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“Sierra’s Heart” is a story about the power of family legacy, the secrets of the past, and the kind of love that arrives when we least expect it.

It follows Lana Navarro, a woman born into a once-great dynasty whose heritage was stolen long ago — and whose life changes forever after she crosses paths with former Interpol agent Alex Rivera.

Fate binds them together and leads them on a quest for the stones that can restore her family’s honor and shape the future of those she loves.

Against the backdrop of blazing Mexico, shadowy alliances, and ruthless cartels, their journey becomes a fight — not for a single diamond, but for truth, freedom, and the people they hold dear... and for a love stronger than fear itself.

This is a story about courage, trust, and the understanding that the greatest treasure in life is the person who walks beside you.

May this tale leave a warm mark on your heart and remind you that everyone deserves a chance at love — and a new beginning.

With love,

Yanina Koroleva
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PROLOGUE

MEXICO. THE SIERRA MADRE MOUNTAINS

1960s

The Sierra Madre mountains stretched across the horizon in a dark, jagged line — like frozen waves of an ancient ocean.

Nothing here was familiar: no straight roads, no comforting landmarks, only endless slopes wrapped in humid rainforest, hidden caves, and sheer canyons that changed shape with every rainy season.

The old locals used to say there were places in these mountains where a compass lost its sense of direction, and footsteps echoed as if someone was walking beside you.

The Sierra had always guarded its secrets deep within.

One of those secrets was an abandoned mine, where nearly half a century ago the last prospector of the old Navarro lineage descended — Don Miguel, who sought not wealth, but the truth buried in the heart of the Sierra.

He emerged with three stones.

Three unusual diamonds, each with its own temperament: one green, one bluish, and one clear — yet all pulsing with light from within.

He called them The Triple Crown of the Sierra.

The elders remembered Don Miguel’s words for years afterward.

He said those stones were more than riches. They were the mountains’ memories. Their breath. Their mystery.

But nature does not take kindly to being disturbed.

A few days after his discovery, the underground mine where Miguel had worked collapsed.

The earth swallowed it without a trace — as if determined to hide the remaining treasure forever.

All that remained of Don Miguel was a single old photograph... and the three stones whose fate would become intertwined with that of his descendants.

Many years passed.

The mine vanished — consumed by the forest.

But the legend endured, along with the three diamonds whose destinies were bound to one family.

The Navarro family.

Now the Navarro’s stood on the edge of extinction.

The father was dead, the younger son had vanished in the mountains, leaving behind only a diary and the shadow of a mystery.

And only Lana — a young woman with eyes the color of tropical rain — remained the one who could continue their path:

to find her brother, reclaim her family’s legacy, and uncover what the Sierra Madre mountains were truly hiding.
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PART I

ON THE TRAIL OF THE MAP

Chapter 1

LANA NAVARRO
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The jungles of the Sierra Madre breathed with a humid, living heat.

Lana Navarro moved steadily along the trail — a path that vanished beneath the broad leaves of banana trees, then reappeared along narrow stretches of rock where she had to use her hands to climb. She had been walking for several hours, and the cool morning mist had long since given way to thick, tropical steam. Sweat slid down her temples, but she didn’t bother to wipe it away.

She wore a light khaki shirt with rolled-up sleeves, its fabric darkened in places from the moisture. A wide leather belt held a small knife at her hip — its sheath old and worn, her father’s gift, the only thing she had left of him besides memory.

Her trousers were also khaki — sturdy, comfortable, snagged here and there by the thorns of scrub bushes. On her shoulders hung a heavy backpack with metal buckles, rugged and weathered, the kind people carried in the sixties — battered but reliable.

A wide-brimmed green hat, sun-faded and practical, rested on her head, giving her silhouette the look of either a National Geographic explorer or a stubborn heiress of an old lineage who had never learned how to retreat.

Her fair hair, pulled back into a low ponytail, had begun to escape in loose strands from the humidity. They caught the sunlight filtering through the leaves — soft, warm glints like the gold these mountains treasured...

but which she was not searching for.

She looked younger than her twenty-seven years, but her eyes betrayed the truth — that you could live an entire lifetime by twenty-seven.

Eyes the color of tropical rain: deep, alert, trained to notice the slightest movement, the faintest rustle.

Lana stopped on a small ledge between the roots of a massive tree and slipped off her backpack. Her heartbeat was steady — she was tired, but fear kept her sharp.

She glanced around: the world was quiet, with only the thin voices of cicadas cutting through the stillness.

She sat down on one of the roots, unbuckled her pack, and pulled out a leather-bound notebook with a worn brown cover. Her brother Enrique’s journal.

The small, hurried handwriting on the first page was creased, as if he had written it while already on the move.

Lana ran her finger over the line she knew almost by heart:

“If you’re reading this, Lana... it means I found what they’re looking for.

But if I don’t return — don’t you dare come after me. It’s a trap.”

She closed her eyes — not to keep herself from crying, but to keep herself from getting angry.

He had always believed he had to protect her.

Even when he was the one walking straight into danger.

Lana turned to the next page — carefully, as if afraid it might tear.

There it was: the map. The one her brother had found among their grandfather’s belongings.

Inverted symbols, barely readable lines, markings shaped like tiny crosses.

And in one spot — a circle, outlined twice. Her brother had marked it with red pencil:

“If I’m right — the key is here.”

Lana traced the circle with her fingertip.

“I’ll find you. Whatever it takes.”

She folded the map, slipped it into the chest pocket of her shirt, buttoned it... and in that instant, the jungle seemed to fall silent.

Completely. As if the forest itself had stopped breathing.

“Who’s there?” Lana said sharply, though barely above a whisper.

No answer — but she sensed it. Movement. Not the wind. A step.

Her hand went to the knife. She stood, turning toward the patch of shadow that was just a little too dense.

And then — a branch snapped.

A man stepped out of the brush. He looked to be about thirty-five.

He was tall, sun-bronzed, lightly unshaven, dressed in a sand-colored shirt with rolled-up sleeves and a holster that was clearly not decorative.

He carried himself calmly — dangerously calmly.

Lana lifted the knife in an instant.

“One more step and I’ll...” she began.

“And you’ll defend yourself,” he finished for her, his tone steady.

His voice was low, even. A faint smile touched the corner of his lips.

“But if I intended to harm you... you would have felt it by now.”

Lana didn’t lower the knife.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “And why are you following me?”

The man tilted his head slightly, assessing her. There was no fear in his eyes, no threat — only alertness.

“First,” he said, “you chose a dangerous place for a solo hike. And second...” He took a step closer, slowly.

“...you’re already being tracked, and not just you.”

A cold current washed over her skin. Not fearing confirmation. Her brother had been right. Time was running out. She tightened her grip on the knife.

“Who are you?” she repeated.

The man answered as if his name changed nothing — and yet changed everything:

“Alex.”

He took another step, a small one, but enough for her to understand: this man knew more than he said.

And their meeting was no accident.



Lana didn’t lower the knife. It trembled just slightly — not from fear, but because the man standing before her was someone she couldn’t read.

There was no threat in his eyes, no carelessness either.

Only alertness. And something else... something that made her keep her distance.

“Alex... who?” she asked, keeping him squarely in her line of sight.

He smiled faintly — barely there, as if testing her reaction.

“Just Alex.”

She frowned.

The forest vibrated again: somewhere far off a bird cried out, leaves rustled softly as if touched by wind... except it wasn’t wind.

He sensed it too. His gaze drifted for a moment toward the trail she had come from.

“Are you alone?” he asked.

“That’s none of your business.”

“I know,” he replied so calmly that it made her tense even more. “But if you are alone out here... then you’re in serious trouble.”

She shifted her grip on the knife, adjusting for a defensive strike if needed.

“Don’t come any closer.”

“I’m not planning to.” He lifted his hands slightly to the sides — empty. “I’m not your enemy. Though...” he gave a crooked half-smile, “...I might be your only chance today not to end up as someone’s prey.”

She lifted her chin in defiance.

“Were you following me?”

“No.” He paused. “Others were following you. I just got here first.”

The words hit her like a cold wave. Not because she hadn’t expected danger — but because it meant only one thing:

Enrique had been right.

He truly had found something worth killing for.

She forced her breathing to stay steady.

“Prove you’re not one of them,” she said quietly, almost threatening.

Alex slowly raised his hands higher — a gesture meant to calm her, but for some reason it only sent another surge of adrenaline through her.

Too confident. Too controlled. This wasn’t a bandit. And not a tourist. This was someone who lived with danger.

“If I were with them...” he nodded toward the trail behind her, “you wouldn’t have heard footsteps. Or a branch. They arrive differently.”

Lana tightened her grip on the knife.

“I’m not going to trust you.”

“And you shouldn’t,” he said seriously. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you’re in danger. And that someone is on your trail right now.”

He stepped slightly to the side, as if giving her room to retreat.

It startled her — he wasn’t trying to get closer, wasn’t trying to grab her, wasn’t forcing anything.

He gave her space. Respect., which somehow made him even more suspicious.

“What do you want from me? Lana finally asked.

“To meet you.” He looked straight into her eyes. “Before they do.”

She felt the air around them grow heavier. As if the jungle itself had fallen still. As if the mountain was waiting to hear her answer. But the words slipped out on their own:

“You know who I am?”

Alex nodded slowly.

“Lana Navarro.”

A chill spread through her. A deep, sharp cold.

No one out here was supposed to know her name.

“How—” she began but never finished.

Alex glanced slightly to the side and said, low and flat:

“We must go. Now.”

Lana turned toward the sound.

Somewhere in the distance — very faint — another twig snapped. Not a deer. Not a bird. A human step.

And then she did the one thing she hadn’t wanted to do a minute ago:

“Lead the way,” she whispered.

Alex nodded — and moved forward, never once taking his eyes off the shadow between the trees.



Alex moved ahead, light on his feet, as if he had known these trails for as long as she had been alive.

His steps were soft, precise.

He placed his boots only on moss, on roots, on stones that wouldn’t crack beneath his weight.

People walked like that only when they were used to surviving where a single mistake could cost a life.

Lana followed, keeping a careful distance. She didn’t trust him. She couldn’t. Not here. Not after he had said her name when she had never spoken a word about herself.

The humid air clung to her skin. The jungle grew thicker around them. Long rope-like vines hung from the trees like curtains, hiding the trail.

Somewhere above, a monkey cried out sharply, uneasy, as if warning the forest of strangers.

Alex turned his head slightly.

“Keep to the right. The ground is softer there.”

Lana pressed her lips together.

She had no intention of obeying him — yet she stepped exactly where he told her to.

And in the same instant she understood why: another step forward would have dropped her straight into a pit — deep, overgrown, almost invisible. She froze.

“You knew?” she asked quietly.

Alex didn’t stop.

“I saw it.” He nodded toward the slope. “The ground settled recently. Someone’s already been this way.”

A chill ran down her spine.

“The one following me?” she asked.

“Or the ones searching for the same person you are,” he said without turning.

She felt the journal in her shirt pocket grow heavier.

Enrique. His handwriting. His last words.

“Lana, don’t come after me...”

But she had come. Because she had no other choice.

They moved forward for several more minutes.

Wet leaves rustled under their feet, and somewhere above them, an old branch groaned in the humid air.

Lana could sense that Alex was listening constantly — catching every shift, every faint tremor in the jungle.

Finally, he raised his hand — a short, firm gesture meaning stop.

Lana stopped just as silently.

Alex crouched down and touched the ground with his fingertips.

“Fresh tracks,” he said. “Three people. Moving fast. Armed, most likely.”

Her heart was clenched.

“Will they catch up to us?” she asked.

“No.” He rose to his feet. “Because we’re going to turn.”

“Where?” Lana demanded.

He pointed toward a fern-covered slope.

“Down. To the riverbed. We can lose our trail there.”

Lana bit her lips.

“You’re sure?”

He turned his head, and there was nothing playful in his voice.

“I know the kind of people following you. They’re not interested in negotiations. Only outcomes.”

She looked him straight in the eyes.

“Why are you even helping me?”

Alex slowed his pace. He came to a stop.

His gaze was direct, dark, too honest.

“Because your brother isn’t the only one who vanished,” he said quietly. “And not the only one they want silenced.”

Lana inhaled sharply.

“You... you knew Enrique?”

Alex lowered his eyes to the ground — just for a moment.

“I know he was here. And I know he isn’t the first to disappear in the Sierra Madre. And if you think I came for you...” He shook his head.

“No.”

“First — for the mission. Then — for the ones who can still be saved.”

Lana had no idea what to say.

She felt the truth was still far off — that he was giving her only half of what he knew.

But right now, it was more than she expected to get.

Then — a sound. Sharp. Clean. A bullet slammed into the trunk of a tree two steps away.

Lana ducked instinctively.

Alex grabbed her wrist and yanked her down the slope.

“Move!” he snapped. “They’ve caught up.”

Branches whipped her face.

The clay beneath her boots slipped treacherously.

Behind them — shouts. Not local voices. Short, sharp, foreign.

Lana ran on instinct, feeling Alex’s burning grip on her wrist. He guided her as if they had been running together for years.

“Alex!” she shouted. “Who are they?!”

“The ones who can’t be allowed to catch us!” he barked back.

The slope suddenly dropped away. Below — a dry riverbed scattered with rocks. Alex pulled her toward him, wrapped an arm around her waist — and jumped with her.

They hit the soft sand and rolled. Lana gasped for air.

Alex still held her by the waist, shielding her as bullets shattered against the stones above. He leaned in, his lips almost touching her ear.

“Lana... if you want to live — trust me for five minutes.”

She closed her eyes — and for the first time on this entire path, she nodded.
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Chapter 2

TRACES IN THE JUNGLE
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The thick air hung motionless.

Even the birds had fallen silent — as if the forest were waiting.

Three men moved along the trail. Not in a hurry, confident, every step calculated. They walked the way men walk who understand the cost of noise: no snapping branches, no wasted breath, no restless tension.

This wasn’t a stroll. Not a search expedition. It was a hunt.

The first — thin, wiry, with a face that looked as if it had been carved with a knife — led the way, bending down every few meters to check the ground.

An inked ring tattoo glinted on his forearm — the mark of a clan that had worked in the Sierra Madre for decades.

The second — short but powerfully built, with broad shoulders and a cropped haircut — moved behind him.

His gaze never lifted to the sky; he looked only ahead, only deeper into the jungle, as if he could see a target where any ordinary man would see nothing but shadow.

The third — their leader — walked last, unhurried. He didn’t check tracks. He didn’t scan the sides. He simply knew the direction.

There was a strange certainty in his expression — the look of a man who knows his prey won’t get far.

The first man crouched, touched the soil, and said in a rough voice:

“Here.” He pointed at the pressed boot print. “Female. Moving fast. Heavy pack.”

The second man frowned.

“But she’s not alone anymore, Joaquín.” He lifted a broken leaf with a fresh indentation. “Someone else is with her...”

Miguel snorted.

“Who the hell are we even chasing? What girl is so important that they dragged us out here?”

Joaquín shot him an irritated glance.

“The one going where her brother went.”

Miguel grimaced.

“That Enrique kid? He was just a boy. How’d he gets past us?”

Their leader—Calderón—spoke quietly from behind, never slowing his stride:

“Because he was smarter than you, Rosado.”

Miguel snapped his head around.

“Hey! I’m just...”

“Quiet,” Calderón cut him off. “You’re scaring the monkeys. And you’re irritating me.”

Joaquín let out a short laugh. Miguel exhaled sharply but kept silent, which, for him, was an achievement.

Calderón crouched.

“She’s definitely not alone.” He touched another print.

“She’s with someone tall. And very quiet.”

Joaquín scoffed.

“Tall doesn’t mean dangerous.”

Calderón knelt beside the track. His fingers traced the ground, the broken stems, the faint line in the clay.

“No,” he said slowly. “This one... is dangerous.”

The second man raised his eyes.

“How do you know?”

Calderón straightened.

“She’s not walking in panic. Not at random. And the one with her...” He nodded toward the second set of prints.

“...is covering her trail. Erasing it. That’s something a trained man does.”

Miguel Rosado spat on the ground.

“So not a tourist. Either military. Or someone like us.”

“Not like us,” Calderón growled. “Better than us.”

A tense silence settled. The second man—Miguel Rassade—bit his lip and looked at the leader.

“What’s the plan?”

Calderón stood.

“We go down. To the riverbed.”

“And if the man interferes?” Joaquín asked, growing more anxious.

“We take him out,” Calderón said calmly.

“But the girl stays alive. She might have a stone.”

Joaquín and Miguel exchanged a look.

“They really think she knows where the stone is. She’s just the sister of some idiot who went where he shouldn’t.”

“Enrique Navarro wasn’t an idiot,” Calderón snapped.

Something flickered in his voice—respect, or an old memory.

“She’s a Navarro.” He crouched again, touching the imprint of a woman’s boot. “She’s stubborn. She’s walking the same path Enrique took. And that means... she’ll lead us to the last place he was seen.”

Joaquín let out a harsh laugh.

“Well then... she’ll lead us straight to the stone.”

Calderón rose, tightened the strap of his weapon, and gave a short command:

“Move. To the riverbed. And the man with her...”

He nodded at the second set of tracks.

“If he interferes, we take him out.”

The three men moved forward, slipping into the green darkness so quietly it seemed the jungle swallowed them whole.



The riverbed greeted them with dry, scorching sand and the heavy smell of dust heated by the sun.

Lana rolled onto her side, pushing her hair out of her face as she tried to get up. Her elbow throbbed, but she paid it no attention — pain was nothing compared to what was happening above them.

Alex still had an arm around her waist when the last bullet struck somewhere overhead, ricocheting off a rock with a sharp snap.

He motioned for her to slide lower, beneath an overhanging stone. Lana obeyed reluctantly — not because she trusted him, but because she had no other plan.

They tucked themselves into a shallow dip where the sand was cooler. Lana pressed her back to a boulder, barely breathing.

Alex was beside her, so close that the space between them was no wider than a palm — she could hear his breathing, steady and controlled, like a man who had lived through situations just like this one.

“They...” Lana began.

Alex raised a finger to his lips. A second passed. Then another. And then — a faint sound.

A rustle from above. A pebble rolling down the slope.

Every muscle in Lana’s body tightened. Alex leaned in closer — so close she felt the warmth of his skin.

“They’re sweeping the trail,” he whispered. “Three of them. One’s a tracker. A good one.”

“You saw them?” she asked.

“Far off. But enough to know they’re not local hunters. They’re not the kind who miss by accident.”

A chill spread inside her.

“You knew they were here?”

Alex lowered his gaze.

“Let’s say... I’ve been expecting them.”

“Why?” she breathed.

He looked straight into her eyes — and for the first time there was no irritation, no controlled calmness, but something heavier.

“Because your brother didn’t disappear by accident, Lana.”

She froze.

“What do you know about Enrique?” Her voice trembled.

Alex drew a slow breath and looked upward, toward the shadows that moved a little too deliberately.

“I know he found something others have been searching for four years. And I know the people hunting him...” — he nodded toward the trail — “...won’t stop until the job is done.”

“You’re talking like —” her throat tightened, “— like you were following him.”

He turned to her slowly.

“I wasn’t following him.” A beat. “I was following the ones hunting him.”

Lana’s breath faltered.

Her fingers found the journal in her shirt pocket — the leather cover felt like it was burning through the fabric.

“Why are you telling me this?” she whispered.

Alex opened his mouth to answer — but froze.

Above them — a new sound. Clearer. A step. Heavy.

Then another — only a few meters overhead. Someone had reached the edge of the riverbed.

Alex’s hand closed over hers — not harsh, but firm, warning. Lana held her breath as his fingers squeezed hers for the briefest moment. A voice sounded above them. Rough, irritated:

“They came down here. Look closer. The trail’s fresh.”

Another voice — calm, dangerous:

“Don’t rush, Rosado. They’re smarter than you think.”

Lana heard every word. Every stone knocked loose under their boots. Every inhale. Alex gave the slightest shake of his head: don’t move.

These men were right above them.

“They’re close,” said a third voice, quiet, confident. “Down below. But they think we lost them.”

Alex let out the faintest breath — not fear, but confirmation. Lana closed her eyes, understanding the terrifying truth. This was only the beginning.



Joaquín moved first. His steps were silent, precise.

He was older than the other two, and it showed in every move — in the way he listened to the forest, in how he stopped at the exact moments when even the wind shifted, in how he touched the ground and read from a single print how many people had passed, how much they weighed, whether they were rushing or trying to hide.

Miguel, on the other hand, was younger — hot-headed, impatient. He swatted at mosquitoes with irritation, glancing around constantly, fingers tight around the grip of his pistol. He hated Sierra Madre. Hated the forest, hated the silence. And the deeper they went, the stronger his fear became — a fear he masked with bravado.

“Are you sure they went down there?” he muttered.

“Sure,” Joaquín answered without looking back.

“The track’s fresh. The slope settled recently — that means it was them.”

“Could’ve been an animal,” Miguel insisted.

“Animals don’t wear size thirty-eight boots,” Joaquín snapped.

Calderón let out a quiet, almost soundless laugh.

His voice rarely rose above calm, but even half a whisper from him made the other two listen.

“You’re nervous, Rosado,” he said evenly, stepping over a fallen tree.

“That’s good. Nervous people live longer.

If they don’t start asking too many questions.”

Miguel bit down on his tongue. Joaquín crouched again, brushing his fingers over a scratch on a rock.

“She stumbled here. Tried to catch herself and did.”

He glanced back. “Tired — but she’s not stopping.”

Calderón nodded.

“She’s stubborn. Like her brother.”

Miguel grimaced.

“Why’d he drags that girl into this anyway? He could’ve gone alone.”

Calderón stopped so abruptly that Miguel nearly crashed into him. The leader turned. His gaze — cold, dark, cutting.

“Enrique didn’t drag anyone anywhere,” he said quietly, but with a force that made the forest tighten around them.

“She’s following him.”

“Will she get there?” Miguel asked.

Calderón turned away.

“Only if we don’t get there first.”

They moved on.

The trail narrowed, becoming a tight passage between rocks. The forest here was nearly dark, as if sunlight couldn’t break through the thick wall of leaves.

After several minutes they stopped. Before them lay a dry riverbed. The sand was disturbed. Fresh tracks. Two sets.

Joaquín crouched immediately.

“They jumped,” he said. “And rolled down. Badly.

The woman hit her elbow. The man — his shoulder.”

Miguel snorted.

“Some tracker. Why don’t you tell me her hair color too?”

Joaquín calmly lifted a broken strand caught on a dry twig.

“Blonde,” he said, holding it up for Calderón.

Miguel swallowed hard.

“What now?”

Calderón scanned the riverbed. The tracks led deeper toward a bend.

“Now,” he said quietly, “we go after them. But slowly. They’re injured. They’re hiding. And most importantly...”

He lifted his head, eyes narrowing at the shadowed passage between the rocks. “They think they’ve lost us.”

Joaquín nodded. Miguel cursed under his breath.

Calderón raised his hand.

“We split. I take the center. Joaquín — right, along the slope. Miguel — left.”

“Alone?” Miguel blurted.

“If you’re scared, walk behind me,” Calderón said coldly.

“But then, Rosado, you’ll die first.”

Miguel pressed his lips together, checked his gun, and moved left.

Joaquín melted silently into the brush on the right.

Calderón stepped into the riverbed, moving so quietly he might have been part of the jungle itself.
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Chapter 3

THE RIVERBED
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The riverbed grew narrower.

Stones arched overhead, forming a natural corridor of shadow and dampness.

Lana moved in a crouch, feeling the painful throb of blood pulsing in her temples. Moist sand clung to her palms; her breath came unevenly — but she didn’t allow herself to slow down.

Alex walked behind her, a step or two back — controlling the space, listening. He moved so quietly it was as if he didn’t touch the ground at all.

At one point Lana suddenly raised her hand, signaling to stop. Alex froze instantly behind her, listening to the jungle with the same sharpened tension she felt. And then a rough voice called from above:

“Fresh trail here!”

She couldn’t recognize whose voice it was — but its tone cut through her bones. Alex grabbed her wrist and pulled her downward, toward a narrow crack beneath a boulder.

“Get down,” he whispered into her ear. “Quickly.”

She slid inside, scraping her arms. Alex followed right after. Only a sliver of air remained between them. She heard his breathing, felt the warmth of his chest — and a cold bead of sweat rolled down her spine.

A branch snapped above them.

“They’re close.”

“Check to the left.”

Shadows moved across the top of the rock like predators.

Lana closed her eyes. Then she heard Alex exchanging shortly, controlled. It meant the men had passed. She turned to him.

“You knew they were this close?”

“I suspected.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?!” she whispered, angry but quiet.

Alex looked straight into her eyes.

They were almost in darkness, yet she still saw him — his harsh profile, the firm line of his mouth, the tension in his jaw.

“Because if you’d known,” he said slowly, “you would have run.”

“And what’s wrong with running?”

“There’s no plan in running.”

She wanted to answer, but Miguel’s voice rang out above them:

“Here, Calderón! They were definitely here!”

Lana froze.

Alex placed a hand on her shoulder — no pressure, no force. Just a warning.

The bandits’ shadows moved slowly across the riverbed.

And at that moment Lana felt something touch her — light, sliding — across her shoulder. She looked down. At first, she didn’t understand. Then she saw it:

A snake. Thin, narrow, gray green, almost blending with the moss. It slid across her sleeve, slowly rising toward her neck.

Lana barely managed to inhale — and even that sound could have given them away.

Alex saw it before she did. He covered her mouth with his hand in an instant.

“Don’t move,” he whispered with his lips alone.

His eyes were calm but tight, like a predator right before a leap.

The snake lifted its head. It was already preparing to strike.

Alex released Lana for exactly one second — and with one swift, precise motion, drew his knife.

A soft shhh! Almost just a breath of air. The snake dropped and cut it cleanly in two.

Lana flinched — but didn’t scream.

Alex shielded her again as a voice above them said:

“Did you hear that?”

“No. Quiet.”

They went still. Several seconds — an eternity.

When the footsteps faded, Lana exhaled — as if for the first time in a long while.

Alex wiped the blade, glanced at the dead snake, then at her. His face is steady. His voice barely above a breath:

“You did well. Most people would’ve screamed.”

She tried to smile.

“I... don’t like snakes.”

“And they seem to like you,” he said dryly.

And then — silence.

For the first time, they truly looked at each other.

Not briefly, not through fear, but deeply — without masks, without defenses. And in that moment, two thoughts came to them both...but completely different ones.

“She doesn’t look like a criminal.”

Alex watched her intently, studying her.

Lana’s large, clear, lake-colored eyes reflected fear, exhaustion, and questions — but not lies.

He had seen people in every possible state.

He knew when someone was lying, when they were afraid, when they were ready to strike.

Interpol had taught him that — and life after Interpol had taught him even more.

“She grips a knife like someone who’s fought for her life... but not someone who kills for profit.”

A crooked, silent smirk touched his thoughts.

She held the knife with confidence — but not like a murderer. More like a person cornered with no way out.

“But why is she in the Sierra Madre? What is she hiding? Where’s the stone? On her? Or is she just bait?”

He studied her eyes. Tired — but honest. Frightened — but stubborn. The kind of look people have when they keep going long after they should have stopped.
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