than a shot
of alcohol, but around here nobody orders port so every so often I
could see a woman next to me glance at my tiny wine glass. She was
close enough for me to feel her presence but turned so I couldn’t
hear what she was talking about, but I knew she was talking about
us. Nick gave a sly smile and a slight nod indicating his approval
of our neighbors, but I wasn’t in the mood to care I just needed
someone to vent to tonight.

Nick and I did a lot together and most of the
time we had each other’s backs. His motto is “been there, done
that” and although he always said it in jest it was usually true.
He’d never admit it but he fancied himself as the go-to guy to get
someone out of trouble, and while this sounds admirable, more often
than not he probably got them into it. When I say trouble I don’t
mean bar fights or gambling debts, I mean having to bail out of an
airplane because the special flight deal didn’t include fuel or a
pilot, or the experienced guide was a ten year old boy who couldn’t
speak and cried anytime he was accused of not knowing where he was
taking us. No, any deals Nick made always came with fine print that
he never cared to read which is precisely why I did most of my own
planning... most, not all.

But tonight was another typical night in
no-man’s-land where the inside temperatures at night never dipped
below eighty degrees and the humidity’s so thick one needed gills
to breathe. The woman's movement next to me got my attention so I
turn slightly just enough to see her point at my glass and giggle
to her friends. Nick isn’t ignoring them and gives them a flirty,
cheesy smile but I’m still not in the mood so I continue to ignore
them.

The topic of the evening is also a typical
one that comes up every time we drink and it always starts the same
way with me staring at my glass.

“I need some fun in my life…. an adventure….
and preferably something that isn’t going to get me killed would be
a nice change. This planet has so much to see, why is it hard to
find fun and entertainment without pissing someone off?” This last,
little comment was a jab at Nick about our last “fun filled week”
that developed a ten-against-two confrontation and somehow ended up
with Nick acquiring ten new comrades.

“Fun is a matter of perspective”, he says
while looking over my shoulder at the neighbor ladies, “besides you
do have fun you just don’t appreciate it until you look back on it.
You’re good at what you do and you enjoy it, which is why they call
you first. All you need to do is admit to yourself that you
wouldn’t be having fun unless there was danger in the unknown, and
you’ll be a lot happier.”

He’s right as usual. I’m what you might call
a surveyor for hire, someone who goes out with only a few pieces of
high dollar equipment and surveys the land for whatever the big
corporations want me to look for. The excitement of this job comes
from experiencing these beautiful places with crystal blue
waterfalls that are miles high which can be seen from great
distances simply by the vertical spray of the water clouds they
produce, and giant tunnels large enough that sky scrapers could be
built inside them, yet go on for days until the tunnel ends up
exposing a massive canyon on the other side. Ancient plants are so
unusual that some can be as wide as a house but grow upside down by
clinging to an overhead outcropping, and stretch for miles to the
floor below as if determined to touch the bottom. I’ve seen flower
petals as large as a vehicle and they come in unimaginable textures
and colors, and some are so microscopic the entire plant looks like
one soft pillow floating on the side of a cliff. The first time I
saw one of these stretching vertically up for hundreds of feet, I
was curious as to how it was attached to the cliff wall so I
started parting my way through the thickness of the beautiful
color, and the farther I walked the more it closed in around me. It
continued to get thicker the farther I walked and after walking for
several minutes I never found the other side. How far could I have
gone before I found the other side I don’t know, but I later
decided that I’m glad I didn’t attempt to find out.

The danger Nick’s referring to is that this
job requires me to go to these places where satellites can’t see,
and large equipment can’t get to and my foot prints will be the
first human prints in the area.

The wildlife, if you dare to simplify it that
way, doesn’t know what to think of you so instead of fleeing from
the new danger in the area you become a magnet for curiosity which
makes you the fresh piece of meat to be taken by the fittest
creature with the biggest curiosity. Some of these areas are so
inhospitable that someone fifty feet in front of you can vanish
without a trace although that’s rare because there is usually a
scream that will be heard. Sometimes you become prey to some
creature, but other times you fall into a hole that opens up
through the forest floor. This might sound like the most difficult
thing to survive through, but once you know what to sense it
becomes easy to avoid. It’s never been the first or second step
that breaks through the opening it's usually the third or fourth
step. There’s always a different feeling or sound to the floor when
you step on an area over a hole in the ground. The ground may feel
a bit soft, maybe your foot twists a tad more than it should or
maybe the sound of your step is muffled a little more than the last
one, but if you catch it in time your instincts kick in and you
stop and back up with your arms out wide to grasp at anything
within reach just in case you fall through. From experience you see
telltale signs in an area to be careful in like decomposing tree
stumps protruding through the grounds surface. Because the trees
can grow large enough to swallow a building, the largest holes were
large tree roots that extend down into the ground for miles, then
rotted away leaving nothing but a giant hole that’s been covered by
time. The smaller the tree the smaller the hole and these falls you
can usually survive. It’s these small holes that make great
training circumstances for this job and really change the way you
think when you’re out there, but it’s the large ones that will
really change your life if you're not prepared.

Before accepting a job its par for the course
to talk firsthand to the geologist and geological engineers that
have worked the area, getting their take on the land and the job
details. I review any maps they have, then organize a trip to get
me there along with any specific needs I have. When the details are
hashed out and I accept a job, I do a reconnaissance by flying over
the area to map out the terrain myself locating landmarks that can
be used as markers to get my bearings if I get lost. I note any
unique rock formations, waterfalls, visible rivers and trees that
may be used to ease my accent or decent into desirable areas, and
most importantly, the way out. I only take a few people with me
that are hired from some village along the way or someone I
recently met simply because they want an adventure…. or may have a
death wish. On these rare occasions it becomes perfectly clear
after a few days that it’s my way or they get left behind. They’ve
never argued and they all made it back alive… well, mostly.

I’ve explored some places where compasses
don’t even work so when you can’t see the sun, moon or stars the
only way to find where you want to go is by pure gut feeling, and I
guess that’s what makes me good at what I do and why I like it. I
have the best “gut feeling sensor” around and that’s probably why
I’m still alive. That’s also why Nick is still a friend. Common
sense and the desire to stay out of trouble told me to avoid any
trips with him and to keep our acquaintance to the local bars, but
my gut feeling said otherwise and throughout our time together he
has actually proved to be helpful despite the situations we found
ourselves in from time to time.

I gave my usual “hmph” for an answer and
looked up. He was now looking at me with a stupid grin on his face
because he knows he has the same thoughts I do.

“It would be interesting to be born at a
different time where life is simpler. You know, we should just take
the first ride out of here to some place and retire” he says a
little louder than necessary and now looking over my shoulder
again, “we can both afford it.”



I look around the bar, the only one in town
that has withstood the worst this environment has thrown at it, yet
it doesn’t know when to give up. The windows were never replaced
after they were blown out by the last big storm that carried so
much wind and water that when it hit, it sounded like an explosion.
But, instead of replacing the glass the only thing keeping the
largest animals out of the bar after closing time are wooden
shutters. These do the job of keeping out the largest critters
while a few pieces of cloth nailed to the top of the window frame
on the inside keeps most of the smaller ones out. During the day
the windows are opened up and some of the more daring animals tend
to make this place their home-away-from-home which can provide some
relief entertainment if you’re in the right mood. Dirt on the floor
and wild life on the windowsill it’s amazing anyone can be found
here at all. I notice a few stragglers that just came in and one
has a pretty face so I give this place my usual approval.

“Simpler than this? What would you do without
this fine establishment? If you were in a different place, a
different environment you’d be in jail as someone’s girlfriend, and
not enjoying being told what to do.” I said while staring at the
pretty thing that’s now pulling out her chair getting ready to sit
down. She doesn’t look familiar so she must be passing through.

“Yea, but at least it would be different, and
be able to produce new opportunities which would be a nice change.”
Nick’s lost interest in our neighbors and is now giving the pretty
thing that came in the door a one-eighty from head to toe. “Maybe
we should pool our money together and buy some little island with a
landing pad and a dock, string a few hammocks between some big
shady trees and relax for a few years.”

“Sorry, but I need a roof over my head,
besides you’re not pretty enough for me to wake up to every
morning."

“Well, not now, but I could be with enough
alcohol down you.”

“Besides I like the civilian life, maybe not
the crap that goes along with it, but with the good comes the
bad.”

The time and place we live in is like all
other places located in the middle of nowhere that’s surrounded by
nothing but jungle. Sure, civilization is out there, but most
everything is owned and run by a handful of corporations that are
only out to make money, damn everything else. Most people have a
lot of pride so they don’t cave into big business demands and
refuse to join in the rush of big money, but that only slows the
businesses down it doesn’t stop them. Me, I don’t care for those
businesses either, but I use them because they pay well and because
the jobs are my own weird way of keeping me entertained, sometimes
for months on end.

Nick and I take turns staring at Miss Pretty
for a while in silence while we sip on our port, and once in a
while she’s caught stealing a glance in our direction, too.
Apparently our neighbors see our interest in her and break our
thoughts by striking up a conversation with us. Introductions are
made, drinks are bought for everyone and this ritual continues
throughout the evening while time seems to stand still in this hole
in the world.

Home for me is a fifteen minute walk from the
bar down the path, taking a right at the fork, then another right
after the make-shift bridge spanning a small washout. I know all
about city life. I grew up in a large city and got my start there,
but at some point in my life I found it easier and calmer on my
nerves staying out here in this forested area, because out here
civilization doesn’t wear on you every minute of every day. Out
here is where I come to relax and for the most part, stress doesn’t
find me unless something goes wrong around the house. I used to be
accused of hiding out here, hiding away from everything but they’re
wrong, I need people and places around me to make me feel like I
belong. If you’re in the middle of it all; the big cities, the
hustle-n-bustle, the never ending crowds, you become numb to it and
before you realize it, the appreciation you once had for it is
gone, replaced by stress. If I was truly hiding, nobody would be
able to find me except those I care about, but the people in my
business know where to find me if they want me because that’s the
way I want it.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


I awoke face down to the wet sticky feel of
drool on my pillow and a sorry-ass attitude about my life. I hate
feeling like this because I consider myself a happy-go-lucky guy
under most circumstances and prefer to feel great and chipper, but
lately I can’t seem to get over this pissed off attitude I’m in. I
peal myself out of bed and walk around the house for a few minutes
clearing my head then shuffle to the bathroom to check on the
patient in the mirror. The two-day old scruff on my face doesn’t
look too awful so shaving will wait for another morning. Last
night’s cologne still lingers, so I rinse my face and hair in the
sink then toss on some clean clothes and decide this’ll get me
through the day. To cheer myself up I decide to class-up my
breakfast with eggs and some spices I’ve been saving for some
special occasion that never seems to come, then wash it down with
some juice that hasn’t gone bad yet.

Stepping out onto the porch I take a long and
relaxing stretch trying to touch the rafters above, feeling my back
pop too many times when I see one of the local stray dogs carrying
its morning breakfast with another one keeping its distance. I step
down off the porch enjoying the coolness delivered from last
nights’ rain and enjoy how it helps clear the alcoholic fog in my
head. Some nights the skies are perfectly clear and peaceful, but
it rained last night which it does rather frequently when it’s this
humid, but I never hear it anymore. After a time it’s like a loved
one that snores, you never notice it until it’s gone because the
silence is deafening.

Anxious to get my morning moving I jump in
the wagon, (which is actually a military vehicle bought years ago
that I had equipped with the necessities of the job) and take the
rock road down the hill to see what’s going on in town which is
located in a clearing surrounded by massive trees and a lot of
vegetation. I see the usual crowd at the usual places and the usual
acknowledgements are made. There are all types of people here and
they’re all pretty nice, plus if you really need to count on
someone they will be there for you, and in a place like this, that
accounts for a lot. I head to my usual morning hangout to get my
usual morning coffee, but because I’m a “happy-go-lucky” guy today
I’m going to spice up my day and get a flavored version. I cop a
spot outside in the sun at a wooden table stained from use and
cleansed from last night’s rain, burn my tongue on the coffee then
immediately see Miss Pretty strolling in my direction with one of
her guy companions from last night. She’s dressed in something
casual, but he sticks out like a sore thumb wearing a finely
tailored suit over a white button down shirt with the top button
undone. They have a purpose to their stride so I look down at the
table and pretend to be deep in a thought while I prepare myself to
be nice in case I’m their morning target. Since I haven’t fully
achieved getting the caffeine into my system yet, I’m not sure what
kind of mood I’m in, so I play it by ear. After a few seconds they
get close enough that their shadow presents its self on my table
and they just stand there. I look up to see what’s-what only to be
blinded by the sun and two silhouettes standing in front of me. I
shade my eyes from the sun, trying to make out the figures standing
in front of me, but it’s not working so nonchalantly I look back
down studying my drink while my eyesight returns.

“You’re a hard man to find.” Says Miss.
Pretty in a straight forward, business type manner. “We’ve been
looking for you for several months and were about to give up until
a lead told us you’d be up in this area.”

“You should fire your informant”, I said with
a smile still deciding what kind of mood I’m in. “I’ve been here
for quite some time now, and I’m not that hard to find.”

Miss Pretty’s looking at me now with a big
grin as Mr. Suit gives a quick glance at me then back to her with a
confused look like she’s got to be kidding. Maybe it’s my cologne
he’s not fond of? I shuffle in my seat then blow on my coffee
avoiding another scalding.

Mr. Suit appears to check for verification
from Miss Pretty, and when she gives him a smile he continues on
speaking for her. “For quite some time we’ve been in the need for
someone with your knowledge and experience of what the terrains
around here offer but after months of failed searches we have yet
to find someone to fill our contract. For the last six months we’ve
contacted professional surveyors, professional guides, anyone that
might be able to help us, but to no avail. We’ve gone to great
extremes to …”

While he’s talking to himself, I glance at
Miss. Pretty and she’s not paying attention to what he’s saying
either. Instead, her smile is gone and she’s looking around
studying the area intently. Was the smile a paid act to get me to
listen, is she now looking for a way to get the hell out of here or
is she looking for some quiet place to ravish my body?

Mr. Suit continues with his boiler plate
introduction, “…the person we are looking for would be gone for two
months and be air lifted to the assigned area that we need...
surveyed.”

Maybe it’s nothing, maybe I’m just in a
rotten mood after all, but the way he said “surveyed” with a slight
pause and smirk made my warning sensors go off which means my mood
is going to get worse from this point on. Damn, I really wanted to
be that happy-go-lucky guy today. I blow on my coffee and take
another sip while his rambling continues, but I’m not buying
anything that’s being said.

“They would be required to document the
terrain of special landmarks that will be listed in the PDM along
with the satellite coordinates, any notes that seem pertinent, and
of course any material samples that you can bring back will be a
benefit to our evaluation. We need someone that can read and travel
the terrain with minimal equipment that we will naturally provide.
Communication with our base will be minimal to nonexistent, but
you’ll be equipped with anything you need.”

Did I hear him right? He just tried to pull a
cheap trick right of the book “101 Ways to Rope in a Sucker” that
scrupulous businesses commonly use. He said that “you’ll be
equipped” as if I had accepted the job already which doesn’t sit
well with me at all. That’s a cheap trick that can get someone in a
lot of trouble so now I’m done with them and I think it’s time to
put an end to this conversation and get on with my busy day of
doing my hair.

“Pardon me, but don’t think for a minute that
I have accepted whatever job you’re offering because I haven’t. In
fact I still haven’t heard what or where I’m supposed to go only
the conditions that I am to be doing it in, which that information
is secondary to the actual job that needs to be done. At this point
the two of you are giving me a bad vibe so I’m going to decline
your offer before my coffee get’s cold, so you will have to excuse
me I have a busy day ahead.”

With that said, I step around the table with
my coffee in hand and head toward the wagon. I walk by a window
that has the morning’s fresh bread and vegetables displayed, and
admire the smell of the bread when I hear Miss Pretty behind me
trying to get my attention. When I turn around I can see her much
better, now that the sun isn’t blinding me, and see that she really
is pretty with a smooth complexion and nice smile. She’s wearing
her hair up under a really ugly bucket hat that has seen better
days, but her smile lights up her face even with the bland colored
lipstick she’s wearing. The button down shirt she’s wearing is not
tucked in and has seen the same days as her hat along with her
pants. Overall she doesn’t look like the pencil pusher I took her
to be and this second introduction starts with a hand shake this
time. Her hands are rough with her finger nails trimmed back and
her grip is firm which gains some amount of respect from me.

“What are you doing up here in a place like
this?” she asks with a bit of a superior attitude now.

What kind of question is that? She’s been
looking for me for how long and that’s what she wants to know? Is
this her idea of small talk, who is this woman? “I lost my dog what
are you doing here?” My sarcastic side coming out, not giving in to
her attitude.

She gives a sly smile then looks down at the
ground now in a flirtatious manner, but I’m not buying the show and
I think she senses this. At this point I’m getting the impression
she has a big book of “woman tricks” that she pulls out when she
wants something, and by the looks of her she probably gets what she
wants. With some time to waste I decide that I’m going to stand
here and see how entertaining she can make this for me, maybe it’ll
cheer me up.

“If we gave you a bad impression I apologize,
but we, or I should say I, was happy to finally catch up with you.
I was told to give up searching last month, but one more lead
convinced me to try this area before I gave in to the “powers that
be” to cancel this project. We drove in last night not knowing what
you looked like, but if you were around I’m sure someone could have
helped us out. As it turns out, while we were having a drink last
night we heard you introduce yourself to the women next to you and
since we knew you were here, we hoped we would find you today.”

“Like I said you should fire your informant,
anyone in this business knows how to find me, and you’re right
anyone here could point you to my luxury home.” She smiles at the
sarcasm and I start to let down my guard.

“I don’t want to keep you any longer than I
already have, but would you at least meet with me tonight and allow
me to explain what we are doing and what we want? How about 9:00
tonight at the usual place?” She’s looking me directly in the eyes
and acting very professional, and I’m wondering how many pages
she’s going to use in order to get what she wants? The lack of
professionalism in this meeting this morning has put me off from
whatever she’s trying to sell, but since I’ll be at the bar tonight
I figure I could get a free drink or two from her expense
account.

“Sure, but the drinks are on you tonight, and
on one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“Get rid of the hat.”

 


~~~~~~

 


The morning and early afternoon was spent
getting groceries and repairing a leaky faucet in the bathroom
among some minor issues around the place. When I’m out on location
the house can deteriorate quickly due to the frequency of the
storms that roll through so I have friends keep an eye on things
while I’m gone. They’ll repair the minor items that get damaged,
but for some reason they refuse to clean my home, do my dishes, and
fix my faucets when they start leaking. Clearly I need new
friends.

My cabin isn’t the nicest one out here, but
it’s a modest structure that has large rooms to relax in and two
bedrooms, one of which has nothing in it. It’s by no means a
beautiful place, but it has a lot of space and it’s structurally
sound which is real important out here, but most of all it has the
feeling of “home”.

When nighttime rolls around there are so many
stars in the sky you don’t need a light to see where you’re going
and tonight is no exception. If you’re coming from the city where
the street lights turn night into day then the feeling is very
unusual, almost surreal. In the city you can’t see the stars at all
only a black sky, while the buildings give off an orange glow from
the street lights which gives a sense of closeness to the world.
When you get out of the safety of the city lights and into the
wilderness a sense of expanse overcomes you, and it can be over
whelming the first time you see it. Someone asked me one day if it
was true that you can drive for miles without seeing a streetlight
once you’re out of the city. When I told him it can be days before
I saw a streetlight a sense of wonder, and the biggest grin came
over his face. I think that’s why I live out here.

For this evenings rendezvous I dress a little
nicer than last night, but still keep the attire casual, plus I
make a special effort to put on the same cologne just in case Mr.
Suit will be there. When I walk in the door the place is already a
buzz with locals so there isn’t a table open, but I scout the place
out anyway to see who’s here. The familiar lighting in the room
gives off a red glow creating dark red shadows, and the drapes are
pulled back to let the evenings breeze air out the place. As I
expected, finding a spot to sit is difficult so I head directly to
the bar where a simple raise of the hand gets the bartenders
attention. Since I’m early I order the same port I tried last night
then stand next to a group of people playing a board game and wait
for a booth or table to open up.

Then it happened, and somehow I knew I wasn’t
going to like it, or maybe I was going to like it and that’s what
bothered me. One minute everyone is socializing in their own little
worlds the next minute everyone came together as one to stare at
whoever came in the door. We get visitors all the time around here
so having new faces walk in is nothing new, but apparently anyone
that had a view of the front door was pulled into looking toward
the door behind me.

I’m not one to follow everyone’s lead, and
since my gut feeling is telling me that Miss. Pretty walked in I
want to maintain my Mr. Cool demeanor by staring at the board game
and act like I don’t know what’s going on behind me. I try to
visualize what she’s wearing, or what I’d like her to be wearing,
when I notice that all eyes are moving in my direction so I relax
and anticipate her greeting. When all eyes go back to what they
were doing and nothing happens, I casually turn only to see her
walking away towards the bar. Her outfit is showing more skin
around her shoulders and back than most people around here see in
the summertime, and is magically held up by a silver-braided belt
that’s tight enough to accentuate the sexy curves only women have.
Before I knew what happened Mr. Cool reverted to a giddy teenager
and was doing a stupid thing, I was going after her.

I chase her down before she gets to the bar,
placing my hand on her shoulder to get her attention. “There’s no
place to sit right now, but something should open up in a few
minutes.”

As she starts to turn around I can begin to
see her profile and how beautiful she is… then time stood still for
me. No red lights, no breeze and certainly no one else in the room
but her. It all happens in slow motion, but still not slow enough
for my pleasure. As she’s turning around her bare shoulder rubs up
against my chest and her head swings up so our eyes meet. Damn,
she’s beautiful. Her beauty caught me so off guard that I had to
wipe the stupid grin off my face and remind myself not to stare and
play cool.

“No problem”, she says with that now famous
smile, “we can stand in a corner somewhere until something opens
up. I thought the drinks were on me tonight. What, you couldn’t
wait?” She asks, mocking the tiny wine glass in my hand.

After an enormous amount of time passes I
finally get control of myself and raise my hand and order a drink
for her.

We jostle through the crowd towards the back
wall when a booth begins to open up next to us. We move off to the
side so the couple can get out then we take our seats across from
each other, and make small talk for a while where her questions
range from the usual “why do you live here” and “did you find your
dog” to comparing our favorite travel destinations.

“Thank you for meeting me tonight,” she says
looking around the place, “like I said this morning I’ve been
trying to get a hold of you for months, and was even told more than
once to cancel the project due to the cost, but I thought I would
try up here as a last try before dropping it.”

“Why is it so important that you find me,
what do you do that required you to spend months looking for one
person when you’re told to cancel your project?”

“I work for a company called G.I.T. which
stands for Geographical Information Technology, have you heard of
us before?”

I shake my head. Neither of those names rings
a bell with me so I prepare myself for the sales pitch that every
salesperson gives when describing the company they work for which
is usually preceded by a business card....except this time because
I don’t know where she’d put it.

“Geographical Information Technology, or
G.I.T. for short, maps out mineral deposit locations around the
world. We specialize in full project management, mineral-property
acquisition, evaluation, and exploration mapping of mineral deposit
locations. When a mineral is located everything about the mineral,
its quality, where it was found, the depth it was found at, who
found it, etc, all goes into a database where the information is
sold. When a company is interested in mining certain minerals they
call G.I.T. and pay us for any information we have on where to find
the desired mineral and the minerals quality. If G.I.T. doesn’t
have any data on the desired substance then the company has an
option to pay G.I.T. to locate it for them, for a hefty fee of
course, which brings me here and why we want to hire you.”

“Fine, all that sounds perfectly normal for
this type of business. I work with companies exactly like G.I.T.
all the time but one thing that I can’t wrap my mind around is that
if you’re into this business why did it take you months to find me?
That doesn’t make any sense, not to mention there are others that
do exactly what I do so they could have set you up with anyone. Any
company similar to G.I.T. knows how to contact me and can usually
do so a lot quicker than you just did.”

“G.I.T. was only formed a few years ago by
some wealthy financiers that saw minerals as the future for big
money so even though they have some of the wealthiest backers we
are still new to the game. My error was in trusting everyone I
called thinking that they knew where you were working, but either
they didn’t know or they didn’t want to tell me which prolonged
this meeting. So a lot of my time was wasted traveling around to
places where you weren’t.”

After a few dainty sips during her
educational speech she now takes a long pull off her drink draining
it, so I raise my hand catching the waitresses’ attention and order
another round on my monthly tab, but sparing the port this time
around, instead going with something with a head on it.

“So why me? You seem pretty set on hiring me,
but there are other surveyors out there that you could have found a
lot easier than trying to hunt me down, not to mention they
probably hang out in far nicer establishments than this.” I point
my thumb over my shoulder towards the room.
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