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To my best friend, Terry Causey—

Long before the world knew the adventures of Sidney St. James, before the thrill of lost cities and whispered curses, two ten-year-old boys huddled over notebooks, scribbling their own universes into existence.

Terry and I didn’t just write stories—we lived them. He would take my half-finished chapters and weave them into something even wilder than I could have imagined, passing them back with a grin that said, Just wait till you see what happens next.

We filled our childhood with science fiction, mystery, and adventure, turning scraps of paper into grand tales we only understood. But then, as it often does, life took us down different roads. Girls, football, cars—the world called us away from those "silly sci-fi stories."

Yet, decades later, when I found those old pages tucked away in a forgotten box in my garage, I realized something: we never stopped writing together.

Terry, my old friend, you may no longer be here, but your spirit is etched into every page of Sidney St. James’ adventures. Every mystery, every thrill, every impossible journey—you were always part of the story.

This book is for you.

And just like back then, I know somewhere up there in Heaven, you’re reading along, grinning, and saying...

"Just wait till you see what happens next."

In Memory of Terry Causey

*waves*
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The Story Behind a Hundred Tales

*****
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The wind howled through the narrow mountain pass, carrying whispers of forgotten legends and buried secrets. High above the Andean landscape, the moon cast a pale glow over the jagged peaks, illuminating the faint outline of a lone traveler.

Sidney St. James pulled his coat tighter against the biting cold, his keen eyes scanning the darkness for any sign of movement. Every instinct in his body warned him that he was being watched.

A distant rumble echoed through the valley—a sound that did not belong to the restless wind or the shifting stones beneath his boots. Sidney had spent his life chasing mysteries, venturing into places where no map could guide him. Yet something about this journey felt different as if the air carried a warning only those willing to listen could hear. The weight of unseen eyes pressed upon him, sending a slow chill down his spine.

He exhaled, his breath visible in the thin mountain air, and pressed forward. Whatever lay ahead, he would face it as he always had. But in the depths of his mind, a question lingered, an unshakable thought that had followed him since he first set foot in this land: Was he seeking the truth, or was the truth seeking him?
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Chapter 1
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The Whisper of the Andes

*****
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Sidney St. James adjusted the brim of his weathered hat as he and Warren Struss stepped off the rickety mule cart, their boots landing firmly on the damp earth of the Peruvian village. The air was thick with the scent of rain-soaked wood and burning incense, the narrow streets dimly lit by flickering lanterns hanging from adobe walls. Yet, for all the warm glow of the lamps, an unease hung over the village like a storm cloud waiting to break.

A group of villagers huddled near a small shrine, their voices hushed as they cast wary glances in Sidney’s direction. A woman, her face lined with years of hardship, muttered something under her breath—words that Sidney barely caught but sent a shiver up his spine. “The mountain that swallows men whole.”

Warren moved closer, his hand resting instinctively on the revolver at his hip. “Friendly bunch,” he murmured. “Think they know something we don’t?”

Sidney didn’t answer. He was too focused on the figure waiting for them at the cantina—a stocky man with a bristly beard and piercing blue eyes. Captain Terrence Landry. He was drumming his fingers on the wooden table, his gaze flicking from the entrance to the shadows beyond the door as though expecting trouble.

Sidney and Warren slid into the seats across from him. The cantina door swung open before a word was exchanged, revealing a disheveled traveler. The man staggered in, his poncho torn and caked with mud. His breath came in ragged gasps as he clutched a blood-stained parchment to his chest.

His wild eyes found Sidney’s. “You must leave,” he croaked. “You must—”

The words choked in his throat, his body seizing before collapsing at Sidney’s feet.

A deathly silence fell over the cantina. No one moved. No one even acknowledged what had just happened. The villagers turned their eyes to the floor, their hands tightening around their cups as though hoping the danger would pass if they simply ignored it.

Sidney knelt, prying the crumpled parchment from the dead man’s grasp. The symbols scrawled across the surface were ancient and unfamiliar. But one word stood out among them all.

ALTINOVA.

Warren exhaled sharply. “Looks like we found our trail.”

Sidney nodded, his grip tightening on the parchment. But deep in his gut, he knew—this trail was one that might never let them return.

The cantina remained silent, the low hum of whispered prayers threading through the thick air. Sidney felt the weight of unseen eyes watching, the room’s shadows stretching longer and darker. He studied the parchment in his hand. The ink was smudged with dried blood, yet the word Altinova remained bold, unshaken by time or misfortune.

Landry cleared his throat, the sound scraping against the tense silence like a blade on stone. His fingers hovered near his belt, where his revolver rested. “Whoever he was,” he muttered, voice tight, “he came a hell of a long way to deliver that.”

Sidney’s jaw tightened as he folded the blood-speckled parchment and tucked it into his coat pocket. The weight of it felt heavier than paper, like a stone pressing against his chest. He exhaled sharply. “And he died before he could tell us why.” His voice was steady, but his eyes flickered with unease.

Outside, the wind roared through the narrow, winding streets of the village, rattling the cantina’s wooden shutters with a violent clatter. The warped hinges groaned in protest. A few villagers near the bar stiffened, their faces pale in the dim lantern light. One old woman gripped her rosary so tightly her knuckles turned white, whispering a prayer under her breath.

Sidney exchanged a glance with Warren. They’d been in the thick of danger before—gunfights, ambushes, betrayals—but something about this place gnawed at the edges of reason. There was an unnatural stillness beyond the howling wind, an absence of a village's usual life and movement at night. No distant laughter, flickering hearth fires, or murmurs of evening conversation.

Warren shifted, his hand resting lightly on the hilt of his knife. “This mission feels wrong, Sidney,” he said in a low voice meant only for Sidney’s ears. His dark eyes scanned the room, every shadow a potential threat. “Like we walked into something bigger than we were told.”

Sidney nodded subtly, then turned his attention to the barkeep, an older man with weathered hands and wary eyes. “The man who brought this,” Sidney said, voice firm, “did he say anything before he died?”

The barkeep hesitated, his Adam’s apple bobbing. He wiped his hands on a rag, though they weren’t dirty. When he finally spoke, his voice was barely above a whisper.

“He said, ‘They are already here.’”

A heavy silence fell over the room, thick as a burial shroud. The wind outside picked up, slamming against the cantina door as if something—or someone—was trying to get in.

Sidney’s hand instinctively went to his gun. Warren did the same.

Whatever was coming, they weren’t ready for it.

A shadow moved outside. Just a flicker. A trick of the light, perhaps. But Sidney wasn’t so sure.

“We should leave,” Warren muttered.

Sidney nodded. “Not just yet, baby brother.”

He turned to the barkeep, a man with a face carved by years of hardship. “That man—did he say anything else before he came here?”

The barkeep hesitated, glancing nervously at the other villagers before leaning in. His voice was barely above a whisper. “He came last night. Ranting about the mountain. Kept saying, ‘It knows. It watches.’ He was mad with fever, but...” The barkeep’s eyes darted toward the shuttered windows. “I believe he was telling the truth.”

Sidney studied the man’s expression. Fear lined every word he spoke.

Landry shifted in his seat. “Are we taking this lead or what?”

Sidney looked at the parchment once more, then at the body on the floor, already ignored by the villagers as if death was just another unspoken reality in this forsaken place.

“We follow it,” he said finally. “At first light.”

The barkeep suddenly stiffened. “Don’t go. Those who seek Altinova...” He swallowed hard. “They never return.”

Before Sidney could respond, a deep rumbling shook the cantina’s foundation as if the mountain itself had heard his words. The glasses on the counter trembled. The wind outside howled in a way that sounded almost like a whisper. A warning.

Sidney exhaled, watching as the villagers exchanged fearful glances. He knew one thing for sure—whatever lay ahead in the Andes wasn’t just gold they were chasing.

It was something far more dangerous.

Outside, unnoticed, a hooded figure slipped into the night, disappearing into the mist-covered alleyways as if carrying a message to unseen forces waiting beyond the village's borders.
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Chapter TWO
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Into the Unknown

*****
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Dawn broke over the Peruvian village, casting golden streaks of light over the mist-covered rooftops. The faint crow of a rooster echoed in the distance, but the streets remained eerily quiet.

Sidney St. James stood at the edge of the village square, adjusting the straps on his pack as Warren Struss and Captain Terrence Landry prepared the mules for the arduous journey ahead.

The events of the previous night still weighed heavily on his mind—the dying man’s warning, the blood-stained parchment, and the unshakable sense that something unseen lurked beyond the mountains. The villagers had refused to speak of Altinova, their fearful glances saying more than words could.

The village itself felt frozen in time. Small adobe homes huddled together, their walls adorned with faded murals depicting ancient myths. Smoke curled from distant chimneys, carrying the scent of roasted maize and brewed coca tea. Yet despite these signs of life, the silence among the people was deafening. They moved in hushed whispers, stealing glances at the foreigners who dared to disturb their peace. An old woman clutched a small wooden talisman, murmuring prayers under her breath as the men passed by.

“This feels different, Sidney,” Warren muttered as he tightened the saddle on his mule. “I’ve been on plenty of expeditions, but this... This one has a bad feeling written all over it.”

Sidney pulled his coat tighter against the morning chill. “Every great discovery begins with uncertainty. We came here for answers, and we’re not leaving until we have them.”

Landry huffed as he secured the last of their supplies. “If we make it back,” he muttered, though Sidney caught the remark. The sea captain had always been pragmatic, never one to believe in omens or curses, but even he couldn’t ignore the palpable fear lingering in the air.

A shadow shifted near the cantina’s doorway, a jagged silhouette against the flickering lantern light. The air grew heavier, thick with the scent of aged wood, sweat, and whiskey's faint, acrid bite. Sidney turned sharply, his instincts sharpening like a blade drawn from its sheath. 

A hooded figure stood against the wooden frame, his posture casual yet unnervingly deliberate. The dim glow barely illuminated his face, but the glint of his eyes—piercing and unreadable—locked onto Sidney with an unsettling intensity.

The cantina hushed. The barkeep stiffened behind the counter, his fingers gripping the bar's edge. A woman near the back muttered a prayer under her breath, making the sign of the cross. Even the wind outside seemed to hesitate.

“You seek Altinova,” the man rasped, his voice dry and fractured like a blade dragged across the stone. “Then you must know—it is not a city of gold. It is a city of judgment.”

Sidney took a measured step forward, his boots creaking against the warped floorboards. His fingers twitched near his holster, but he didn’t draw—yet. “And you would know this how?”

The man’s lips curled into a grim smile, a shadow of something sinister lingering at the edges. “Because I once stood at its gates.”

A cold dread slithered down Sidney’s spine. He had met his share of liars, madmen, and self-proclaimed prophets, each spinning their own tales of lost cities and forbidden lands. But there was something in the man’s voice—a raw, haunted weight—that made his words feel carved in stone.

“You’ve seen it?” Warren interjected, stepping up beside Sidney. His tone was edged with skepticism, but his stance was cautious, fingers resting lightly on the hilt of his knife.

The hooded man nodded once, slow and deliberate. “I saw it,” he murmured as if the words carried the weight of something unspeakable. “And I barely escaped with my life.”

The cantina doors shuddered as another gust of wind battered against them. A lantern flickered, casting shadows stretching unnaturally along the walls. The villagers sat frozen, their wide eyes flicking between the stranger and Sidney as if awaiting an omen.

Sidney’s pulse thundered in his ears. “Then tell us—where is it?”

The man exhaled sharply, shifting his weight. His head tilted slightly as if considering whether Sidney was worthy of the knowledge he held. “It is where the world ends,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “Beyond the black sands, past the bones of those who sought it before you.” His eyes darkened beneath the hood. “And if you go, you will not return unchanged.”

A chair scraped against the floor as a villager abruptly rose, shaking his head furiously. “You shouldn’t speak of such things here,” he spat, his voice thick with fear. “You’ll bring ruin on us all.”

The hooded man didn’t flinch. He simply turned his gaze back to Sidney. “If you truly wish to find it,” he said, “you must follow the storm.”

As if on cue, the wind outside howled, rattling the walls so violently that glasses clinked together behind the bar.

Sidney’s jaw tightened. He glanced at Warren, whose expression had turned from skepticism to wary understanding.

They had come too far to turn back now.

The man hesitated a moment before lifting a trembling hand, his fingers unsteady as they pointed toward the towering peaks that loomed beyond the village, their jagged edges barely visible under the storm-choked sky. His breath came in shallow gasps as if speaking of the place alone drained him.

“Follow the path of the Condor,” he murmured, his voice uneven. “Three days into the mountains, beyond the Black River. But beware...” His eyes, hollow with something between fear and reverence, flickered toward Sidney. “The city does not welcome intruders. It decides who is worthy... and who is not.”

Sidney narrowed his eyes, studying the man’s shadowed face, searching for the familiar signs of deceit—shifty eyes, a nervous twitch, the subtle hesitation of a liar weaving a tale too intricate to be true. But there was none. Only raw, haunted certainty.

Sidney took a slow step forward, his voice low and steady. “How do you know this?”

The man swallowed hard. His hand dropped to his side, curling into a trembling fist.

“Because,” he rasped, “I was judged.”

A hush fell over the cantina, the air thickening as if the walls absorbed the weight of his words.

Sidney didn’t break eye contact. “And what was your judgment?”

The man let out a bitter, humorless laugh. It was dry, cracked—like someone who had already accepted their own doom. “I was found unworthy,” he admitted. His fingers brushed against his chest, and a long, jagged scar peeked out beneath his tattered cloak. “The city doesn’t just turn you away, stranger. It takes a piece of you. It marks you.”

Warren exhaled sharply, shifting uncomfortably. Landry muttered a curse under his breath.

Sidney, however, remained unmoved. “Yet, you lived.”

The man’s expression darkened. “Only because it let me. Only because it wanted me to crawl back down this mountain and warn the next fool who comes looking.” His lips curled slightly. “And here you are.”

Sidney didn’t flinch. “If you were cast out, how do you know the way?”

The man shook his head, his breath hitching. “Because the path doesn’t change. But the city does. It moves. It shifts. It decides who finds it and who never does.” His gaze bore into Sidney’s. “And those it does not want—those it deems unworthy—disappear.”

A gust of wind slammed against the cantina doors, rattling them so violently that one of the hinges groaned, threatening to splinter. A lantern flickered, throwing warped shadows across the man’s gaunt face.

Sidney’s pulse thundered, but he didn’t allow hesitation to creep in. He turned to Warren and Landry, and his decision was made.

“We leave now.”

The hooded man’s eyes widened slightly as if he had expected them to cower, to retreat. But Sidney only adjusted the strap of his satchel, his expression unreadable.

The man exhaled sharply. “Then may the gods have mercy on you,” he whispered.

Sidney glanced at him one last time before pushing through the cantina doors into the night, where the storm howled like a beast waiting to devour them whole.

Before they mounted their mules, a hunched villager scurried forward, pressing a small leather pouch into Sidney’s hand. “Take this,” the old man whispered urgently. “It is a protection... or a curse. Depends on your heart.”

Sidney opened the pouch, revealing a crude obsidian pendant shaped like an open eye. The edges were worn as if touched by many hands before his. “What is this?”

The old man shook his head. “An offering. A warning.” Then, without another word, he turned and vanished into the alleyway.

Sidney’s fingers closed around the pendant, and doubt crept into his resolve for the first time.

Without another word, they mounted their mules and set off toward the mountains. The villagers watched from the shadows, whispering prayers as the three men disappeared into the mist.

The jungle thickened around them, swallowing the last remnants of civilization as they pressed forward. The air was dense, thick with the mingling scents of damp earth, decaying foliage, and something else—something metallic, like blood lingering in the undergrowth. 

The rhythmic hum of the village had long faded behind them, replaced by the unrelenting cacophony of the wild. Every snap of a branch, every rustling leaf felt amplified, as if unseen eyes lurked just beyond the tangled vines.

Birds cawed ominously from the canopy above, their shrill cries slicing through the oppressive silence. Shadows twisted and shifted between the towering trees cast long and menacing by the thin shafts of dying sunlight. Sweat clung to their skin, but it wasn’t just the heat—it was the weight of something unseen, something waiting.

They followed the hooded man’s directions, their path a treacherous, winding scar carved into the mountainside. The ground beneath them was slick with moss and riddled with jagged stones threatening to send their mounts tumbling into the abyss below. Each step forward felt like an unspoken challenge, as if the land itself was testing their resolve.

As they neared the first river crossing, the sound of rushing water filled the air, a deceptive lullaby masking whatever secrets the jungle sought to bury. The river ran black beneath the dense canopy, its currents sluggish but deep. A tangle of gnarled roots clawed at the edges of the muddy bank as if trying to drag something—or someone—beneath the surface.

Landry, riding ahead, suddenly yanked back on his reins. His horse snorted, ears flicking back in agitation. “Hold up,” he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper.

Sidney’s pulse quickened as he followed Landry’s line of sight.

Half-buried in the mud, on the opposite riverbank, was a broken satchel—it's leather warped and torn as if it had been ripped open in desperation. Beside it, a boot jutted out of the earth, still attached to a decayed foot. The flesh had been gnawed away, exposing the bone beneath, and the sight sent a sickening jolt through Sidney’s gut.

The river gurgled softly, its gentle, unbothered flow in stark contrast to the silent horror that gripped the men. A dragonfly skimmed across the surface, oblivious to the grim remnants lying just beyond the water’s edge.

Warren swallowed hard, his voice strained. “Guess we’re not the first ones to try.”

The jungle around them seemed to close tighter, the shadows stretching longer. Sidney’s fingers instinctively brushed the grip of his revolver, though he knew no bullet could ward off the unseen menace that had left its mark here.

He inhaled deeply, steadying himself. Then, with a resolute nod, he nudged his mule forward. “No,” he said, his voice low and firm. “But we might be the last.”
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