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Maximiliano, Frederico, Cezar, and Marcelo have been friends since childhood. Every venture has been pursued together, whether it succeeded or failed. Their latest one didn't go very far but this new one, Maximiliano just knew they were going to be rich.

“¡Oi, mues amigos! I've got a new venture for us. I really think this is the one,” he said as he joined them at the local tavern.

“You said that the last time, Maximiliano,” Cezar replied.

“I know, I know, but this time it's real. They're finding gold in the New World. I've already booked us passage. We're going to be rich beyond our dreams.”

Frederico groaned. “We have to take a boat?”

“How else will we get there?”

“You know I don't like boats,” he grumbled.

“Not even to be rich?” Maximiliano asked.

“I suppose I can live with it for that,” he replied.

“When do we leave?” Marcelo inquired.

“Three days.”

“That's not much time. Better get packing,” Cezar said with a grin. “We're going to come back rich men!”

“¡Si, we are!” Maximiliano agreed before they parted ways to pack and prepare for the journey across the sea.
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“Why did I let you talk me into this?” Frederico groaned. They'd been at sea for two months already and this was their second storm.

As the ship rolled on the waves, Frederico grabbed the bucket Maximiliano had gotten for him and got sick for the third time since the storm began.

“Because you want to be rich,” Maximiliano replied.

“What good will gold do me if I'm dead?”

“You're not dying, Frederico. The storm will pass,” Cezar said before Maximiliano could.

“I feel like it,” he groaned and got sick again.

“It's your turn to empty the bucket,” Cezar told Marcelo. They were taking turns.

“Fine, but if I get washed overboard it's his fault,” Marcelo replied and pointed at Frederico.

They watched him go, the boat pitching and rolling on the waves. There was tense silence until Marcelo finally returned, soaked to the skin from the few minutes he was on deck.

When Frederico finally stopped getting sick and was just dry heaving on occasion, Maximiliano reached over to the lantern next to his bed. “We should get some rest. The storm will pass soon enough.” He turned the lantern off and darkness settled over the cabin.

One by one, his friends fell asleep and soon he followed them, visions of wealth filling his dreams.
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After four long months at sea, a voyage made difficult by several storms, land was finally in sight. Hurrying below deck, the four friends gathered their things so they could disembark as soon as possible.

By the time they'd returned, the boat was bumping against the dock. They stood there impatiently waiting until the gangplank was lowered, and once it was, they quickly made their way down to the dock.

“I feel like kissing the land,” Frederico said as soon as they stepped off the dock onto the soil.

“The locals might look at you funny,” Maximiliano told him, “but if that's what you really want to do.”

“I didn't say I was going to,” he pointed out.

“If you two are done, we should find lodgings for the night so we can get supplies. We can start out in the morning,” Marcelo said.

“That sounds like a good idea,” Maximiliano admitted.

They wandered through Santos until they found what they were looking for. After securing rooms, they picked up what supplies they could, enjoyed a hot meal of local fare, and retired for the night.

The plan was to start out first thing in the morning and they needed to be well rested.
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With morning came a flurry of activity. They packed quickly, making sure they had all of their gear, grabbed a bite to eat, and got checked out.

“Should we hire a guide?” Cezar asked.

“No. I know which direction to go in. I made sure I got all the information before we left. We'll be fine,” Maximiliano replied. He was sure of it.

“I hope you're right,” Marcelo told him.

“It was just a suggestion,” Cezar grumbled.

Maximiliano led the way northwest from the village, and soon they were surrounded by trees.

“Merda. No one said it was going to be this hot,” Frederico swore as they whacked away at vines and brush that was in their way.

“And what are all these insects that keep biting us?” Marcelo asked as he smacked his neck as one of the insects bit him again.

“I don't know,” Maximiliano replied. “Quit complaining, Frederico. Just think of the gold. All of this will be worth it when we're rich.”

“It better be,” Frederico grumbled.

At midday they stopped to rest and ate a bit of their rations.

“We'll have to try to find fresh water and a place we can set up camp before it gets dark,” Maximiliano told them.

“Are you so sure we will? How do you even know if we're headed in the right direction?” Cezar asked.

“I'm sure we are.” Maximiliano was confident in his sense of direction. “Let's just keep going.”

The others stopped complaining and they continued on.

A couple of hours later, they heard an unusual sound. It was a mix between a roar and a bark. All four men froze where they stood and looked around, trying to figure out where it came from.

After a moment, a reddish brown animal that resembled a long legged fox came into view. Its legs were covered in black fur. There was also a line of black fur on the back of its neck that stood up a bit and reminded Maximiliano of a cat with its hackles raised.

“What is that thing?” Marcelo whispered.

“I have no idea,” Maximiliano replied, “but if it comes any closer I'm shooting it,” he added and removed his rifle from his shoulder.

The others followed suit and waited. The beast seemed to stare at them for several minutes before it turned, walked into the brush, and disappeared.

They stood there waiting to see if it would return, but after several minutes Maximiliano lowered his rifle and heaved a sigh of relief. 

“I believe it's gone,” he murmured before he slung the rifle back over his shoulder.

“I hope it doesn't come back,” Frederico commented.

“As do I,” Cezar agreed.

After that, they remained alert for danger. As darkness began to settle over the jungle, Maximiliano called a halt. Luckily, they'd come across a fresh water pool and were able to refill their waterskins.

“Let's camp here,” Maximiliano said, picking a spot not far from the water, but far enough away that they hopefully wouldn't be disturbed by any of the jungle creatures.

“Frederico, you and Marcelo find wood for a fire. Cezar and I will get the tents set up.”

“Why do you get to make all of the decisions?” Frederico asked.

“Because this is my venture,” he replied.

“Let's just get this done,” Marcelo told him and the two men walked off in search of wood that wasn't wet.

Working quickly, Maximiliano and Cezar got the two two-man wedge tents set up. Then Maximiliano found some stones to put in a circle to protect the fire.

When the other two returned, it was Cezar who got the fire going. They boiled a bit of water and dropped some dried meat from their rations into it along with some herbs to make a broth.

Once it was done, they each filled a cup and sat to sip it. They each had a hunk of bread as well. Due to how warm it was, they didn't sit too close to the fire while they ate.

“We should probably set up a watch just in case that creature shows up,” Marcelo suggested. “Or anything else,” he added.

“Agreed,” the other three replied almost in unison.

Maximiliano offered to take the first watch, and after the others sorted out the rest, they settled down to sleep.

As his friends drifted off, Maximiliano sat there watching the fire and listened to the different sounds of the jungle. Although it was unfamiliar to him, it was relaxing, and he had to routinely shake his head or smack himself to remain awake.

After a while, he moved to lean against a tree and settled down to wait until it was time to wake Frederico, who would be taking the second watch.
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Following Maximiliano through the dense foliage, Marcelo couldn't help but grumble. Why couldn't they have taken an easier route?

“Maximiliano, why aren't we using the road that led out of Santos? I know there was one because I saw it,” he finally said.

“The road would have taken longer. It winds around the forest, and traveling it on foot would take weeks. This is faster,” Maximiliano replied.

“I don't see how,” he muttered under his breath but his friend heard him.

“This is straight across,” Maximiliano responded.

“But we're having to cut our way through,” Marcelo pointed out.

“It's still faster,” Maximiliano insisted.

“If you say so,” he grumbled and smacked at yet another bug biting him.

Several hours later, just as Marcelo was about to call for a break, they stumbled out of the forest and into the edge of a small village. More than a few heads turned to stare at them, an array of emotions on their faces. There was fear, curiosity, and hostility. Since they were foreigners, it made sense.

“Maybe we should skirt the edge of the village to get to the other side,” Cezar suggested before anyone else could.

“It might be best,” Maximiliano replied.

“¡Caralho! Would you look at that?” Frederico swore quietly.

Marcelo, Maximiliano, and Cezar all looked to where he indicated. “That is a thing of beauty,” Marcelo breathed.

On a pedestal in the center of the village was a cluster of green gems. The villagers appeared to revere it, which was odd.

“Yes, it is,” Maximiliano agreed. “Let's go,” he added and the quartet moved around the village and slipped into the forest on the other side.
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