SAM

(1 Rapha!" Sam screamed frantically.

Sam could see the two small darts still lodged in
Rapha’s back. His eyes flicked to Rapha’s face—he was
unconscious, his face empty.

The lush green forest that stretched out below seemed
to be approaching much faster.

Just got to hold on . . .

Everything went eerily silent as they tumbled through
the air toward the cliff face. Preparing himself for the
impact that he knew was coming, Sam tensed his legs,
straining to keep his tenuous grip on Rapha'’s jacket.

Calculating the timing carefully as they neared the
cliff, Sam pushed hard with his legs against the vertical
rock wall a split second before they would have slammed
into it. The shock pulsed through his legs as he felt the
glider shudder and turn sharply in the air, their trajectory
changing immediately. Sam struggled and looked upward
but the thick band of cloud they had plummeted through
was already concealing everything.

If I can’t see them, they can’t see us either . . .
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Sam’s arm seared in agony, trying to hold on to both
the makeshift glider and Rapha’s dead weight. His fingers,
desperately grasping the smooth metal bar above, were
sweaty and slippery in the humid air of the jungle. His
teeth clenched tight as he tried to keep his grip.

Suddenly, a gust of wind buffeted them from the side.
Sam’s fingers slid off the bar, beginning their inevitable
freefall toward the imposing green below.

Sam screamed, his voice echoing out over the jungle.
Still clinging to the unconscious Rapha, he stretched out
his free arm and changed his Stealth Suit into the wing-
suit, clearly recalling Jedi's instructions. Their descent
slowed, but with only one free arm to steer, Sam and
Rapha hurtled downward, flipping and turning erratically.

CRASH!

‘Argh!” Sam held his free hand over his face as they
smacked through the tops of the trees. The snapping
branches and vines slowed their crash landing, but
whipped into Sam’s face over and over again.

THUD!

Sam landed heavily on his back and lay there silently
catching his breath, staring back up into the hole they had
torn through the leafy canopy above. His arm, still holding
his friend, had twisted awkwardly in the rough landing.
Sam could see Rapha’s chest moving with slow and even
breaths, and he appeared to have survived the rough

landing with nothing more than a scratch or two.
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“‘Owww . . .” Sam winced again as he tried to free his
arm from underneath Rapha. “He’s obviously not a light
sleeper then . . "

Through the broken branches overhead, Sam could see
that their crude glider was still drifting down toward the
forest floor, its landing slower and more graceful now that
it was without passengers. He noticed the small dents and
scratches all over its surface, no doubt from the stun darts
shot by Stella as they made their getaway.

A memory jolted Sam upright and he reached around
to feel for his backpack. With a relieved sigh, he felt it still
in place on his back, and he wriggled out of the straps and
pulled it open. There, nestled safely inside, was Rapha’s
Gear—the priceless piece his enemies would literally kill
to get their hands on in order to get one step closer to
building the Bakhu machine.

Piece by piece, Gear by Gear . . . that’s five down, eight to go.

“Hey,” said a small voice beside him. “What did I miss?”

“Rapha!” Sam said, surprised. “Are you OK?”

“I think so,” Rapha said, sitting up slowly and rubbing
his head. He looked around the jungle floor and then up
at the hole their descent had punched through the trees.
Sam saw Rapha'’s eyebrows lift in surprise and the corners
of his mouth curl up into a smirk.

“Maybe you should stick to being the pilot?” Sam said,
following his upward gaze.

Rapha’s grin spread wider before his face suddenly



04

changed into a confused frown. He twisted his shoulders
uncomfortably, reaching one arm behind his back and
pulling the two small darts out from in between his
shoulder blades. He stared at Sam, questioning.

“Oh, those . . .” Sam said sheepishly. “Sorry, I forgot they
were still there. If it makes you feel any better, the darts are
usually much bigger and knock you out for a lot longer.”

Rapha rolled his eyes and threw the small darts into the
jungle. “So what now?” he asked Sam.

“I don’t suppose you have another aircraft hidden away
close by?”

“No, sorry,” Rapha replied. He shrugged, then said, “So

we'll take a walk.”

e

“You...call...this...awalk?” Sam stopped at a tree and
shook the last drop from his water bottle. “Try hike . . . or
trek . . . or a cross-jungle marathon.”

They'd been hiking through the jungle for over an hour,
sticking close to the river. Rapha had made sure they kept a
quick pace, urging Sam on whenever he slowed for a drink.
Despite the humid air feeling so wet against his skin, Sam
had never been so thirsty.

“It's not much farther,” Rapha said at last. “Just up here.”

“You said that an hour ago at the clearing.” Sam adjusted

his backpack across his shoulders.
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“I thought that was another clearing,” Rapha said,
leading the way.

“Well, I guess, to be fair . . ” Sam said, pausing again as
they came to a drop off in the hillside, “it is the Amazon.”

“Ha! There it is!” Rapha said, triumphantly pointing
below. “That’s our way out of here.”

Sam saw a winding strip of water, a tributary of the
Amazon River, snaking away into the distance. There
wasn't much of anything else.

“And, we, ah, swim from there?” Sam asked.

Rapha smiled. “You'll see.”
g
“I use this to map areas of the jungle and follow the
migrating patterns of the geese,” Rapha said cheerfully.

“Geese?” Sam asked.

“A type of bird.

“Right. Thanks.

Sam climbed into the small boat. It teetered and bobbed
in the murky water and he concentrated on keeping his
balance. He sat at one end and watched Rapha jump into
the boat in one quick movement that barely made the boat
rock.

“First you had the speedboat, then the ultralight, now

this. How come?” Sam asked.

“Well, if you remember, the first speedboat was only
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borrowed,” Rapha corrected. “And this,” he continued,
“belongs to that eighty-year-old man over there.”

Sam looked over to the shack standing alongside the
rough jetty that serviced the local boats.

“My parents were well-known in this community. They
did a lot of work for conservation and the local villages
in the area . . " Rapha’s voice trailed off in sadness at the
thought of his parents. Sam could see the grief fill Rapha’s
eyes and he looked back at the river, feeling awkward, not
sure if he should try to say anything of comfort.

What could I say, anyway? I've only made things even
more dangerous for him.

Rapha sighed determinedly and pulled the cord on
the boat’s outboard motor with a short, sharp movement.
Silence. “She’s a little temperamental.’

A small group of locals were watching from in front of
the shack, as if waiting for an invitation to lend a hand.
Rapha adjusted the dials and tried again. Nothing. Sam
could smell gas fumes in the air. He felt anxious sitting
there, in clear view of everyone. He glanced around and
wondered when Stella would catch up to them.

CLICK! VRROOM!

On the third try, the engine spluttered to life, almost
drowning out the cheers of their small crowd of onlookers.
Rapha shot Sam a confident grin, turning to wave back to
the locals before steering the boat out to begin its cruise

up the river.
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We got Rapha’s Gear, and we got away from Hans and
Stella. That’s a pretty good day’s work.

Settling into the boat, Sam smiled at Rapha and leaned
against his backpack, watching as the amazing jungle

scenery drifted by.



