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CHAPTER one



 


 

Newly-appointed
National Geographic photographer Melissa Douglas was literally shaking with
excitement. This was it, her big opportunity at last. She felt transformed
already, and no matter how many times she attempted to calm down, and act like
the cool professional that she was supposed to be, she found herself grinning
like a total fool at the thought of how much her life had changed so
drastically in just under a week’s time.


It was June 24th, 2017. She had
celebrated her twenty-ninth birthday the day before with a single glass of red wine,
sitting in the departure lounge at Miami Airport, on a three-hour layover from
New York City. She had flown on to Lima, Peru; and then boarded a much smaller
plane to Iquitos, a bustling river town situated on the banks of the Amazon
River. Iquitos was famous for being the world’s largest city that was only
accessible by air or boat, and just that simple fact was mind-boggling to Melissa,
who had not travelled much outside of the United States. Never before had she
felt so cut-off from the rest of the world. Rather than intimidating, she
decided it was all wonderful and terribly exciting. 


Still, despite her ongoing trepidation, she
heaved a sigh of quiet relief when she finally reached her destination. With
the inevitable travel delays that she had encountered along the way, she had
been on the go for almost thirty hours by the time she finally made it to her hotel.
She did grin, and shake her head in wonder when she saw the name of the place,
spelt out in big neon lighting on the white-washed façade: ‘El Dorado Express’.
Perfect, Melissa reflected.
Everything was just perfect. She gave a happy yawn. It was also the middle of
the night, still oppressively hot and muggy out, and she was dead on her feet. She
checked in quickly, collected her room key, and headed upstairs. Not even bothering
to unpack, and grateful for the air conditioning in the room, she went straight
to bed and fell into a deep, exhausted sleep. 


Getting some rest did not turn out to be
so easy for her that first night though. She awoke a couple of hours later at
the sound of a suspicious noise in the room, only to discover the biggest moth
she had ever seen in her life fluttering wildly along the ceiling. Melissa did
not like that kind of insect very much. To be honest, she did not like insects
of any kind, period. Wincing in fearful anticipation of that thing coming
anywhere nearer to her, she managed to get it to fly out of the window. Her
heartrate slowly returned to normal. But then, she jumped out of her skin again
when she noticed a massive black spider attempting to crawl inside. Now, this
was the sort you would never even dream of crushing under your foot. It was as
big as her hand! Melissa stared at it and actually shivered in revulsion. She
knew it was stupid, really. And especially considering where she was spending
the night. She was in the Amazon, for pity’s sake! In this place, it was
probably an extremely common thing to find a spider wandering around like this...



“Well, sorry,” she muttered. “Not in my
room.”


She slammed the window shut on it, and
jumped back into bed, pulling the light sheet over her head as if for
protection. Then, she tossed and turned for a few more hours before finally
giving up on sleep at 6:00 a.m. This was no good. She could not get her mind to
shut down, so revved up was she at the prospect of meeting the object of her
assignment soon. 


She had heard so much about the famous Dr
Jane Grayson! And Melissa was a huge fan of her work as well. She had read all
her books, and devoured the latest one about Lucma Mocco, the legendary ‘Vanished
Temple of Jewels’, on her plane journey over to Peru. Grayson was an amazing
researcher, a gifted writer, and a controversial character. Melissa could not
quite believe her luck at meeting her so soon; or the fact that she was going
to spend the next few weeks with her on expedition either. Another thing that
was truly amazing, and that she was still struggling a little to get her head
around, to be honest, was how she had finally managed to break through at National
Geographic. After what had felt like an eternity of struggling, all the pieces
of the puzzle had fallen into place incredibly quickly in the end. Melissa had been
trying for months and months to get herself hired as a photographer, without
success. Eventually, it was meeting a close friend of Grayson’s publisher at a
conference, who introduced her to her agent, David Santos, who knew the head of
marketing at the publication which did it for her. Melissa had more or less
hounded the man for a few weeks, until he finally agreed to arrange a meeting
for her with Michael Kiernan, the National Geographic guy in charge. 


“I can’t promise anything though,” he
warned her. “Okay, Mel?”


“That’s fine,” she assured him. “I can’t
thank you enough for organising this, David. It means the world to me. I’ll do
the rest.”


Dinner that night with the two men proved
to be her golden opportunity. Melissa had been ready with a proposal for some
time, and when the moment came to do it, she presented it to them with huge
enthusiasm and aplomb.


          “I want to make this about her,” she explained.
“Go behind the scenes with the most controversial archaeologist of the moment. I
mean, think about that! Dr Grayson has written two hugely successful and
polarising books about the ancient people of the Amazon. Her third one about the
vanished temple just hit the New York Times best sellers list this week, and…”


          “Yep,” Santos interrupted with a
satisfied grin. “Hopefully, it will land on the highest spot by the end of it.”


“Well, I really don’t see how it could
not,” Melissa agreed openly. “People are enthralled and fascinated by the kind
of stuff she talks about in her books. I am, too. The thing is though, compared
to other less popular authors and academics, who may not have a lot to say but are
keen to put themselves forward anyway, we don’t know much about Dr Grayson herself
at all. I think that’s an unfortunate thing.”


She paused to sigh in obvious frustration,
and prayed that she was not coming across as too theatrical. Oh well. I won’t get another chance. Might
as well give it my all.


“Most people these days take a camera
crew with them on expeditions,” she continued, “but she has only done that once,
and quite reluctantly I might add. Mainly, she has stayed away from the
spotlight. I guess she’s just very private, and that’s perfectly fine. But still,
here is a woman who has made it her mission to search for ancient cities and
temples that she claims are linked to the mysterious civilisation of Atlantis… Not
only that, but she is coming up with the kind of evidence that is hard to
discount!”


Santos smiled again, looking pleased.


“And you ain’t seen nothing yet,” he remarked.


“Grayson is making waves in the
mainstream academic community,” Melissa declared, “and even though many a skeptic
have tried to discredit her theories, on the whole they’ve hit a brick wall. Her
research is impeccable, and her work is helping a lot of people to think a
little differently about the world. She is such an inspiring character, and a
strong female role model as well. Personally, I think that she is as
interesting as her subject, if not even more so...” 


Kiernan was listening to her, looking both
relaxed and extremely interested. He seemed taken in by Melissa’s enthusiasm
and straightforwardness. Granted, it would have been hard not to. She was
genuine about it, and it showed. He liked that about her.


“So, what are you proposing to us then, Melissa?”
he asked.


Melissa’s legs were shaking quite badly as
she answered, but she did not let her nervousness show. This was her make-or-break
moment. She went for it, all the way, and then some.


“What I want to do is bring the audience
with her on her next expedition, and really capture the essence of the woman behind
the sensational research. What drives her so? What keeps her going?”


Kiernan nodded.


 “So, for the magazine Michael, I promise to
deliver quirky, unconventional photos that are sure to grab people’s attention,
and an incisive written piece about Grayson too,” Melissa promised. “I’ll shoot
some footage as well. When I get back, we can produce a documentary. Make it real
for her readers. Give them raw, close-to-the-bone stuff. What do you think?”


“You have a buyer for your documentary?”


It was the only time Melissa hesitated.


“Well, not yet, but…”


“I know a few key producers at Discovery
Channel,” Santos offered. “This is the sort of thing they would absolutely go
for, I can tell you that now. Let me speak to them.”


          He winked at Melissa, and even flashed
her a little thumbs-up when Kiernan was not looking. Good job, he mouthed, and she felt herself grow really warm all of
a sudden. Had she done enough? She had tried to hit all the right buttons, even
babbling on about a lot of stuff that she was not entirely sure how she would
make happen. The documentary idea, for example, had not been a part of her
initial proposal... But Melissa was a firm believer that sometimes when you got
landed with the opportunity of a lifetime, you simply had to jump off the cliff
first, and then build your wings on the way down.


          “It’s going to be so awesome,” she declared.


She must have done something right in
the end, because only five days later, she found herself on a plane to Peru,
all expenses paid. The magazine had furnished her with the most up-to-date,
technologically advanced photo and filming equipment, the likes of which she
could only have dreamt of owning before. Michael Kiernan had briefed the National
Geographic team on her behalf, and they were excited about her project. David
Santos was negotiating a contract with the Discovery people for her. He had spoken
to the archaeologist, who was already in Peru. Everything simply seemed to come
together perfectly, and Melissa was beyond grateful for the guy’s help.


She showered quickly, threw on the new field
clothes that she had bought in New York, and prepared to go and meet Grayson. She
was lucky with her timings. The woman was only supposed to be in town for the
rest of the morning, before she caught the boat that would take her and her small
team deeper along the Amazon River, into the forest and the mysterious hidden
secrets she was hoping to uncover. Melissa was keen to find her as early as
possible, and make sure that she did not miss the boat, literally. 


She grabbed breakfast in the main
restaurant. Egg and avocado on toast, and an Acai juice that made her suck her
cheeks in and her eyes water. She kept her eyes peeled for any sign of Grayson.
She had not had any communication with her yet, but Santos had assured her that
she would be there at the hotel that morning, and also looking out for the
photographer. Melissa really had to force herself to eat, which she was not all
that surprised about. Truth be told, her excitement was also tinged with a huge
dose of nervousness. 


First of all, she was a little
apprehensive at the thought of actually meeting the woman she admired so much
already. And then, although she was totally confident that she could bring back
the quality footage and photos she had promised to the magazine, it was also
true that she was a city girl through and through. Apart from a trip to
Yosemite with her friends when she was 17, where she had discovered that
camping was not as much fun as she had expected, she had never ventured far
into wilderness of any kind. The thought of spending several weeks in the middle
of the Amazon rain forest, on a job with a bunch of seasoned adventurers, was
rather daunting for someone so inexperienced. Her friend Ariana had laughed her
out of the room when Melissa had told her the news. It stung a little.


          “Darling, what’s got into you?” Ariana
had remarked haughtily. “You won’t survive an hour in those bug-infested woods.
And there won’t be any showers or toilets out there either, you know? Or
Starbucks for that matter! Or Chinese takeaway joints! How are you going to
handle that, uh?” 


Melissa had smiled politely, and kept
silent. Yes, she was an unlikely candidate for this type of an adventure, and
she knew it. Yet, some part of her had always craved a different challenge. She
was a talented photographer, damn it, and she wanted to put her skills to good
use! Not waste this opportunity she had been given to make a difference in the
world. As far as she was concerned, spending her days shooting fashion gigs in
New York City with a bunch of bored and boring models was not it. It lacked
meaning and substance. And even though it paid extremely well, it still left
her wanting. Maybe it was a little bit of defiance that had actually made her
reach out to Grayson’s agent and the National Geographic people in the first
place, and submit her proposal to them... 


Well,
whatever, Melissa thought. She would put up with the heat, the
jungle, the bugs, and whatever else this adventure threw at her, and earn
herself a rightful spot on the permanent staff of the prestigious magazine. It
was time to stop being scared for a change, and start living her life to the
full. After all, she had nothing to lose, and everything to gain. If she did a
good job on this trip, the rest of her career would finally get on track. And
there was nothing else in the entire world that she would rather be doing.


“Let’s get this thing going,” she
murmured resolutely.

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWO



 


 

Jane
was able to guess the very second that she spotted the devastated look on her
partner’s face exactly what he was going to tell her. She had been dreading
that kind of news. She did not want to hear a single word of it.


          “No,” she snapped. 


          But he just nodded, walked past her into
the room, and went to sit heavily on her unmade bed. He ran a hand over his
shaved head. Blue eyes a little red from lack of sleep, tight muscles straining
the sleeves of an old and wrinkled shirt he had just thrown on. 


          “Afraid so,” he replied. “Looks like we’re
done, mate. I’m really sorry.”


Matthew Davies had been working and
travelling all around the world with Jane for just over five years. An ex-British
marine with solid special forces and jungle warfare experience, he was as
passionate as she was about their ‘mad quest’, which was how many people had mockingly
nicknamed their seeming obsession with finding the ‘Vanished Temple of Jewels’.
The legendary temple of Lucma Mocco derived its famous name from the accounts
of early explorers in the 1400s, who had reported discovering great temples and
pyramids covered in sheets of heavy gold, and numerous statues adorned with
emerald, rubies and other precious stones. Of course, it was not jewels that
the two archaeologists were after, but answers to deep and meaningful questions
about the origins of human life and civilisation. 


In their tightly-run little enterprise,
Matt negotiated the grants and the sponsorship deals, he was in charge of their
bank account, and, once in the field, also acted as medic and expert survival
guide. Jane planned the expeditions, and she wrote the books. As she jokingly
described it to people whenever someone asked, she focused on the big-picture ‘Wow Factor’, and he took care of the ‘How’ for her. They were great friends,
thick as thieves, and together, they made for a well-balanced team. She was all
impulse and heat, brazen and insolent at the best of times; he brought in cool
and collected, thoughtfulness and consistency to their partnership. 


Right now, he was feeling a little
depressed with the news. Jane looked angry, and of course, that was no surprise.
She stood next to him, hands on hips, feeling sweat from sudden stress pouring uncomfortably
down her back.


          “They pulled the plug?” she asked in
disbelief. “Those idiots stopped our funding, really?”


          “Yeah,” he sighed. “I just checked the
account. We’ve got $2000 left, that’s all. There was an email from the
university board of directors as well to say that they are standing by their
decision, and will not renew our agreement.”


          “As of when?” Jane fumed.


          “As of right now,” he replied tiredly.


          “But the books are doing great!” she
protested. “Damn it, we’re at the top of the best sellers list yet again, what
more do they want?”


          As always, she was so engrossed in her
passion for the search and the mystery that she struggled to focus on the real
problem. A big part of it, Matt also knew, was that she did not want to face it.
It brought back way too painful memories. He understood that, and certainly did
not blame her for it in any way. Unfortunately, this time, he had to force her
attention to the real issue at hand.


          “That’s just it, buddy,” he pointed
out to her now. “You know what I mean? We’re becoming a little too popular for
their liking.”


          Jane turned to face away from him,
toward the window. She appeared frustrated beyond belief, and it was obvious to
him that she was looking for something to hit, or break. Jane was not often
very measured in her reactions. Volatile was more like it. In the end, she just
kicked the side of the bathroom door, and sent it crashing into the back of the
sink. 


          “Hey, watch it, all right?” he warned.
“Can’t afford a new door right now.”


          “I hate this,” she declared. “I hate them.”


          Matt could only nod in sympathy.


“I know,” he said. “Me too. And it’s a
shame we need their funding money, but it is what it is. The fact is that we’re
making some noise, and we’re just not mainstream enough. The board made it
clear in their email that they do not wish to be associated with us anymore. They
say they absolutely cannot support the Atlantis theory, and then you’ve been
talking about ancient explorers as well recently, so, you know… I guess that
was the straw that finally broke the camel’s back.”


          Jane looked taken aback for a second,
and then she swallowed hard. That damned
show. On a telephone interview with the American radio programme Coast to
Coast AM, she had allowed herself to get dragged into a conversation about
ancient aliens, and possible links with a lost yet extremely advanced human
civilisation. Like Atlantis. It was a subject that she was passionate about,
although she knew it would not win her the support or the sympathy of the
university bosses. But she had never thought that a simple radio interview
might lead to this eventually. She bit hard on her lower lip, and looked down
at her friend.


          “I’m sorry, Matt,” she murmured. “It’s
my fault.”


          “Hey, don’t worry about it,” he
reassured her. “That was a great show all the same, and our book sales went
through the roof right after it. We are still getting some good money from that.
So…”


          He left his sentence open, and of
course, she jumped right in.     


“So… We’re still fine, right?” she asked.


          Against all odds, she still would not
admit defeat. He loved that about her; the stubbornness, the defiance, the
never-die attitude. But sometimes, her unwavering confidence that the world
would always somehow rearrange itself to fit her wishes was frustrating to him.
Quite often, it came across as plain hard-headed foolishness. And today was definitely
one of those days for Matt.


“We’re broke, Jane, okay?” he replied, a
little too sharply maybe.


She remained silent, just staring intently
at the floor, and he felt bad for snapping at her. God knows she had not had an
easy ride of it. She had to know better than most that life was not always
smooth and plain sailing.


“Well, at least the book money will take
care of the expenses from the last expedition,” he added, a little more softly.
“So, that’s one excellent thing about it, for sure.”


          Jane’s mind reeled at the thought of that bill. They had hired a helicopter,
and sophisticated military radar equipment. They had used it to scan the area
of the rainforest they were interested in from above, looking for any clues as
to where the vanished temple might be located. Twenty-five thousand dollars had
gone into the technology. And they had done it three times. But they had
achieved excellent results from it, and it had been worth the spend. Now, on
the back of those findings, they were going into the field to narrow the search
a little more… To do some regular ‘ground-truthing’, as hard-nosed
archaeologists called it. 


Or
maybe not, after all, Jane reflected darkly. 


          “At least have we got enough to fund
this upcoming trip?” she asked.


          “Nowhere near.”


          “How much do we need?”


          “Two hundred grand to even break even.”


          She rolled her eyes and sighed. Where
the hell were they going to find this kind of money, when they had just lost
their main sponsor and could barely afford to pay their crew? Jane paced up and
down the room for a while, until she became aware of a raging headache
developing right behind her eyelids. She was getting dizzy.


          “I need food,” she muttered. “I can’t
think when I’m hungry. I’m going for breakfast, and then to find a solution to
this problem. You coming?”


          He shook his head no.


          “But you go on ahead. I’ll get on the
phone to a few of my contacts, and see what I can rustle up.”


          She hesitated.


          “Go, Jane,” he insisted.


          “Well. Okay. But make sure you eat
though, right?”


          He smiled at her, feeling both amused
and touched at the same time. Her temper could prove as devastating as a Level-5
category hurricane when she was in one of her moods, and yet when it came to looking
after the people she loved, Jane behaved as tenderly and protectively as a mother
lioness.


          “I’ll be down in a few minutes,” he
assured her.


          “Right. See you in a bit then.”


          Lost in thoughts, Jane walked into the
dining room just as Melissa was preparing to leave. She did not take any notice
of the woman, but the photographer immediately spotted her. Her mouth dropped
open. Wow, she reflected. She’s gorgeous. And then instantly
kicked herself for having that thought. Of all the unprofessional, rude,
disrespectful things that could have crossed her mind, this one took the prize!
Still, she could not help but stare a little, as the tall woman with jet-black
hair and blazing green eyes grabbed a plate off the counter, and started piling
food onto it. The famous archaeologist was simply dressed in a pair of denim
shorts, a red tank top that featured a black skull and crossed bones on the
back, and flip flops. She was gorgeously handsome, for sure, although the
pissed-off look on her face was a little disconcerting. Melissa felt her
stomach tighten again in nervous anticipation, as she prepared to go and
introduce herself.


          Jane for one was unaware that she was
being observed and appraised so fiercely. She poured herself some juice, found
a free table at the back, and shoved a spoonful of eggs into her mouth. She
dipped her bread in hot sauce, and bit a huge chunk off it. She closed her eyes
in appreciation. Awesome. Now, this felt
really good. She realised that she was starving, and it was no wonder. With
Matt and a few local guys that they had hired as helpers, they had basically
spent the previous two weeks ferrying supplies and equipment into the forest,
in preparation for the next stage of their expedition. It was backbreaking
work, but necessary. Once they could survive for longer than just a few days
out there, she and her partner would lose the extra people, and push deeper
into the jungle. The radar survey had revealed some intriguing rectangular
shapes buried under the canopy. Something was in there, Jane was sure of it,
and she could not wait to find out what. She grabbed the waiter as he was
walking past.


          “Hey, can I have some more toast
please? Thanks.”


The area they would be going in to
explore was as inaccessible and treacherous as could be. Deadly snakes,
spiders, biting ants, disease, and holes covered in mud that would suck you
under if you happened to fall into them were simply for starters. 


The jungle itself was so dense and
difficult to navigate that you could step only five feet away from your camp,
and find yourself unable to make your way back to it again. Both Jane and her
partner carried a survival grab bag with them at all times, for obvious safety
reasons. And to be honest, she disliked the jungle rather intensely, and could
not wait to be done with it. It was just a pity that her quest for the vanished
temple was so deeply personal to her. Jane was keenly aware that she would keep
going until she found it, no matter what the risks involved, or how badly she
may have wished that she could just go home, get a regular job, and forget
about it all. 


And so, they were broke, she reflected,
as she continued to shovel food into her mouth, without really noticing it, and
with that same angry look plastered all over her face. Well, fine. It was not the first time it had happened, and probably
would not be the last. Something would come up, it always did. The truth of the
matter was that they had worked too hard for this to give up on the expedition
at the last minute. Just securing the permits that they needed had taken two
years. And for once, the Peruvian government had not even insisted that they
take on a bunch of local archaeologists along with them, which Jane hated doing,
since it invariably slowed them down so much. Come to think of it, it was
probably a clear indication of what a waste of time the government believed
that their search was, but to Jane and Matt, it was almost too good to be true.
Too wonderful to call it quits now, just because the money had run dry.


          “Something will come up, I’m sure,” Jane
repeated to herself under her breath.        


She stabbed a piece of bacon off her
plate with enough force to break through the ceramic. And then, a polite cough made
her look up.


          “Um, excuse me? Dr Grayson?”


          The preoccupied archaeologist looked
up into a pair of twinkling, beautiful brown eyes which seemed to pull her in
for a second or two. Then, she gradually became aware of the rest of the
woman’s face, and the huge smile that was showing on her lips. Bleached blond
hair in a crew-cut style accentuated delicate features, and flawless skin. Jane
rubbed ketchup off her top lip, looking startled.


          “Yeah?” she said.


          She would not have thought that it could
be possible for the woman’s smile to widen even more, but she was obviously
wrong. The newcomer stuck out her hand, and she was positively beaming.


          “I’m Melissa. Melissa Douglas. It is
so nice to finally meet you.”


          Now, Jane wished that her fingers were
not entirely covered in sticky sauce. Ignoring her napkin, she wiped them on
her shorts before taking the woman’s hand. Still looking a little puzzled.


          “Hey,” she said.


          Without waiting to be invited, Melissa
grabbed the chair nearest to her, and she sat herself down, disturbingly close.
She started babbling on about how grateful she was for ‘this golden opportunity’, and how very exciting this ‘entire project’ was.


          “I am so happy to be here with you,
you have noooo idea!” she exclaimed. 


Jane stared at her, absolutely speechless.
She was not used to fast-talking New Yorkers who invaded her space in such a
way, especially when she was trying to enjoy her food, and solve an important
problem in her head. And so, she did what she did best, which was to take swift,
immediate action. She leaned back against her chair, and stuck her hand out in
front of the woman’s face. She watched as Melissa’s eyes rounded in surprise.
But the gesture achieved its desired effect, and stopped the flow of words for
a blessed second. Jane actually sighed in relief. Then she became aware that
her headache was making a speedy and unpleasant comeback.


          “Who are you, and what the hell are
you talking about?” she snapped.


          Melissa swallowed a little too thickly.


          “Well, the documentary, of course…”
she stammered. Now it was her turn to feel puzzled, and worried. “The National
Geographic job that I… That we… Well, I thought you knew about it, anyway…”


          Melissa’s shoulders slumped. It was
rapidly dawning on her that this particular archaeologist had no idea of who
she was, or what she was there to do. And that she was not in a good mood
either, to say the least. This disturbing fact was becoming even more obvious
to Melissa with every passing second. And getting progressively worse, it
seemed. It certainly did nothing to make her feel at ease, or help her project
the image of the consummate professional that she so badly wanted to create.
She almost burst into tears. 


          “David… Um, David Santos, your agent…
I guess he did not talk to you about the documentary project, uh?” she enquired
eventually.


          “A documentary about what?” Jane
barked.


          “Well… About you,” Melissa admitted in
a murmur.


          Jane’s eyes sparkled with outrage, and
she stared at the photographer in furious silence. Melissa could feel her
anxiety spiking up even more under the heat of that gaze. She watched as Jane
pursed her lips, and glanced away for a second. She seemed to be making a huge
effort to calm down, but Melissa could see a little vein on the side of her
face pulsing harder and harder. It looked like nothing good would happen on the
back of such a disastrous start.


          “All right,” Jane said eventually, as
her partner walked into the room, spotted them, and headed their way. “No, David
has not said anything to me. I have not spoken to my agent in three weeks.”


          Melissa nodded timidly at Matt as the
man took a seat next to Jane, and glanced enquiringly over at her.


          “Hi, I’m Matthew,” he said.


          Well, at least this one was friendly.


          “Melissa. Hi,” she replied, almost
apologetically.


Jane snapped her fingers in front of her
face to get her attention back, startling her. It crossed Melissa’s mind that
the woman may have been extremely beautiful, and a supremely talented writer to
boot, but that she was also one of the rudest people she had ever met.


“Once again, from the top,” Jane
instructed, almost snarling. “Tell me what stupid scheme Santos has cooked up
behind my back this time.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER THREE



 

          


Jane
yelled into the phone for several long and colourful minutes, during which David
Santos patiently tuned out her rantings by holding his own device safely away
from his right ear. He was well used to her outbursts, and not overly concerned
about this one either. When she finally stopped to take a breath, he seized the
opportunity to jump right in.


          “By the way, did I mention to you that
the deal is with Discovery Channel, in partnership with National Geographic magazine?”


          “So, what? I don’t give a d…”


“Oh, and also that I have secured you guys
a $500,000 advance?” he carried on, blatantly ignoring her. “Now, does that
make you feel a little bit better about the whole thing?”


          Utterly surprised, and with the rug pulled
out so expertly from under the feet of her argument, Jane stood stock still as
she allowed the news to slowly sink in. She was sure that she had heard him
right, David had just said half a million dollars. Something’s going to come up... Well, it looked as if something
definitely had. She cleared her throat. Okay,
well. Damn! That was a lot of money. It certainly looked like it was time
to back it up a bit, and sink her teeth into a lovely slice of humble cake.


          “All right, I’m sorry. That’s really good,”
she admitted. “Thanks, David.” 


She was standing outside in the sunshine,
right in front of the hotel swimming pool. From there, she could see Matt on
the terrace a little way away, being all friendly with the new arrival. Jane reflected
somewhat roughly that perhaps the man had been cooped up in the jungle with her
for way too long. She had not seen him so animated in a long time. 


          “I’ve been trying to call you all week,
but your phone was switched off,” Santos pointedly said to her.


          Jane’s temper flared up again. The
answer was out of her mouth before she could even think about how rude it was
going to sound.


          “I was working, Dave. There is not
much phone cover in the middle of the Amazon jungle, you know,” she informed
him rather sharply.


          He chuckled.


          “That’s fine, and yes, I do realise
that. But just so you know, Jane, I
tried to call you. And I understand you may not like the idea of this
documentary very much, but I am sure that when you tell Matt about it, he’ll
light up like a Christmas tree.”


          He
already has lit up, Jane decided. She shook her head in amazement as she
watched her partner stand up, and hurry to pour the young photographer another
glass of fresh mango juice. He was all smiles with her. Apparently, the guy
would never learn to read the signs. It was blindingly obvious to Jane that this
woman was much more likely to be interested in her than him. Well, perhaps she would, if I had not given
her such a hard time earlier, she reflected. She was surprised to feel a
pang of disappointment at the thought of it. Feeling increasingly annoyed with
herself, and the way that her mind had started to wander in such wild and unpredictable
directions, she looked the other way, and returned her focus to their
conversation.


          “All right, David. Why not, I’ll do
it,” she said.


          “Great! That’s awesome!”


“But I want you to tell me straight-up
what I am agreeing to here, okay?” Jane insisted. “What is the end goal? Douglas
said the documentary is supposed to be about me. What does that mean exactly?”


          Santos seemed to be in the kind of
mood to attempt to dodge the question.


“Melissa is really awesome, you’ll like
her,” he promised.


He should have known better than to even
think about it.


“David,” Jane muttered. “Just answer my
question, please.”


He sighed, and she could picture him,
sat in his New York office on Fifth Avenue, rolling his eyes, thinking of
lunch, and wishing she would just let him go.


“Basically,” he said, “Melissa is going
to follow you and Matt around for a few weeks. Take some nice action shots of
you guys, grab some footage, that sort of thing. Okay?”


“Yeah. That’s okay, I guess…” Jane
mused. Feeling slightly reassured, although clearly suspicious still. “That’s
it, you’re sure? Or is there more that you’re not telling me?”


Now, he sounded impatient too.


“Look, she might ask you to explain some
stuff to her on camera as you go along. Or do a running commentary at times. Maybe
some other stuff. Just so that viewers can understand more about your work. We
want your readers to be able to walk in your shoes, and understand what makes
you tick, you know…”


Santos bit on his lower lip, aware that
he had just phrased this in completely the wrong way. It was too late to get it
back, though.


“Understand
what makes me tick?” Jane exploded. “So, this thing really is about me
then! Why? I’m not taking this woman along if her brief is to stick her camera
in my face, and…”


“Jane,” Santos interrupted loudly,
“listen to me. This isn’t about posing naked on the cover of Vogue, all right? It’s
about marketing, pure and simple. People buy people. If they like you, they’ll buy
more of your books. Meaning that you and Matt get to stay in business a little
longer. So, cut the woman some slack, why don’t you, and let her do her job. It
won’t be anything too scary, I promise. And what the hell have you got to hide,
anyway?”


Jane opened her mouth to shout a
scathing reply, but then decided to take a deep breath instead, and she made a
conscious effort to relax. She thought about how much extra radar flying time
they could buy with all that advance money. She even decided to ignore the
sarcastic overtone of his last comment.


“Okay, that’s fine,” she grumbled. “Douglas
can stay if she wants to.”


“Cool. Now, try to be open with her,
okay? Flow with it. Let her into your world. And if I can give you one little
piece of advice, Jane, I think that you…”


She cut him off.


“Sorry, I gotta go, David,” she lied. “Thanks
for sorting this one out for us, I appreciate it. And everything you always do.
I mean it.”


She disconnected the call before he
could say anything else. She really did mean it, she was grateful. Still, it
did not extend to being interested in his advice on how she should behave, or
even pretending that she might ever be. Jane shoved her phone into the pocket
of her shorts. She took another deep calming breath, relaxed her shoulders, and
walked back to join her colleagues in the restaurant. Since she had just
acquired a brand new one now, apparently.


“All good?” Matt asked her.


“Yeah, fine.”


The man looked a little worried, but his
concern gradually turned to pure elation as Jane shared the good news of the
advance money and the documentary with him. 


“That’s bloody brilliant!” he exclaimed.



It was obvious that he really believed
that, too. In fact, he himself had suggested going down the documentary route a
few times before, although Jane had always resisted him. Now, they really had
no choice but to do it.


“Yeah. Awesome,” she murmured.


 “Mel. Welcome to the team, mate!” Matt added
warmly.


Jane watched in silence as he grabbed
the reporter for a friendly bear hug, and she saw how the woman flashed him a
relieved, happy smile back in return. No surprise there, Jane reflected. Everybody
always loved Matthew from the word go. Her partner was an extremely likeable
guy.


“Thanks a lot, Matt,” Melissa replied,
echoing her thoughts. “You’re very kind.”


 Then,
she turned to look at Jane. Still appearing quite apprehensive about her.
Obviously not expecting a hug at this stage either, but… maybe something a
little less icy than before. And Jane suddenly felt ashamed of herself. She had
been beyond rude, and now it was up to her to make this new partnership work. They
would be in the rain forest together soon. It was a dangerous environment, and they
could not afford to be at odds with each other. That kind of attitude sucked.
It could compromise the entire expedition, and even get someone hurt. There was
no way that Jane could, or would let that happen. And Melissa had done nothing
wrong. Jane had been completely out of order, and she decided that an apology
was required.


“Melissa, I, uh… I’m sorry about
before,” she admitted. “We had some bad news this morning, and I don’t like it
when David works out deals without telling me. That’s all.”


Melissa was gracious about the apology, which
sounded genuine, and sincere. Although some of her earlier friendliness had clearly
vanished.


“Sure, I understand,” she replied with a
light shrug. “That’s no problem at all. I’m looking forward to working with
you, Jane.”


She did not sound all that convinced
anymore. Jane tried again.


“We’ll talk more about your project when
we’re on the boat, if you want,” she offered.


Another shrug, and Melissa’s face
remained impassive. 


          “Fine,” she said.


Jane felt her blood heat up at her lack
of response, although she knew full well that she had done nothing to deserve
any better. Still, this woman was managing to get under her skin. It was
unusual, and even a little disturbing to Jane. Well, whatever. She had about a million things to do, and worrying
about being popular was definitely not one of them. 


“We’re running late,” she announced. “We
need to go now. All right?”


“All right,” Melissa replied, even
though Jane had directed this last question to Matt. “I’ll go get my stuff, and
meet you out front in ten minutes.”         


She flashed Jane a frozen look, sent a
much warmer one to Matt, along with a smile, and walked quickly out of the
restaurant, and toward the elevator. As soon as she was gone, Matt slapped his
partner on the shoulder, hard enough to hurt. He let out a triumphant yell that
made some customers sat behind them jump in fright.


“What now?” she complained. 


“That is just so perfect, mate,” he
exclaimed, laughing in delight. “Half a million bucks in advance? Wow! Now, I
can breathe again! I hope you didn’t yell too hard at Santos, did you? He’s a
good man, and he’s just saved our bacon in spectacular fashion.”


Jane sighed. 


“Yeah, he’s okay. I just…”


“Just what?” Matt asked when she
hesitated.


It was not often that Jane looked
worried, uncertain, and like she was about to burst into tears, but she suddenly
did just now. He was normally quite good at spotting the warning signs. This
time though, he had been too slow to catch on. He narrowed his eyes at her,
leaned forward, and lowered his tone.


“Hey. Jane. You all right?”


She nodded, swallowed a little hard. 


“Sure. Fine.”


He draped his arm around her neck, and
pulled her closer to him. She grimaced slightly, but her attempt at pushing him
off lacked conviction. Now, this made it obvious to him that she was not fine
at all. He suspected that he knew why, but he was careful to ask before jumping
to any conclusions.


“What’s up, sister? Talk to me.”


Jane shook her head, and she tried in
vain to stop the wetness in her eyes from gathering into much bigger tears she
did not want him to see.


“Why the hell does this documentary have
to be about me?” she finally let out in a whisper. “I know we need the money,
but it still doesn’t feel right. None of this is about me. You know?”


Matt nodded. He had guessed right.


“Of course, I do,” he said softly to
her.


“It’s about the discovery, and the
adventure,” she added intently. “About getting as many people as we can to
finally wake up, and start to see things differently. And… And…”


She did not finish her sentence, but she
did not have to. He knew. And so, he pretended he did not see the errant tear
that rolled down her cheek, and the way that she angrily wiped it off. He
squeezed her shoulder instead.


“Listen, it doesn’t have to be
difficult,” he assured her. “Let the woman get on with her job, and you just
stick to yours, okay? If she asks any questions, just tell her what the
audience will want to hear.”


“What?” she smirked. “The trashy reality
TV crap?”


“No, Jane,” he replied, blue eyes
flashing, reflecting the immense passion he had for his work. “You tell her
about the quest, and the real reason we are doing this. About the fact that our
human history has been manipulated to fit a certain version of events. That our
job is to help people realise we have all been lied to. And that if we are
successful, maybe one day we can change the outcome of things. Yes?”


He watched her as she kept her eyes
firmly fixed on the table.


“Yes,” she murmured.


“The other stuff, the personal stuff, that
doesn’t have to come into it unless you want it to,” he continued, because she
had become very pale all of a sudden, and he could see that she was struggling
with her emotions.


“Okay?” he insisted.


“Yeah, okay,” she whispered. 


She glanced at him, looking
uncomfortable and clearly frustrated.


“Sorry, Matt. I don’t mean to be this
difficult all the time.”


          He gave her a slightly exaggerated
chuckle in response.


          “All part of your inexhaustible charm,
Grayson,” he joked. “I’ll check your pulse the day you stop being such a royal pain
in the arse, so don’t worry about it.”


          At last, he managed to draw a weak
smile out of her. She flashed him a rather intense look at the same time, and
the grin became stronger. She looked amused, and he rolled his eyes.


          “Whenever you look at me like this,
that means you’re about to take the piss out of me about something or other,”
he groaned. “So, what is it this time?”


          Jane finally regained some colour in
her cheeks. She fixed her bright green eyes onto him.


          “Remember that night I decked you?”
she asked.


          Matt rolled his eyes.


          “Oh, how could I ever forget?” he
snorted. “It was the most romantic night of my entire life.”


          Only a few weeks after he had met
Jane, he had bumped into her one night at a party organised by the Smithsonian Institution
in Washington D.C. After a few too many drinks, he had made an extremely
ill-advised attempt at kissing her, and before he even knew it, had ended up
flat on his back from a well-placed punch to the stomach. Stunned, he had
looked up into her grinning face.


          “What
is wrong with you, Matthew?” she asked him ironically. “Is your Gaydar not
working properly tonight, or what?”


          He had stared at her in amazement, and
then burst out laughing as he realised his mistake. They had been best friends
ever since.


          “But why would you bring that up
suddenly?” he enquired.


          “Why do you think?” 


          He shook his head, looking puzzled.
And then, Jane pointed at the chair where the photographer had been sitting. Matt’s
eyes instantly grew wide.


          “No!” he exclaimed.


          “Yep,” she said with a light shrug.


          “You’re kidding. How do you know?”


          “You haven’t seen the way she looked
at me?”


          “She looks at you like you’ve got an
attitude problem and she’s not sure about you, Jane,” he shot back. “Probably a
wise move on her part. Nothing more.”


          Jane was feeling entertained by his
indignant reaction. It was what she had expected.


          “Oh yes, indeed, there is more,” she
smiled. “Also, the little rainbow flag she’s got tattooed on the inside of her
right ankle is kind of a dead giveaway.”


          “She does? How did you notice that?”


          Jane simply shrugged again. 


          “I pay attention,” she murmured.

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER FOUR


          



 

Melissa
had a little cry in the privacy of her bedroom. 


She was relieved that the two
archaeologists had allowed her to stay, and Jane in particular, since it was
clear that she was the boss of this expedition. How much she would cooperate
with the project, and how well she would allow Melissa to do her job once they
were in the field was still very much up in the air. But hey, Melissa reflected with a little flash of her own temper, she
herself would have a big influence on how that went, no matter what Jane did or
did not do. 


She tried to rebuild a little strength
and confidence, as she splashed cold water over her face to hide the tears. She
was an excellent photographer, she knew that. And she had a knack for always
being in the right place at the right time, to snap the best shot possible. She
had good human instincts too. In fact, more than once, the people she worked
with had commented that she would make a great overall journalist. Well, this
was her chance to build on her existing skills. She would be okay out there,
and with this particular woman especially.


“Relax, Mel,” she murmured to herself. “Relax,
you’ll do great.” 


Deep down, she knew that the real reason
she was feeling so upset had nothing to do with the work. What was really getting
to her was how badly her first personal encounter with Jane Grayson had actually
unfolded. True, it had more to do with the other woman’s atrocious temper than
anything she had actually done… But Melissa had been so looking forward to
meeting her hero, and this was a massive let-down. She had really wanted Jane
to like her.


“You idiot, Mel…” she muttered.


This was her Achilles’ heel, and she was
well aware of it. She had a tendency to always crave recognition and approval
from the people she admired, and despite what had happened earlier, the amazing
Dr Grayson was still someone who she held in the highest regard. Melissa shook
her head, and she blushed as she reflected on something else that she had also been
extremely unprepared for; how good-looking the woman actually would be. The
snapshots on the back of the book covers did not do her justice in the least. Well,
perhaps this was something that Melissa could help improve.


          “Time to stop acting like a little kid
around people,” she muttered to herself. “Doesn’t matter if she doesn’t like
you. You’re not here to make her happy, you’re here to earn yourself a career.
Do it for you, Mel. For once in your life, do it for you, okay?”


          Having managed to calm down a bit, and
determined to regain her confidence back fully, she grabbed her stuff and went
downstairs. Jane and Matt were already in the lobby, waiting for her. The first
thing that Melissa noticed was that Jane was smiling. She was actually laughing
at something that her partner had said. Melissa relaxed a little more. See? This is going to be just fine, she
decided. But then, Jane focused her laser-like green gaze on her, and her face
instantly darkened. 


          “Are you kidding me?” Melissa heard
her mutter under her breath.


          “Jane, chill,” Matt warned. 


It did not take Melissa long to guess at
the reason for the change in Jane’s expression. The two archaeologists both
carried a single rucksack each. She on the other hand was dragging two
suitcases on wheels behind her, in addition to her own bag. 


          “Oh. I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I… Is
this too much? It is, isn’t it?”


          Matt flashed her a gentle smile. Jane
simply stared at the suitcases, and tried really hard not to let her irritation
get the better of her. 


          “Yes. You need to repack,” was all she
said. 


          “Come on, Mel,” Matt invited, stepping
forward. “I’ll help you with it. Jane, call the boat, and tell ‘em we’ll be
twenty minutes late, will you?”


          Jane nodded, grabbed her phone, and walked
off without a single other word. Once again, she appeared to be furious. Matt
spotted the intense way that Melissa watched her go. The woman looked disappointed,
even a little sad, and frustrated as hell, too. He gave her a friendly pat on
the back.


          “Hey, don’t worry about our Jane,” he
advised. “She’s feeling a bit stressed today, and she doesn’t like hanging
around much. A woman of action is what she is. But she’ll be okay as soon as we
get going.”


          Melissa suppressed a huge sigh, nodded
in agreement, and knelt in front of her suitcases.


          “I’m sorry, I just didn’t think,” she said.


          “Well, you had no way to know what our
set-up was going to be, did you?” he argued reasonably. “But we’ll be carrying
everything we need on our back when we’re out there, so you need to go in as
light as possible. I would say that this,” he added, grinning, “definitely has
to go, mate.”


          He dangled the heavy fleece jacket
that took up half of one large suitcase in front of her. He looked rather amused
at the sight of it. Average summer temperatures where they were going hovered
around the 32˚C. mark, and July was the driest month of the year. 


          “One thing you won’t feel in the
jungle is cold, I promise you that,” he chuckled.


          Melissa started to giggle. 


          “Gosh, I am so ill-prepared…” she
murmured. 


          “Don’t worry about it,” he laughed. “We’ll
sort it.”


          In the end, she just stepped back, and
let him re-organise her stuff. He obviously was an old hand at this, and by
this point she too just wanted to get going. When Matt was done, he was also glad
to have been able to confirm that Melissa’s clothes and equipment would be
suitable for the jungle. 


          “Nice kit you’ve got,” he commented. 


          This made her feel a little better.


          “Thanks for your help, Matt.”


          Melissa stood up and shouldered her rucksack,
testing the weight. Yes, it was much better. And what he said next made her
feel on top of the world.


          “I checked out your portfolio online. That’s
beautiful work, Mel. Really inspired. I can’t wait to see what you’ll create on
this trip.”


          This time she positively beamed at him.
He looked pleased.


          “Come on, let’s go,” he declared.


          Matt picked up his and Jane’s rucksacks,
and they walked out in front of the hotel to look for a taxi. Jane reappeared
suddenly from somewhere down the street. Melissa cast a worried glance in her
direction. But this time when she looked at her, Jane did not look like she
wanted to rip her head off for once. She may even have been smiling a little,
and despite her earlier resolution to act a bit tougher, Melissa found herself
instantly responding to that look.


          “Hey, Jane,” she smiled shyly in
return. 


          “Hey. So, you’re all set? The hotel
looking after the rest of your stuff?” Jane enquired, as she looked the
photographer up and down a couple of times.


          “Yes. I’m ready to go now.”


          “Good. I got you a present.”


          And she passed a little nylon cord
over Melissa’s neck, on which was attached a whistle. 


          “Wear it with you at all times,” she
said.


          Melissa’s smile died on her lips. Of
all the patronising, humiliating things that Jane could have given her! What
did the woman think she was, totally helpless? Defenceless? Unable to look
after yourself?


          “Listen, I don’t think you realise
exactly what I…” she bristled.


But then with her next breath, and just before
she could tell her what she could do with her stupid present, Melissa noticed
the same thing dangling from Jane’s neck. And a quick glance at Matt revealed
that he was wearing one as well.


“Um…”


 Jane
was looking at her impatiently.


“Realise what?” she asked, and she sounded
on edge again.


Melissa was quick to flash her an appeasing
smile.


          “Nothing,” she said. “And… Thank you. What’s
this for?”


          Jane had picked up on her irritation,
and she had only been one second away from matching it with some of her own, about
a hundred-fold. When Melissa relaxed though, she instantly did the same. Matt
breathed a sigh of relief which was completely lost on the two women.


          “It’s
easy to get lost in the jungle,” Jane explained. “If you get separated from us,
this is going to be a lifesaver. Don’t try to find us on your own, because you
won’t be able to. I know it sounds silly, but I learned the hard way. Just stay
put, and use your whistle. The general rule would be to stick to me like glue
when we’re out there, but…”


          Jane noticed the side of Melissa’s
mouth twitch almost imperceptibly when she said that. In spite of herself, she
was quite amused by the way the woman obviously tried to contain a much bigger
smile, and struggled so much with it. Her sparkling brown eyes would have given
her away no matter how badly she tried to keep a serious face.


          “What’s up, Melissa?” she asked.


          Her tone of voice was a lot softer
this time, and Melissa finally allowed her full smile to shine through. She
blushed at the same time, and giggled lightly. Jane kept her eyes on her,
suddenly realising with a jolt of something she had not felt in a while how so
very young and cute the photographer appeared when she smiled like this. It was
nice to see.


          “Sticking to you like glue is kind of
my brief anyway,” Melissa admitted.


          Jane appeared taken aback for a second.
She shot her partner an exasperated look, and Matt just shrugged in return,
smiling. Melissa also spotted a whole load of reluctance flash through her eyes
as well, but it was only there for a split second before Jane regained control.


          “Well, all right,” she conceded. “Maybe
that’s a good thing then. When we get to the boat, we’ll run through all the safety
rules with you. But that’s a start. Matt, we have extra survival gear at base
camp, right?”


          “Yep.”


          “Okay.”


Jane made to move, but Melissa stepped a
little closer to her. 


          “What’s this you’re wearing?” she
enquired.


She was feeling a little bolder
suddenly, and she pointed at the extra piece of kit in addition to the whistle
that Jane had attached to a thin leather cord around her neck. 


          “This?” Jane took it in her fingers.
“It’s a flint striker. Fire starter thing.”


          Melissa immediately wanted one just
like it. She felt a small shiver of excitement travel down the length of her
spine at the thought of the upcoming adventure.


          “Cool,” she declared.


          Jane just shrugged.


          “If you say so,” she replied.


She stood in front of the photographer.
Her eyes slowly travelled over Melissa’s body, as she checked her clothes from
up close, and the brand-new boots that she was wearing. It was lightweight and
quick-drying material, she noticed, much as her partner had done earlier. At
least, the woman seemed to have picked adequate gear. Good, she thought. Melissa looked fit, too, athletic, which would
only be an advantage on this trip. When Jane looked up, she realised that
Douglas was scanning her body in exactly the same way. Probably not checking
out her clothes though, and Jane was irritated at the immediate physical reaction
that it provoked in her. Well. Maybe
she too had spent a little too long in the jungle with Matt. She met the
woman’s gaze, and noticed the way that Melissa instantly started to blush, as
if embarrassed to have been caught looking. Jane filed that away for future
reference.


          “You’re good to go?” she asked.


          “Yes. Thanks for the whistle.”


          “You’ve already said that. And you’re
welcome.”


          Jane could not help but wonder at the
earnest expression in Melissa’s eyes. From the look on her face, you would have
thought that she had just given her a piece of solid gold. Of course, she was
miles away from being able to guess the real reason for the woman’s sudden
happiness. That Jane was taking the time to welcome her as a part of the team,
even though she had not said so in so many words, was priceless to Melissa. She
fought the urge to start babbling to her about how she would make sure that she
did not get in their way, or slow them down. And how she would deliver the best
material in the world back to National Geographic and Discovery, and make them
proud. Somehow, she did not think that the archaeologist would appreciate a
full speech at this stage.


          “Okay,” Jane concluded. “Taxi’s here. Come
on.”

















 


 


 

          



 


 

CHAPTER FIVE


  


             


The
boat was not at all what Melissa had imagined it would be. She had expected a
larger one that would offer bunk beds to sleep on, and perhaps even the luxury
of a small cabin. But this was nothing more than an old and creaky wooden barge,
with a canvas awning built over the middle bit. It created a medium-sized
covered section where Matt and Jane immediately dumped their rucksacks. There
was a slightly sturdier construction at the back that sheltered a hole in the
side which functioned as a toilet. Well,
at least there is something, Melissa reflected. She had vaguely wondered
whether she would just have to lean overboard to do what she had to do… There
was also a holding area that contained a few packs of 10 x 2L bottles of water,
bags of rice, a selection of canned goods, sugar, and several jars of hot sauce.
Melissa wondered briefly who would do the cooking. She hoped nobody asked her
to volunteer. She may have been really good at eating, but cooking, not so
much. Anyway, the setup was basic, yet more than adequate, she decided. And
there was even a certain homely feel to it. Reassured, she grabbed her GoPro
and dumped her rucksack on top of the others’. She saw Jane glance at her
quickly, and do a swift double-take when she spotted the camera in her hands.
The kind that would give you whiplash.


          “You’ve not started filming already,
have you?” she asked, frowning.


          “No, just getting used to my equipment
is all. And you never know when a good shot might present himself,” Melissa
replied, smiling as the boat driver spotted her, and immediately assumed a
winning pose.


          Jane was surprised to hear her address
the man in perfect Spanish, as Melissa snapped a few pictures of him, and then
stepped forward to shake his hand and introduce herself. It did not escape her
notice that the second the woman picked up her camera, her entire demeanour
changed instantly. It was as if she had been switched on, literally. Melissa
went from shy and hesitant to confident and sparkling in just under a second. Well.
Perhaps there was more to this awkward photographer than actually met the eye
in the end, Jane reflected. Good for her.
Matt caught her looking, pointed toward the reporter, and threw an appreciative
thumbs-up in the air. 


          “Yeah, she seems okay,” Jane admitted to
him a while later, when her partner joined her under the canvas awning for a quiet
chat. 


          “She’s fine indeed,” he approved. “I
guess she was just a little nervous earlier, that’s all. And I checked out her
website as well. Had a look at her portfolio. It’s outstanding stuff, Jane.
Brilliant work.”


          “Really?”


          “Yeah. We’re lucky to have her.”


          “I guess we are,” Jane murmured
thoughtfully.


          She watched her as Melissa leaned over
the side of the boat, and allowed her camera to capture the wave that the
powerful engines created in front of the bow. Then she turned back, and flashed
them a happy smile.


          “She’s cute too, uh?” Matt added,
nudging her shoulder.


          He had spotted the little pensive look
on her face. Jane shoved him back.


          “Shut up,” she muttered. 


          He laughed.



 

∞


           


Later
on, that same afternoon, Yvon, their pilot, cut out both engines. The boat
slowed down, and blessed silence fell over the river. All of a sudden, Melissa
could hear the cries of exotic birds in the trees on either side of the massive
body of water. She could hear monkeys too. It was amazing. New York City felt
like a very distant memory. 


          “Are we just going to drift for a
while now?” she asked.


          Jane looked up from the book she was
reading. She caught the dreamy look on the woman’s face, and nodded. Melissa
was clearly enjoying this part of the trip.


          “For a while,” she said. “Matt and
Yvon are going to fish for our dinner. You might want to take some nice shots
of that,” she added, hoping that Melissa would get the drift that she wanted to
be left alone.


          But the woman simply came to sit in
front of her. Jane was lying down, with her legs crossed at the ankles and her back
resting comfortably against her rucksack. When it became obvious that Melissa
would not leave, she looked up again, and lifted her hand to shield her eyes
from the sun.


          “Yes?” she said.


          “What are you reading?” Melissa
enquired.


          Jane turned the book around so that she
could see the cover. It was a well-worn copy of Jonathan Black’s The Secret History of the World.


          “Oh, yes. That’s a good one,” Melissa
approved.


          Jane flashed her a dubious look.


          “You read that?” she asked.


          Her tone clearly indicated that she
did not believe it at all. Melissa wondered why that should be. Did she appear
stupid, or illiterate, or something? The constant arrogance of that woman was
absolutely unbelievable! Time to put you
in your place, beautiful, she decided.


“I did read that, yes,” she declared
easily. “And I also enjoyed reading The
Sacred History. Although his book on Dante is by far my favourite, I have
to say. What about you, Jane? What do you think?” 


          A little smile flickered over Jane’s
lips. 


          “I haven’t read that one,” she
admitted.


          “Oh, haven’t you?” 


          Melissa pretended to look surprised,
and even a little disappointed at that. But then she simply shrugged, and
flashed that brilliant smile of hers again.


          “Well, I guess you’re busy writing
your own stuff, uh?”


          “Yeah, sort of,” Jane muttered. “I
guess.”


          She was not entirely sure how to take
that last remark, but Melissa certainly had her full attention now. She sat up
a little straighter, and looked around suspiciously for a camera. None was in
sight. Good.


          “I’ve read every single one of your
books too, you know?” the photographer informed her next. “Loved them all. They
are so thrilling! I think you’re an awesome writer, Jane.”


          The comment was a lot friendlier this
time.


          “Thank you,” Jane replied accordingly.


It was nice of Melissa to say so, she
thought, and if she had really read the books, it was more than most
journalists bothered to do. Then again, it was becoming extremely obvious to
Jane that Melissa Douglas was not like ‘most’
anyone else. 


“Is this why you decided to come here,
then?” she asked her. “Are you doing this documentary primarily because you’re
interested in our work?”


          Melissa seemed to ponder her response.


          “Not primarily,” she answered
eventually. “But that’s part of it.”


          And then, just as Jane opened her
mouth to ask her another personal question, she stood up and went to sit with
the guys. Stunned for a second, Jane then struggled not to burst out laughing. Well, all right, then. It seemed that the
woman had taken the measure of her, and decided to unleash a sobering dose of
her own medicine. She had won that round, fair and square, and Jane felt a flicker
of admiration for that kind of spirited attitude. For the second time that day,
she reflected that perhaps it would not be so bad to have Melissa around with
them after all. And so, when the reporter approached her again that evening, filming
her as Jane was busy cooking dinner for everyone, she threw her a friendly look
and a warm smile.


          “Melissa, how do you like your curry?”
she asked. “Sultry, sizzling, or scorching?”


          “Scorching,” Melissa replied
immediately.


          “Good,” Jane murmured, grinning as she
added an extra dose of chilli to the dish.


          They had anchored the boat a little
way away, and then piled into a small pirogue with the supplies that they would
need for the evening. Matt’s main job was to find a safe place for them to
disembark, so that Jane could do one of the things she loved the most in the
world: cook up a jungle storm for her little crew. In addition to the fish
curry that night, she made fresh banana and cinnamon fritters, and turned a
bunch of oranges, mangoes, acai, and several lashings of local rum into the
most delicious cocktail. 


If Melissa had previously thought that
the setting was ‘adequate yet basic’,
she very quickly changed her mind as soon as she tasted Jane’s food. Sat on a
log in front of the fire, eating from a paper plate with a plastic spoon, the
hard-core city girl could not have felt any happier.


          “This has got to be the best curry
I’ve ever had, Jane,” she declared, beaming. 


          Yvon seemed to agree with her.


          “Jane, te voy a extrañar, niña!” he
commented, saying he was going to miss her.


          With two helpings of volcanic curry
and a good dose of acai rum cocktail inside of her, Jane was decidedly feeling
a lot more relaxed.


          “That’s what the girls always say,”
she laughed, green eyes sparkling in the light of their little camp fire.
“Ain’t that right, Matthew?”


          “Yeah, in your dreams, Grayson,” he
replied ironically. 


          He caught the look of surprise that
crossed Melissa’s face at their exchange, a look that quickly turned to
fascination as her eyes lingered over Jane. Damn,
he thought. How his partner did not burst into flames from such a blazing look
he did not know. With an amused shake of the head, he stood up to collect
everyone’s empty plates. 


          “Wait. I’ll help you with that if you
want,” Melissa offered immediately.


          He smiled at her. The woman was
sweetness and light personified.


          “Thanks, but with what?”


          “Um… With the washing-up?”


          Jane made a loud snorting sound in the
background.


          “Are you kidding? Matt doesn’t even
know the meaning of the word ‘washing-up’,”
she teased.


          “Thanks, Mel, but I was just going to
share out the last few spoonful of that curry,” Matt admitted, after he paused
to throw Jane a warning look. “Plus, we won’t wash up until we get back to the
boat. Wouldn’t be safe here.”


          All of a sudden, Melissa was reminded
of where she was, and that this was not just a simple picnic in Central Park.
It was pitch black by then, and all around them the forest was truly coming
alive. That was the moment when she noticed the Glock semi-automatic handgun that
Matt wore on his belt, and the high-power rifle that lay at Yvon’s feet. Jane herself
did not appear to be armed. Well, apart from that incendiary curry of hers, and
the machete that was strapped to her right thigh that is… Melissa shivered a
little.


          “Why is that? Why wouldn’t it be safe?”
she asked. 


          Serious once more, Jane handed her
another full plate, and sat down next to her on the log. She gestured toward
the beach a little way away.


          “Black caimans,” she said. “You kneel
down to wash up, next thing you know, one of them comes up from underneath the
water and grabs you. BAM! Drags you off. That’s it.”


          “I see,” Melissa replied.


          She resisted the sudden urge to glance
behind her, to make sure that nothing was coming at her in the dark. Jane continued
eating, whilst casually discussing potential deadly dangers at the same time.
She may as well have been talking about the weather in Moscow, for all the
effect that it seemed to have on her.


          “Have you heard of the Amazonian
Piracucu?” she asked.


          Melissa shook her head no. 


“It’s a carnivorous fish that can grow
to nine feet in length. They’ve even got teeth on their tongue, believe it or
not. They’ve been known to snatch people too.”


“Right…”


 “Also,
the water close to shore usually is stagnant. You can get all kinds of unwanted
bacteria and disease from that sort of thing. So, all in all, it really is best
if we… Sorry, I mean, if Matthew washes
up with bottled water later.”


“Ha-ha, very funny, Grayson,” he
smirked.


“Melissa, pass me the hot sauce, please?”
Jane chuckled.


          She caught the frankly horrified look
on Melissa’s face as the woman did so. Jane smiled, and nudged her arm with the
side of her elbow.


“Don’t worry about it too much. We won’t
be anywhere close to the river where we are going anyway. Matt, you want to add
anything else related to safety?”


          Before he could reply, there was a sudden
rustling in the trees off to the side of them, followed by a heart-stopping
series of guttural, unnatural howls, sounding disturbingly close to where they
were sitting. Melissa jumped in fright, and she almost dropped her plate. Unconsciously,
she pressed herself a bit tighter against Jane. Matt’s grin widened at the way that
his partner looked surprised at first, a little disconcerted, and then smiled candidly
in response. Geez, he thought. It was
going to be an interesting trip with these two responding to each other like
that, right from the word go.


          “Those noises you can hear now, which
sound like they’re straight out of the Alien
movie, that’ll be a bunch of howler monkeys, Mel,” he reassured her.


          “Very aptly named, aren’t they?” Jane
remarked.


          Melissa glanced apprehensively toward
the forest.


          “But monkeys are all right, yes?” she
said.


          “Well, they won’t come close to our
fire, if that’s what you’re asking. In the jungle though, at night, and especially
if you were carrying any of Jane’s delicious grub, they would probably attack
you to steal it.”


          “Can’t blame those little monkeys for
that, Matthew,” Jane declared, in a proud and slightly drunken voice.


          Melissa giggled at her comment. Jane glanced
at her, and she smiled again.


          “We’ll sleep on the boat tonight,”
Matt continued. “So, nothing to worry about there. From tomorrow, when we’re in
the forest, stay close to us, Mel. Don’t grab onto anything. Don’t drink from
any source of water you may find. Keep your eyes peeled for spiders and
scorpions. Wear your snake gaiters at all times…”


          “Oh, wait,” Melissa interrupted,
looking alarmed. “I don’t have any of those…”


          “It’s okay, you can wear mine,” Jane
offered immediately. 


          “But what about you?” 


“Don’t need them, I’ve got high boots.”


          “Okay… Thanks.”


          “Make sure you stay hydrated,” Matt
advised her next. “That’s really important, all right? Even though you’ll be
sweating a lot, it is too hot and humid out here for the sweat to cool your
body down much. In these conditions, there is a real risk of heat stroke.”


          He shot a wry glance at his partner.


          “Ask Jane how much fun that is.”


          Melissa felt her chuckle against her.


          “Yeah, yeah, that’s right. Every
stupid mistake you can think of, I’ve made it at least once,” Jane confessed
with a sheepish grin. “I got lost without my whistle one day. Forgot to drink,
and got heat stroke; fell into a mud hole, and nearly drowned...”


          “Don’t forget being bitten by that
fer-de-lance,” Matt said darkly. 


          “Oh yeah. That, too,” Jane said.


          She sounded exhausted just thinking
about it all. She caught Melissa’s questioning look, and casually took off the
leather-beaded cuff that she wore on her left wrist. She showed her the inside
of her forearm. A thick patch of rough-looking scarring was clearly visible on
her skin.


          “I was a little tired that day. I did
what Matt just told you not to, and grabbed onto what I thought was a piece of hanging
vine. Turns out it was the most dangerous snake in the entire Amazon, which did
not appreciate being handled in that way. It hit me with a load of venom. At
first it was not too bad, but then it became so painful that I even begged Matt
to shoot me.”


          Melissa flashed him a disbelieving
glance.


          “It’s true,” he confirmed. “She did. I
was tempted.”


          He looked at Jane, and they both burst
out laughing.


          “What happened after that?” Melissa
exclaimed.


          “Extraction,” Matt replied. “We
dropped everything, and made a desperate run for it. Thankfully, we were not
too deep inside the forest on that day.” 


          “When I got to the hospital, my arm
had swollen up to three times its normal size,” Jane said. “I had to have a
bunch of operations. In the end, they took some skin off my thigh to graft onto
my wrist.”


          “You were lucky not to die,” Matt
concluded.


          Melissa
winced again, and even shivered at the thought. She was feeling a whole bunch
of stuff now. Anticipation, anxiety, a little fear… Although thankfully, what
dominated was a strong sense of excitement at the thought of spending time with
these two exceptional people. Maybe even with one of them specifically, who
suddenly raised her glass in a toasting gesture, grinning all the while.


          “Welcome to the Amazon, Melissa,” Jane
declared. 


          



 

          


          


          


 


CHAPTER SIX



 


 

As
they rowed back to the boat in the pirogue, Jane leaned close to the reporter,
who sat in the space ahead of her fiddling with the settings on her GoPro. Yvon
was steering from the back. Matt was at the front, sitting cross-legged with
the rifle resting on his knees. Looking alert, focused, and every bit the elite
soldier that he used to be. Melissa had captured a nice shot of him sitting
like that earlier on.


          “Melissa,” Jane whispered into her ear.
“See those tiny points of light over there? Blinking on and off?”


          “Lights?”


          “Yeah. Just over there,” Jane
indicated, pointing to the left with her finger. 


          Melissa was surprised to see a few
pairs of what looked like tiny pinpricks of luminous light shining quite low on
the water, near the edge of the beach. And a little higher up, moving ones
which seemed to appear and disappear at regular intervals in the darkness of
the jungle.


          “Yeah,” she said, puzzled. “I see
them. What are those?”


          “Eyes,” Jane replied. “Blinking eyes.”


          “Eyes?” Melissa repeated, puzzled. 


          “Yes. Animals watching us. Caimans,
low in the water; and up on the river bank a bit higher, looks like it might be
a jaguar.”


          Melissa immediately lifted her camera
and switched on the infrared. Her mouth dropped open at the sight of the two
caimans, floating motionless in shallow water, disturbingly close to where they
had boarded the pirogue earlier. And she could clearly see the smaller animal that
Jane had mentioned. She was right, it was a jaguar, peering intently out into
the night.


          “Wow,” Melissa murmured. 


          She glanced back toward the caimans,
but could only spot one of them now. Where had the other one gone? Her heart beat
a tad faster at the thought that it might be right underneath their small canoe
at that precise moment. She turned back to smile at Jane.


          “Hey, thanks for showing me that. It’s
beautiful.”


          Jane nodded, and smiled faintly in
return. She appeared a little distracted.


          “Yeah,” she murmured. “Eye shine can
be very beautiful.”


          Once upon a time, it had been her in
the front seat of a pirogue just like this one. Sandwiched safely in between
her two parents, as they glided through a patch of clear water. Paddling low on
the river under the thick forest canopy, going deeper into the jungle for a couple
of days’ adventure. Just the three of them. Jane could still remember the sharp
shiver that had run down her spine that night, when her dad had explained to
her what eye shine was. She had been ten years old then. She could still remember
her excitement at the sudden realisation that as she peered at the jungle, the
jungle was staring right back at her. And that it was alive, aware, and paying
attention. For Jane, it had been an awesome moment. Right there and then, she
had fallen in love with the forest. But then, not very long after that, tragedy
had struck...


          “Here we go, home sweet home,” Matt announced.
“Jane, can you steady us up please?”


          Jane looked up, and allowed the sound
of his voice to pull her away from the dark thoughts. Just in time, she reflected. This would not be a good moment to start
dwelling on all this stuff.


          “Right on,” she replied.


She stood up and grabbed onto the main boat.
She kept the pirogue aligned with it, and stable, to allow Melissa to climb off
first before disembarking herself. 


“Just so you know, ladies, I’m off to do
the washing-up now,” Matt declared. “Mel, for your information, I’m the one who
normally takes care of stuff like that. Our Jane here doesn’t have a clue.”


“Stop moaning, man, and get on with it,”
Jane shot back in fake annoyance.


“Aye, aye, Captain.”


Matt disappeared toward the back of the
boat, laughing. Meanwhile, Jane and Yvon got ready to drape a thick mosquito
net all around the main living area. Everyone seemed to know exactly what they
were supposed to be doing. 


“Can I help anybody?” Melissa asked.


“Nope,” both Jane and Matt replied in unison.


Satisfied, the photographer sat down to
review her footage from the day. She was pleased to confirm that she had some
really good shots, and the film of Jane cooking dinner, later on discussing
safety tips, and showing her the scarring on her wrist especially was perfect.
Melissa was slowly establishing a theme for the documentary. To show ‘the simple yet hardcore’ life of these
two archaeologists was the approach that she wanted to take. Dr Grayson
casually frying up bananas on the fire, whilst detailing the perils of doing washing-up
in the river was exactly what she was looking for. This would make for a
fascinating intro. And from tomorrow, perhaps Melissa could engage her in a few
deeper conversations regarding the vanished temple that she was after, her previous
books, and where her theories and passion for such unconventional archaeology had
stemmed from. Melissa watched her a little pensively, as Jane leaned over the
side of the boat to tighten the net into place. 


“Yvon, you got a hole on the top,” she let
him know.


“I’ll get it fixed, niña, no problem.” 


“Isn’t that what you said to me last
week?”


Hopefully, Melissa thought as she
observed the exchange, Jane would be happy to cooperate with her… although she suspected
that it might feel like pulling teeth at the beginning. But it seemed that the
more she got to know her, the more Jane relaxed and warmed up to her. So, it
would probably be just fine, Melissa decided. She too could be stubborn when
she needed to be, and persistence was her middle name. Smiling, she went back
to her work, losing herself in her favourite universe. She was so engrossed in
what she was doing that it was a full hour before she looked up, at the feel of
Jane tapping her on the shoulder.


“Hey, I’m off to bed,” the archaeologist
announced.


 Melissa flashed her an instant smile. 


“Sorry,” she apologised. “Didn’t realise
it was so late.”


          “No worries. Just need to show you
where we sleep.”


She had lifted a few planks of wood from
the deck in the middle of the boat, and revealed a much softer padded area
underneath. She unrolled her sleeping bag on top of it.


“Perfect,” Melissa commented.


“Well, it’s not much, but it’s comfy,”
Jane said. “Yvon’s sleeping at the back. We’re on this thing with Matt. He
snores, I’m afraid. Loudly. It keeps the monkeys away, but I hope you brought
earplugs with you.” 


Melissa chuckled.


“I didn’t, but I’m so tired that nothing
will keep me awake.”


“Lucky you,” Jane muttered.


She got rid of her boots, socks, and stripped
down to her underwear. It was black boxers and a matching sports bra, and
Melissa also noticed the sinewy muscles in her legs and upper body, no doubt
chiselled from years of hard trekking through the jungle. As Melissa tried not
to stare at her figure, and failed in spectacular fashion, Jane seemed totally oblivious
to it all. She stowed her machete on the side of the boat, always close at
hand, and slipped into her bag. She lay on her stomach with her head in between
her arms, closed her eyes, and sighed.


“Ah…”


 As far as Jane was concerned, safely zipped up
inside her sleeping bag at the end of a long day was one of her favourite
places to be. She briefly opened her eyes again when she felt Melissa start to prepare
her own bed stuff next to her, in time to catch a glimpse of tanned skin and
well-muscled calves. Well, okay. The
photographer was certainly nicer to look at than Matt. Jane smiled, almost
chuckled, and closed her eyes again. 


“Make sure you have some water,” she
murmured. 


Melissa had forgotten. She dug in her
rucksack for a fresh bottle, and positioned it safely next to Jane’s.


“Thanks.”


“My torch is on the side in case you
need to get up during the night. It gets very dark out here. And we’re on an
open boat, so be careful.”


Melissa was quickly getting used to receiving
Jane’s advice. Far from condescending, which was what she had feared at the
start, it was helpful, thoughtful, and always timely. Clearly, Jane cared, and she
was keeping an eye out for her. After their rather difficult introduction, that
meant a lot to Melissa. 


“Okay. Thanks, Jane,” she said.


“No problem.”


Melissa quickly slipped into her bag, zipped
it up, and then all that could be heard was the soft lapping of the river
around the boat, and the many fascinating sounds of the jungle in the
background. Matt himself was still up, chatting quietly to Yvon somewhere at
the back of the boat. Everything calm. The day was turning out to end a lot
better than it had started. Jane breathed out. She relaxed. Started to drift.


“Jane?”


“Um?”


“Good night.”


“’Night…”


Silence followed once more, for almost a
full and very enjoyable minute, and then Melissa spoke again.


“Jane?” she whispered. 


When Jane did not respond straight away,
her tone quickly became urgent.


“Jane!”


The archaeologist sighed. 


“Yes, Melissa,” she replied, as nicely
as she could despite her growing irritation at being kept awake.


There was a slight pause then. Feeling curious
now, Jane raised herself on her elbows, flicked the hair out of her eyes, and
glanced to her right. She found Melissa up on her knees, sitting back on her feet,
sleeping bag clutched tightly to her chest. Staring wide-eyed and in total
dismay at something that was on the other side of the mosquito net. Frowning in
wonder, Jane followed her gaze. She chuckled when she spotted the large black
tarantula clinging to the side.


“Well, it is kind of their territory
after all, or didn’t you know that?” she teased.


Melissa squirmed.


“Yes, I know, but…”


 “These
are not dangerous. In fact, children often keep them as pets. Don’t worry about
this one, Melissa, it won’t come in here.”


Melissa shivered again. She nodded her
assent, but it was obvious that she was not completely reassured, nor convinced.
Jane glanced back at the spider, which to be fair looked like it was kind of
attempting to find a way in.


“Oh, hell,” she muttered.


She made a fist, and punched the thing
off the net. The tarantula went flying high into the air. Melissa flashed her a
grateful smile.


“Sorry,” she murmured.


“Well, if you have a phobia of spiders,
you shouldn’t have come to the Amazon,” Jane reflected, not unkindly, although
rather grimly this time. 


Then, she simply lay back down. 


“Now get some rest. We have a busy day
tomorrow.”


She closed her eyes and fell asleep
immediately, but despite how exhausted she actually was, it took Melissa a long
time to do the same. The jungle kept her awake for hours, and the thought that
she would be deep in the middle of it the following night, in spider and bug
heaven no less, was not helping either. Eventually, she did fall asleep, but it
did not last for very long; and she quickly found herself in a panic again at
the disturbingly real feeling that her sleeping bag was crawling with insects.
She started struggling to get out of it, and wiping invisible spiders off her
legs.


“Hey, what’s wrong?”


Jane’s voice. Husky with sleep, yet instantly
concerned.


“They’re on me!” Melissa hissed. “Spiders
all over me!”


“You’re having a nightmare, that’s all.
I promise there are no…”


Jane stopped talking suddenly to duck
her head, barely avoiding getting hit in the mouth by one of Melissa’s flailing
arms. She moved quickly behind her, grabbed hold of her wrists, and pulled her
against her chest. She tried to keep her still, which was not an easy task.


“Melissa, there is nothing on you,” she
insisted. “Shhh. It’s just a dream.”  


          Melissa jerked back in response, and
her head connected awkwardly with the side of Jane’s brow. It even made Jane
see a few stars. Damn it!


          “Melissa, wake up,” she repeated. “Come
on, now.”


          “What?” Melissa mumbled eventually.
“Where?”


          She was crying, and genuinely distraught,
which affected Jane in a peculiar way. She held Melissa a little tighter
against her, rocking her gently.


          “Nowhere,” she whispered. “I’ve got
you. You’re fine.”


“Yo, everything okay over there?” Matt suddenly
enquired from his side of the deck. “You guys need anything?”


“No, mate, we’re good,” Jane replied.
“Just too much talk of creepy crawlies before bedtime, you know? Sorry.”


“Right… No prob…”


Reassured, he went straight back to sleep,
and Jane then spent several long minutes comforting an extremely disoriented and
upset photographer. Why she was feeling so protective of the woman all of a
sudden was completely beyond her. In many ways, Melissa was nothing but a
complete stranger. Only that same morning, Jane would gladly have told her to
get lost, get on the first flight she could find, and disappear back to New
York where she belonged. And screw the advance money. Now though, nothing else seemed
to really matter but to take care of the struggling woman in her arms. This was
unheard of, puzzling, and rather…


“Hmm… Jane?” Melissa murmured,
interrupting her train of thoughts.


“Yeah, right here. You okay?”


          Still pretty much asleep, and
exhausted from crying and the emotions of the day, Melissa twisted in her arms
until her cheek was resting over Jane’s chest. She wrapped both arms around her
waist, and sighed heavily.


          “’Kay…” she whispered.


          Jane pursed her lips, but she allowed
herself to be held like this. Not that she had much of a choice, really, when Melissa
was clinging to her like such an octopus. But even if that had not been the
case… Well. There was something
extremely nice about it. Extremely nice indeed. And she was damned if she would
move.
















CHAPTER
SEVEN



 


 

Jane
slept like a rock the entire rest of the night, and when she opened her eyes
again, it was just getting light. Instantly awake, and intensely aware that she
was not sleeping alone for once, she stretched carefully. Melissa was still
wrapped up all around her body, and Jane was extremely tempted to close her
eyes, and enjoy the feeling for a few more minutes. But then she heard a
chuckle to her left, and looked up into the grinning face of her partner. She
winced in silent irritation. Matt stood watching them both from behind a mug of
thick black coffee.


“Ah… How cute,” he teased. 


“Shut up, Matt.”


“Ha!” 


He appeared highly amused. 


“Guess you’re not such a hard-ass after
all, hey, Grayson?” he remarked before walking off.


Sighing in annoyance, knowing he would
not let her forget that one in a hurry, Jane gently extricated herself from
Melissa’s embrace. It was still early, and there was no need to wake her up just
yet. She tucked the sleeping bag around her shoulders, smiled at the way that the
woman immediately burrowed into it a little deeper, and followed the strong smell
of coffee toward the back of the boat. It was time to shake herself up, and get
her head straight about the day.


∞



 

Everything
appeared a lot brighter, and definitely a lot safer in the morning. In fact,
the view over the river and the forest when Melissa awoke was nothing short of
magnificent, and not a single spider was in sight. She sat up, and looked
around for Jane, who was nowhere to be seen. Nor was Matt.


          “Don’t tell me I’m the last one up,”
she muttered under her breath.


She was feeling terribly embarrassed and
also rather foolish about her little episode of the night before… Even though some
parts of the evening were slowly coming back to her, and it was hard to feel
sorry for those, obviously. Sleeping in Jane’s arms had been kind of cool, to
say the least. Still, what on earth must the archaeologist be thinking of her
now? Melissa had only known her a few hours, and already, she was jumping all
over her like some needy creep! Cringing at the thought, Melissa leaped to her
feet, brushed her teeth, yanked on her trousers, and went in search of the rest
of the team. 


“Morning, matey,” Matt bellowed as soon
as he caught sight of her approaching. “Sleep well? Oops, watch out for that
tarantula!”


He laughed when Melissa froze instantly,
and flushed a bright shade of pink as soon as she realised that he was joking.
But this was good, though. She had expected a lot of teasing and ‘piss taking’ in the morning, as Matt
called it, and there was just the right amount to make her feel better about
the whole thing, and a regular part of the team. Jane was good about it too,
especially given the size of the bruise that she now sported on the side of her
left eye. It looked a little swollen. The sort of thing that would be painful,
and annoying in the heat.


          “I am so, so sorry!” Melissa
apologised profusely to her. “I can’t believe I did that! I don’t even remember
it!”


          “Don’t worry about it.”


          “Does it hurt?”


          Jane shook her head.


          “No,” she assured, although it was
throbbing. 


          Melissa could guess, and she resisted
the urge to reach for Jane, and give her a gentle hug. It was strange, since
she was not that much of a hugger usually… But she really did feel sorry, and
at a loss as to what to do next. Jane’s eyes lingered on her for a few seconds,
as if she knew exactly what was going on. A slightly awkward silence ensued
between them, and Melissa was beyond grateful when Jane spoke again.


          “Are you hungry?”


          “Starving!”


          Jane smiled. 


          “Good,” she approved.


After a cup of strong coffee, and a
plate of eggs and fried bread, expertly cooked by her saviour from the night
before, Melissa was feeling ready for anything... Or almost anything, she realised, as Jane announced that she was going
for a swim in the river.


          “Is it safe?” Melissa exclaimed, eyes
wide.


          After all the terrifying stories she
had heard, there was no way in hell she would jump into that river now. They
had a hose on the boat. She would wash with that.


          “You might get the odd tickle from a
passing fish,” Jane said, smiling faintly. “But it’s normally all right.
Caimans tend to stick to shallow waters.”


          Tend
to? Melissa reflected with a dubious frown. Normally all right? What a weird choice of words. She would have
preferred something a little more definite and certain for sure.


          “At any rate, it’s much safer than
sleeping next to you, Mel,” Matt pointed out.


This time, Melissa elbowed him in the
ribs.


“That’s the spirit!” he laughed.


“Do you ever stop?” she asked.


“Nope! What would be the fun in that?”


Melissa took care of the washing-up that
morning, whilst Jane went for her swim. It was only a quick one, but Jane knew from
experience that it would make her feel refreshed, at least for twenty minutes
or so. It was so humid on the river that she sometimes wondered why she
bothered, although it did feel good to have a good stretch, and get her body
working. Still, Melissa noticed that she returned from the water looking
decidedly subdued. Then, Jane spent the rest of the morning sitting at the
front of the boat, staring intently toward the jungle, and writing in her
notebook. Alone. Melissa started to feel concerned about her after a while.


          “Matt, do you think she’s okay?” she
enquired.


          She had spotted the rather tense look
on the woman’s face, and Jane had not said a single word to anyone in hours.
Melissa was extremely tempted to go and sit with her, just to find out, but she
was still unsure about how Jane would welcome such a move. Maybe it would be
better not to force things. Matt shot a casual glance toward his partner. Then
he simply shrugged.


          “She’s fine, don’t worry. Probably just
getting in the zone. She’s a writer, you know. Likes being in her own head from
time to time.”


          “She’s very intense about her work,
isn’t she?”


          “What, Jane? Intense?” He grinned. “You
don’t say.”


          Melissa returned her gaze to him.


          “What about you, Matt? Are you as
passionate about the work as she is?”


          “Oh, yes, I am. One hundred percent. And
I think once you experience the working conditions out there, you’ll understand
that you have to be, in order to stick with it for any length of time.” He
smiled. “There’s nothing else I’d rather be doing though. This is my life, and
I love it.”


          “Awesome,” Melissa approved.


          “Hey, wait. Are you filming this?” he
asked her then. 


He had just spotted the small camera
balanced on the side, which he had not noticed previously. Melissa had the good
grace to blush a little. 


          “Yes. Is that okay, Matt?”


          This time, he just laughed.


          “I like your style, mate. And it’s
okay with me, but don’t try that with Jane. If you do, she’s more likely to rip
the damn thing off your hands and dump it in the river. No hard feelings, of
course.”


          With a chuckle, but knowing that he
was serious, Melissa threw another glance toward Jane. She had resumed staring
into space, seemingly totally lost in thought. 


          “I’ll keep that in mind,” Melissa
agreed.


Eventually, the archaeologist left her
position at the front of the boat, grabbed herself a fresh bottle of water, and
came to sit next to her. She still looked thoughtful, preoccupied. Melissa gave
her a warm, welcoming smile.


          “Hey, Jane.”


          “Hey.”


          “Everything all right?”


          “Yep. We’re almost there.” Jane gestured
for Matt to come sit a little closer. “Gather round, team.”


          She had purposely not included Yvon in
the invitation, and she threw him a sharp look when the man started to hover a
little too close, just as she was about to start speaking. 


          “Something the matter, Yvon?” she
snapped at him.


          Melissa was surprised at her tone of
voice. She narrowed her eyes at her, then glanced toward Matt, who seemed not
to have noticed. And it obviously took more than this to ruffle Yvon’s
feathers.


          “Todo es perfecto, niña,” the man replied.


He grinned at her, and pretended to
salute. Jane remained silent. She did not return the friendly gesture, and she kept
her eyes on him until he had returned to his pilot’s seat, way out toward the
back, and safely out of earshot.


          “I swear, if that guy calls me ‘girl’ one more time…” she muttered.


Melissa did not think her show of temper
was simply due to the fact that the man was calling her ‘niña’, far from it. Matt obviously knew better as well.


          “What’s up, partner?” he enquired.


          He kept his voice low, calm, and quiet.
But there was a definite warmth to it, and he sounded immensely supportive. Melissa
could see that he had grown serious, and that Jane had his complete and full
attention. She reflected that these two probably did not need to speak very much
when it came to the important things, and underneath all the jokes and the merciless
banter, it was obvious that deep trust and appreciation cemented their
relationship.


          “Remember when you asked him if you
could borrow his charger for your phone yesterday?” Jane said. “And he told you
it was broken?” 


          Matt met her gaze, and nodded just
once.


          “Yep.”


          “Well, it is working now, apparently,”
she snapped. “Funny that, eh? I saw him charging his own phone on it this
morning. Did he tell you?”


          “Nope, never mentioned it. What did he
say to you about it?”


          “Nothing, he didn’t see me. He was
standing watching you and Melissa.” Jane snarled as she shot another suspicious
glance toward the back of the boat. “Keeping an eye on you both, more like. I’d
been in the river before. I think he probably thought I was still swimming out
there.”


          Matt nodded. His face did not betray any
emotion, and there was no change to his demeanour. But Melissa could see that
whatever subtle message there was to be conveyed, he had received it loud and
clear.


          “Noted,” he said.


          She remained silent. Despite what some
may have thought of it, her job as a reporter was not to intrude. Or to ask
annoying questions, and make a complete nuisance of herself. But she did meet
Jane’s gaze, and she was a little frightened by the intensity she spotted in
those bright green eyes. Something was definitely going on. It probably was not
good, either, and it made her heart beat a little faster. 


          “I’ll fill you in later,” Jane
promised. 


          Melissa flashed her a quick smile.


          “Okay. No problem.”


          She had not expected to be told
anything regarding this seemingly private matter between them, and she was
grateful, and also relieved that Jane wanted to include her.


          “All right, let’s get ready,” Jane
said. 


She stood up, and went to gather her
things.


          “Okay, Mel. Last chance to use a
built-in toilet in a while,” Matt announced. 


There was a wistful tone to his voice when
he said this that made even Jane look back toward them, and laugh. Melissa immediately
ran for it. Jane was next. Matt also followed suit. And then, before Melissa even
knew it, they were unloading their kit off the boat. At this stage, this simply
included their rucksacks and survival grab bags. Water to last them a couple of
days. And food for the same amount of time. 


Jane allowed her partner to confirm the
terms of their return pick-up with Yvon. She was not especially keen to spend
any time at all with the man. And then, she stood next to Melissa as the boat
slowly disappeared along the river. They were close enough for their arms to be
touching. Melissa was pretty sure that Jane was not even aware of that fact,
but she certainly was. She resisted the urge to rest a gentle hand over her
shoulder. She remembered the way that Jane had held her the night before, and
how much better it had made her feel. It would have been nice to be able to return
some of that comfort to her, as it was startlingly obvious that Jane probably
needed it in some way. Yet, once again, Melissa hesitated. And soon, the boat
was out of sight, and they were completely alone. True to style, Matt started
to mumble the lyrics to the famous Guns N’ Roses song under his breath.


“Welcome to the jungle, we got fun and
games…”


 Melissa
smiled, amused, but Jane did not even seem to hear him. She dropped her
rucksack on the ground, picked up a rock from the shore, and threw it as hard
as she could across the river.


          “Son of a bitch!” she yelled.


          Melissa paled. Matt stopped singing.


          “Jane, calm down…”


          “He’s one of them!” she exclaimed. 


When Matt remained silent, she turned to
him. 


“He is, isn’t he?”


          “Not necessarily.”


          “Oh, come on!”


          “Look, this might be nothing. I think that
we… Jane, wait.”


But she stormed off toward the jungle,
and he immediately went after her. 


“Hey! Jane, wait a bloody second!”


Melissa watched him catch up with her,
grab her by the arm, and pull her back. Ensued a heated conversation between the
two of them which Melissa decided she did not have to really be watching.
Instead, she decided to make herself useful, and started gathering driftwood
for a fire. She lined up three mugs and three bags of tea, and felt incredibly
proud of herself when she managed to get a fire started, and put a pot of
boiling water on the go. When the two partners came back to her, she was happy
to present them with a nice cup of tea each. She looked at Jane. Her eyes were
a little red. It was obvious that she had been crying. 


          “You okay?” Melissa asked her gently.


          “Of course,” Jane snapped, and looked
away.


          For some reason, always retreating
behind the barely acceptable side of gruff and aloof seemed to be the way she chose
to deal with her emotions. Melissa was not fooled by it for even a second. 


          “Time to fill me in?” she suggested.


          She looked from one archaeologist to
the other. But it was obvious that Matt was not going to take the lead on this
one, simply because it was not his to take. Eventually, Jane responded.


          “Yes,” she agreed, and she sounded a
little calmer. “Let’s walk to camp before it gets too dark, and then I will
tell you what you need to know.”



 
















 


 


 

          


          


CHAPTER EIGHT



 


 

There
was quite a different feel to the rest of the afternoon that day. Their little
group appeared considerably tighter, more in tune with each other, or at least
it felt that way to Melissa. Perhaps it was because of all the tension earlier,
or the fact that the real adventure at last seemed to have fully begun. Being
on the boat had reminded her of a holiday she had taken once to Egypt, and the
felucca boat trip between Aswan and Luxor she had experienced. Nothing too
taxing, and quite enjoyable in fact. But now they were in the jungle,
completely on their own, and this was serious stuff. She was feeling carefully excited.
And there was a sense of absolute focus in the air.


          “You walk in between us, Melissa,”
Jane instructed, as soon as they started going.


          The pretty stern command was delivered
with a smile though, which Melissa could see was genuine. A little tired, but sincere.
And so, she simply nodded, and slotted in behind Matt, who was in the lead.


          “At least until you get more used to
this environment,” Jane added, touching her shoulder briefly. “From now on, it’s
all about sticking together and staying safe, all right?”


          Melissa nodded. She cast a quick
glance behind her, and met Jane’s gaze. She spotted the warm look in her eyes,
and gave her a grateful smile in return.


          “Yes. Sounds very right to me, Jane,”
she agreed.


All of a sudden, she could easily understand
why they all wore whistles. All she could see in front of her and to the sides
was green. Thick, impenetrable jungle. It was raining as well, although still
incredibly warm, but the constant water in the air made it quite a bit harder
to see. And it was muddy, too. Thankfully, the two archaeologists had been
there before, and carved out a small trail that led deeper into the jungle. Still,
Melissa could see how it would be almost impossible to find this track again,
were she to veer off the sides for more than a couple of steps in either
direction. She kept her eyes firmly fixed onto Matt’s rucksack, and she felt
reassured by Jane’s presence right behind her. 


They walked for only about an hour,
which was challenging enough for Melissa for a first time. The forest floor was
slippery, covered in vines and lethal roots. She was filming at the same time,
and it was rough-going, especially since she had been instructed not to clutch
onto anything to keep her balance. Jane did grab on to her a couple of times,
to save her from a less than graceful faceplant in the mud. And once or twice, unbeknownst
to the photographer, she rested a hand on the back of her rucksack, and gave her
a gentle push out of a particularly sticky spot. 


Feeling
all protective again, she reflected. What the hell is up with that? 


“All right, Melissa?” she asked.


She could not help but chuckle at the fiercely
determined look on the woman’s face, when Melissa turned back to flash her a thumbs-up.
She was breathing a little hard, but otherwise she seemed okay.


“Yeah. Fine. Great warm-up.”


“You’re doing well,” Jane approved.
“Keep going.”


Fifteen minutes later, Matt stopped
suddenly, causing a distracted filmmaker to plough right into the back of him. It
felt like hitting the side of a mountain. Matt certainly did not budge, but
Melissa let out a startled yelp, and almost fell over again. Jane caught her
just in time, and then Melissa felt her hands land safely over her shoulders. Once
they were there, they remained in position. If anyone else had dared to do that
to her, Melissa would have shrugged them off impatiently. But because it was
Jane, all of a sudden, she was fine with it. How pathetic, Mel, she chided herself. When will you stop being such a girl? Still, she did not move. 


“So, this is Base Camp,” Matt announced.
“Tomorrow, we’ll go on to Camp 2. For now, it looks like our kit is still there,
and hasn’t been ripped to shreds by jaguars or a bunch of monkeys. Always nice
to discover.”


Melissa eyed the two sturdy containers
in front of them.


“What have you got in there?” she asked.


“More
food, water, toilet paper…” Jane replied. 


She squatted next to one and started
rummaging through it.


“Yeah, it’s all mod cons out here,” Matt
reflected with an amused grin. “Now, come on. I’ll show you the rest.”


He had built a large raised platform to
the side of the lockers, in between a cluster of trees. It was covered with a
thick sheet of canvas, and the same canvas up above, keeping the space nicely
protected from the rain. Matt brushed it all clean, and glanced at Melissa, who
was still filming.


“Sitting, eating, and working platform,”
he explained for her benefit. “In the jungle, you want to be off the forest floor
as much as possible. We’ll string out our hammocks above it later. We do have a
spare one you can use, by the way. They’re waterproof, insect-proof, all that
good stuff.”


“Okay, brilliant,” Melissa exclaimed.


The bug-proof part was the best news of
the day as far as she was concerned, and she felt greatly energised by it.
Then, Jane returned with a bush hat similar to the one she was wearing, and
handed it to her.


          “Here, Melissa,” she offered. “It will
stop the rain from getting into your eyes. Be easier to see where you’re going,
and stay on your feet, too.”


          The photographer chuckled at the joke.


          “Thanks. Yeah, that sure would be
nice.”


“And you can carry this thing with you
at all times, too. It’s a bit smaller than mine, but that’ll do.”


          Melissa accepted the actually much
smaller yet still quite threatening-looking machete from Jane. She put her
camera down for a second to strap it to the side of her leg the same way that
the archaeologist carried hers.


          “Perfect,” Jane approved.        


“It’s not to kill anything with, by the
way,” Matt pointed out with a wry smile, right after she had done that. “We
won’t ask you to hunt for your own food on this expedition.”


          “Well, that’s a relief,” Melissa
admitted.


“But just if you get into a tight spot,
you can hack your way out of it more easily. And don’t forget to whistle first.
Always whistle first.”


          “Thanks, guys,” Melissa approved,
touching the tip of her hat, and looking at them both. “I appreciate all the
advice you’re giving me, and the extra tools.”


          “Likewise. We appreciate having you
with us, Mel,” Matt replied with a gentle smile. 


          He glanced toward Jane, who had
already turned her back to them, and was busy getting a fire started so that she
could put food and coffee on the go.


          “She does too, more than you know,” he
whispered.            Complete darkness descended on the little camp barely twenty
minutes afterward. It happened very quickly, almost all at once, and Melissa soon
added a headtorch to her tally of new equipment. They retreated to the
platform, under the mosquito net, and both Matt and Jane immediately started to
peel off their wet clothes.


          “We’re not shy around each other when
we’re out here, Mel,” Matt told her when he saw her hesitate. “Get out of your
wet stuff, and put a dry set on.”


          “Okay.”


          She started to take off her trousers.
Dressed only in her boxers now, and no bra, Jane threw her a fresh towel and a
dry bag. Surprised, Melissa struggled like hell not to stare at her breasts.
Fortunately, Jane did not seem to notice, and pretty soon slipped into a dry
top.


          “The general rule is you keep your wet
clothes for the day, and dry ones for the nights and evenings,” she said. “You can
store your change of gear in the dry bag, and leave it here when we go out.
It’s not a lot of fun putting on wet stuff in the morning, but you’ll
appreciate it when we get back to camp after a hard day’s hike.”                    


          She was right. Melissa put on a fresh
pair of trousers, a soft t-shirt, and socks that smelled good, and were not
soaking wet. She reached for her mug of coffee. Delicious. She was feeling a million times better, and she suddenly
also became aware of how tired she actually was. She yawned.


          “Thanks, Jane,” she murmured.


          She
must have said the words a thousand times in the past twenty-four hours. But
this was all completely new to her, and she really appreciated the help. Jane
flashed her a quick smile.


          “No problem. It’s stopped raining now.
I’ll go get our food ready.”


          She
so very rarely seems to stand still, Melissa reflected. Like Matt had
mentioned before, Jane certainly was a woman of action. Melissa watched her
slip out from under the mosquito net, wearing only shorts, a red sports bra,
and flip flops. She frowned.


          “Uh… Whatever happened to wearing
snake gaiters at all times?” she wondered out loud.


          Matt turned to have a look, and he barked
out a laugh.


          “Bloody idiot,” he remarked, although
Melissa could clearly hear the affection in his voice. “Jane likes to do things
her own way.”


          He returned his gaze to her.


          “Do as I tell you, not as she does,” he
advised. 


          Melissa nodded, although she also kind
of regretted having left her flip flops back at the hotel now. It was still
hot, and she was sweating in her dry clothes. She started to wonder how sick of
all this she would feel after three days of it. Or five. Or… It suddenly
occurred to her that she had no idea how long the two archaeologists were
planning on staying away. She had a solar charger for her camera, and so the
rest had seemed completely unimportant at the time, so long as she was allowed to
go with them. The thought made her laugh. 


          “You know what, I am such an idiot
sometimes too,” she reflected. “More eagerness than brains…”


          “You’ll fit right in with us, then,”
Jane commented.


She had returned carrying three steaming
containers of gorgeous-looking food back to them, and Melissa’s stomach growled
at the smell of it. Jane appeared satisfied. 


          “It’s just beef and veg with some
couscous and a little hot sauce,” she said. “Food is going to get worse as we
go along, I’m afraid. But we have a few days to go still before we have to start
on the military rations.”


          Melissa took a mouthful of the stew.
It was delicious.


          “So, how long are we going to be out here
for?” she asked.


          “’Bout two months,” Matt said casually.


          Melissa choked on her food.


          “Don’t you listen to this fool,” Jane advised,
laughing. “We’ve got supplies for three weeks, so that’s it. Well, although it also
depends on what we find. What we are planning to do is…”


          Melissa set her GoPro on the side, and
switched it on with an eager look on her face. Jane shot a suspicious glance
toward the device, but she did not comment. 


          “What we are planning to do is explore
the area that lit up on the aerial survey as being of interest,” she continued.
“From the chopper, we think that we spotted some rectangular shapes underneath
the ground. We’ve got GPS coordinates for all of them, so at first light
tomorrow, we’ll go see what we can find. It’s a thick canopy up here, but the
GPS should still work most of the time.”


          “What do you think is out there?”
Melissa enquired.


          She was intrigued, and she clearly saw
Jane shiver with anticipation at the question. Her green eyes sparkled. She
leaned forward, close enough to her that Melissa could feel the heat from her
body. 


          “The Vanished Temple of Jewels,” Jane announced
in a husky voice. “It’s here, I can feel it.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER NINE



 

          


If
Melissa had thought the woman was attractive, and if she had felt a strong pull
toward her before, listening to Jane talk about the object of her quest with
such intensity and passion in her voice only made her fall harder under her
spell.


“People think it’s just a myth,” Jane
said. 


She glanced toward her partner as he
slipped outside from under the net, and went to search for something inside one
of the containers.


“It is not a legend, though,” she insisted.
“It is as real as your New York City is real. And I feel we are going to find
it on this trip, Melissa.” 


She paused for a second as Matt came
back with a bottle of expensive whiskey.


“Ah. Yes, good idea.”


 Melissa
threw them both a questioning look.


“Hey, we’re archaeologists, not
masochists, Mel,” Matt chuckled. “Living in the jungle for a few weeks is okay,
it just doesn’t mean we have to rough it on all counts.”


“That’s right,” Jane reflected, as she
grabbed the bottle and popped it open. “Although I never used to drink before I
met him, you know.”


“Now that
is a myth of gigantic proportions I know you love to tell yourself, Grayson,”
he shot back at her. “You know it ain’t the truth.”


She laughed, did not contradict him. Matt
waited until she had taken a healthy swig of the dark brown liquid, and then passed
it to Melissa.


“Here you go, my friend. It’s good
stuff. Jane, keep talking,” he said to her at the same time.


Thunder rumbled over the forest in the dark,
and it started to get wet again. It was a light, gentle rain that made
everything around them smell alive and absolutely divine. Melissa scooted a
little closer to Jane. She was eager to get some of her questions answered.


“Tell me what happened earlier with
Yvon,” she asked.


          Jane grunted. A look of total
exasperation crossed her face at the mention of him.


          “He’s not our usual boat driver,” she
explained. “But the regular one, his wife just had a baby, so we had to look
for someone else. Out of the blue, when we were on the docks the other day
trying to hire a new pilot, this guy showed up. Asked for the job.” 


          “His credentials looked okay, to be
fair,” Matt added. “He’s done some work for a bunch of local holiday companies,
and especially for one which is run by a friend of mine. So, I was happy to
have him on board.”


          “But then I find he’s been lying to
us,” Jane pointed out.


          “To be fair, it was just a phone
charger, mate…”


          “I really don’t care what it was,” she
snapped. “The point is that he lied. Doesn’t make me feel very good about what
else he may have kept from us. Or why he’s being so shadowy and creepy in the
first place.”


          Matt smiled.


          “You picked up on that too, uh?”


          “You bet I did. Niña,” she added with a dangerous snarl on her face, mimicking the
man’s voice.


          “Jane, what did you mean when you said
that he’s ‘one of them’?” Melissa
enquired.


          Jane gestured for Matt to pass her the
bottle, and suddenly remembered the GoPro sitting on the floor. She glanced at
it, saw that it was still recording, and shook her head just once.


          “Look, I don’t want you to film this
conversation, Melissa. Turn that thing off, now.” 


She must have realised instantly how sharp
and angry her request sounded, because she bit on her lip and appeared to give
herself a mental telling-off. She met Melissa’s gaze, and flashed her a guilty
smile.


“I’m sorry. Please, would you turn it
off, is what I mean.”


          Melissa had no problem with that, and
she instantly did so. 


          “Off the record,” she promised. “Strictly
between us.”


          Jane nodded, looking relieved.


          “Thanks.”


          She had made the decision earlier in
the day that she would be completely honest with the reporter. Melissa appeared
to be a woman she could really trust. She was open, and smart with it too. And Jane
was an excellent judge of character. She also hated not being absolutely straight
with the people in her life, and especially the ones she went on expedition
with.


          “So, have you ever listened to the
Callum Jackson show?” she asked.


          “No.” Melissa raised an eyebrow. “What
is it?”


          “It is a syndicated radio show in the
US that covers topics such as ancient civilisations, myths, legends, and what
they call ‘new science’, which is a
mishmash of a lot of things. It includes regular updates about the return of
Planet X, and long rambling explanations of the catastrophist scriptures in the
bible...”


          “All that ‘end times’ kind of stuff,” Matt added. “The coming apocalypse, the
mark of the beast…”


          “Yeah, all that useless crap,” Jane
concluded. “Last but not least, they operate the systematic destruction of any
theory that does not fall in line with conventional accepted beliefs. And of
the researcher behind it as well.”


          “Oh, right. I see.” 


Melissa smiled, and she briefly touched
Jane’s arm as she accepted the bottle of whiskey again from her. 


“I guess they are no friends of yours,
uh?” 


          Matt snorted loudly in reply. 


          “As in, ‘is this fucking jungle green’, or what?” he quipped.


Jane chuckled a little at that. The
whiskey surely helped broach what was such a sensitive subject for her. There
was also the undeniable fact that despite her initial reluctance, Melissa felt
increasingly like an old friend to her, instead of someone she had only just
met. Jane was beginning to really like her. A lot. The realisation that this was
the case was slightly worrying to her at that point, but then again, the
whiskey helped.


          “If it was just the show,” she
reflected, “I wouldn’t care all that much. But they have a whole bunch of skeptics
and debunkers attached to the programme as well, and of that group, there is a
small team of dodgy people who travel the world hounding people like us.”


          “Why?” Melissa enquired.


          She looked puzzled.


          “Because despite their claims that our
theories are nothing but science fiction,” Matt answered, “they believe we may
be on to something.”


          “They know damn well we are,” Jane
corrected.


          “But who are these people?” Melissa exclaimed.


          She sounded a little shocked. Matt
threw a curious glance toward his partner, wondering how much of the hard truth
she was going to reveal.


          “They call themselves the Helios Corporation.
As far as I’m concerned, nothing more than a circle of rogue academics intent
on keeping a lid on things,” Jane declared boldly. “Determined to suppress the
truth about the real history of the world. They’re led by a guy called Mark
Lester, who I suspect is more of an antiquities thief than a real
archaeologist. In truth, I know for a fact that he bought his PhD off the
internet.”  


Matt nodded, his face serious. It was
obvious that Jane was going to go all the way with this one. And he was happy
that she was doing so. He passed her the bottle again, smiling. Jane took
another long swig of the burning liquid, winced, and threw him a piercing look.


          “Okay, partner?” she asked.


          There were not many people in the
world that Jane Grayson would ever ask for permission to do anything, but Matt
was one of the precious few whose opinion she actually cared about, and
respected. 


          “Absolutely,” he approved. “Carry on.”


          Jane returned her gaze to Melissa, and
noticed that the woman was paying the utmost attention to what was being
disclosed. Her eyes were riveted to her face, and Jane felt herself grow a
little warmer all of a sudden. It was extremely nice to be taken so seriously
for a change. And then, there was that little something else, too... 


          “If you stop to think about it,” she
continued, “the story we have been told about who we are as a civilisation, and
the dates that we have been given especially, appear all wrong. Thankfully
though, little by little, the real picture is beginning to emerge. If you look
closely, and follow independent research, you will notice a definite pattern.
Everything seems to be…”


          “Getting older and older, I know!”
Melissa interrupted, eyes burning with excitement. “I mean, just look at the
pyramids of Giza, for instance, and the Sphinx,” she exclaimed. “And places like
Göbekli Tepe! Serious investigators with brilliant alternative theories are being
ridiculed by skeptics on a daily basis, but to me, it is bloody obvious that we’re
being lied to. You would have to be blind, or stupid not to notice. Or even both!”


          Silence followed her words. Melissa
was looking a little out of breath after her impassioned statement. Jane was
staring at her, eyes wide and totally speechless. Chuckling to himself, Matt actually
did the one thing that his partner was dying to do, but would not allow herself
to. He grabbed hold of Melissa, gave her a massive hug, and planted a big kiss
over her cheek.


          “Bloody hell, Mel,” he declared.
“You’re awesome. Told you, Jane, didn’t I? We’re lucky to have this brilliant woman
on our team.” 


Melissa blushed. 


          “Well, I… Thanks.”


          She hesitated. Jane was still watching
her intently, her expression unreadable.


          “You know, when you asked me the other
day if I was doing this documentary because I am interested in your work,”
Melissa told her, “the answer is yes. Your work, and also the bigger picture.”


          “Which is?” Jane enquired.


          She was intrigued and excited to see
what Melissa would say.


          “Well,” the photographer replied, “for
me, it’s about the mystery of who we really are as a species, and where we have
come from. As I see it, it could be two things. Either we are the descendants
of an extremely ancient and advanced human
civilisation…”


          “Like Atlantis,” Jane said
immediately.


          “Yes,” Melissa agreed. “I know this is
what you believe. And it makes a lot of sense to me as well. I also think that
perhaps at some point an off-world civilisation may have been involved…”


          Jane allowed herself a small smile. Off-world, not alien, she reflected.
Melissa obviously knew her stuff, and she was passionate about it too. Jane was
pleased to hear that the woman had her own opinion on the subject, and was not
afraid to share it with them. Yes, she
thought with another small flutter of surprise. We are lucky to have her on the team. And I do like her a hell of a lot.


          “So, you think that it could be the
case, uh?” she pushed. “That perhaps we were helped along our development at
some point, and given knowledge by beings who came from the stars? Or even
maybe that we were bio-engineered by them?”


          “Yes. I think it is entirely possible.
Don’t you?”


          “Absolutely. But you know, me personally,
I don’t even believe that humans were ever from Earth. Not in the sense that we
understand it anyway, so…”


          Melissa’s eyes grew huge, and this
time Jane burst out laughing. She had not had this stimulating a conversation
with anyone other than her partner in a long time, and she was loving every
second of it. Yet, something else needed to be said before they went any
further with the good stuff, and her heart beat a little faster at the thought
of it. She was feeling rather anxious about it.


          “Look, let’s keep this conversation
for another day,” she invited. “Because for now, there is something else I need
to tell you about Helios.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TEN



 


 

Once
again, Jane held the reporter’s gaze intently, and Melissa was fascinated to see
so much emotion blazing in her eyes. Before she could say anything though, and
without any further warning, those sparkling green eyes actually filled with
tears. Shit. Jane brushed them away
quickly. She looked angry with herself, and she laughed, albeit a little
shakily, when Matt immediately passed her the bottle of whiskey. As if it was
the answer to everything. 


          “Enough,” she said. “Remember we have
to make it last.”


          “Good point,” he conceded. “Shame,
though.”


          “Jane,” Melissa started, looking concerned.
“Are you…”


          “So, you may have noticed that I was reluctant
to have this documentary be about me, uh?” Jane interrupted, before the woman
could finish asking her if she was okay.


          Melissa flashed her a gentle smile.


          “Oh, not at all. I thought you were
all light and joy about it,” she teased. “Delightful, in fact.” 


She was pleased when she got Jane to
laugh again.


          “Yeah, well. I’m really sorry about
that. I know I was rude to you, and I apologise. But the first thing people
normally want to know about me is why I became an archaeologist, and why the
search for a lost civilisation is so important to me. I don’t like talking
about this stuff very much. But I won’t lie to you…”


          Melissa saw her wipe at some stubborn
tears in her eyes, and her heart went out to her. It would have been her very
next question. But now, she was not so sure that she wanted to ask it.


          “Look, Jane…” she tried again.


          “The short answer is that both my
parents were archaeologists,” Jane blurted out, cutting her off again. “The
long answer…”


          She figured if she could get the story
out quickly, maybe she would not burst into tears right in the middle of it. She
blamed it on too much alcohol, and on Matt’s bad habits ultimately. But then,
Melissa shifted a little closer to her, and she simply took her hand in hers.
Jane almost stopped breathing. Matt for once decided to keep quiet, as a couple
more tears slid slowly down the side of Jane’s cheeks.


          “It’s okay,” Melissa said gently.


          Jane struggled to catch her breath. Damn it! she exclaimed inside her head. Don’t be so fucking weak, Grayson! She
fought to regain her composure, and managed to do it, although she also unconsciously
tightened her grip onto Melissa’s fingers at the same time. She was immensely grateful
for the firm squeeze that she received in return.


          “Sorry,” she muttered. 


          Melissa smiled again.


          “No need,” she replied.


          Jane took a deep breath, eyed the
bottle with a frown on her face, and she continued.


“I was home-schooled. My parents taught
me the ancient legends, and how to spot the truth beneath the lies. They also made
sure I knew other stuff which serves me right up to this day. Like how to spot
eye shine in the forest at night. How to make fire in the rain, and the proper
way to handle a machete. How to stay safe in this sort of environment.”


Melissa smiled at the thought.


“They
took you with them on expeditions?”


“Well, kind of. It always felt like a
big adventure to me at the time, but it was only ever for two or three days,
that kind of thing. And we never went too far out, I realise that now. I was
still young, you know. The fact is, my parents travelled a lot. When they both
went together, which was quite often, I stayed with my grandparents back in
Phoenix.”


Jane paused to clear her throat. It was
obvious that she did not enjoy telling this story. Matt knew that very few
people knew of it. And he was surprised that Melissa, without even asking for
it, had managed to make that good an impression on his partner that she would
open up to her in this way. He was pleased though. He liked Melissa too.


“They were supposed to come home on that
day,” Jane sighed. “It was July 4th. We were going to have a giant barbecue
at the house, and watch the fireworks together. They had spent an entire month
in the rain forest. I missed them like crazy. But they were searching for a
vanished temple, and traces of a lost civilisation… Even then, I knew what it
all meant, and how important the quest was.”


She seemed to change her mind about the
whiskey. I knew I only ever came second… She
grabbed the bottle, and took another swig.


“I barely slept the night before, I was
so excited. And then I spent the entire day waiting at the gate, desperate for
them to come home.”  


She shook her head, and went silent. Matt
quietly took over.


“The official story was that their helicopter
went down over the forest. It was deemed an engine failure, although the chopper
was never recovered. So, how on earth anyone could say that with so much
certainty, I have no idea...”


“But that never did matter anyway,” Jane
muttered. “My grandparents swallowed all the official lies, hook, line, and
sinker. And you know who came to tell us the news that my parents had been
killed in a crash? In person?”


Melissa shook her head, her heart
beating fast. She could hear the bitterness in Jane’s voice. There was naked,
raw pain dancing in her eyes as well. Once again, she resisted the urge to wrap
her arms around her shoulders, and try to help her with some of that pain at
least.


“The man who came was Mark Lester, from
Helios,” Jane spat. “He sat there on the couch, in my grandparents’ living
room, giving us his bullshit. I was only ten, but even then, I could tell there
was something really off about the man.”


“Jane, what… What are you saying?”
Melissa murmured.


“I’m saying that I believe Helios had
something to do with the crash,” Jane finally admitted, eyes bright with tears.
“I’ve never been able to prove it, but I think that my parents came too close
to their goal, and that Helios made the accident happen.”


Melissa’s mind was reeling. Oh my God, she thought. Oh, my God... This was bigger, darker,
and more terrifying than anything she could ever have imagined. Jane flashed
her a tired, reluctant smile.


“After that, the whole thing was buried
pretty quickly. My grandparents did all they could to shield me from the worst
of it. Nobody ever went looking for my parents. Lester said it was a tragic
accident. People believed him. And that was that.”


Melissa looked horrified.


          “What? They were never found?” she
exclaimed.


          “Oh yeah,” Jane said, looking pale. “They
were found.”


          All of a sudden, she stood up. Gathered
all of their empty food containers, grabbed her bottle of water, and lifted the
mosquito net. 


          “I’m going to check on the fire. And
get the washing-up done.”


          She disappeared into the night, and
Melissa stared after her, feeling stunned. When she recovered, and immediately moved
to follow, Matt stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. He held her back.


          “Let her go,” he murmured.


          “But she’s not okay, Matt…” Melissa
protested.


          “She’ll be fine,” he assured her.
“Just gets a bit much for her telling that story sometimes. And especially out
here, I suppose. Makes sense that it would.”


          Melissa tentatively agreed to stay
put. At least for the time being. But she knew that if Jane stayed away for too
long, she would go out and find her, no matter what Matt said.


          “What happened after that?” she
enquired. “Who found her parents?”


“Jane did.”


          “What? You’re kidding!”


          He shook his head no. He followed the
light of Jane’s headtorch, as she moved slowly around in the pitch black,
getting what she needed from one of the containers, and walking to the very
edge of their little camp to wash up their stuff and put it back. It was simple
yet life-saving routine to keep everything sparkling clean, and all food items
locked away safely in the middle of the rain forest.


“In a way, I wish I could say I was,” he
reflected. “Because it must have been awful for her. But that summer, just
after she started university, Jane flew over to Peru. She went alone, by the
way. She investigated, and eventually found the site of the crash. Wasn’t far
from here, as a matter of fact. The bodies were still inside the wreck.”



 

∞



 

Not
once did the thought cross Melissa’s mind that she wished she had never taken on
this assignment, and could be thousands of miles away, safely back in New York
once more, shooting fashion gigs. Not once.


“Wouldn’t blame you if you did,” Jane remarked.


It was about twenty minutes later when
Melissa finally went out to join her, as Jane stood by the side of the fire,
staring thoughtfully into the flames. 


“And I’m sorry, by the way,” she added.


“Sorry for what?” Melissa asked,
surprised.


Jane shot her a quick glance. She
shrugged.


“I should have told you it might be
dangerous to be out here with us. I should have said something when we were
still at the hotel, not waited until we got all the way to base camp, and I had
a drink in me. If you want to leave, you only have to say the word, Melissa. I’ll
figure out a way to take you back to town first thing in the morning.”


Melissa gave a soft laugh.


“I see you are still trying to get rid
of me, Dr Grayson.”


Jane decided not to comment on the
obvious jibe. It would not take much for her to admit that if Melissa decided
to go, she would be extremely disappointed. She really would miss her. And maybe
it was that damn whiskey as well, but she was finding it harder and harder to
tear her gaze away from the woman. She loved the way that her eyes twinkled so
beautifully when she smiled, and looked so happy, the way she did now.


“What’s so funny?” she murmured.


 “Well,
perhaps I should tell you something else about my other reason for being here,”
Melissa admitted with a nervous grin.


She enjoyed the playful glance that Jane
immediately flashed her in return.


          “Oh? You’ve got dark secrets of your
own?”         


          “Not really… And it is purely selfish,
I’m afraid.”


          Melissa told her all about her
fledgling career as a wannabe ‘serious’
photographer and documentary-maker. She told her how badly she wanted this, an
opportunity to prove herself to National Geographic. And a chance to make
something of her life that she would feel really proud of. When she finished,
Jane was smiling again.


          “So, you’re a rookie, uh,” she
observed.


          Melissa pursed her lips at the term.


          “No. Don’t call me that.”


          “Sorry, rookie,” Jane chuckled.


          Melissa actually went bright red.


          “Gosh, I hate that word.”


          Jane squeezed her shoulder gently.


“Nothing wrong with being a beginner,
Melissa,” she assured her. “And especially since from what I hear, you are an
extremely talented and accomplished photographer.”


          “Well, Matt was kind enough to
compliment me on my work, but…”


          “No ‘but’,” Jane interrupted. “I’ve had a look at it too.”


          This time it was Melissa’s turn to
feel a little out of breath with anticipation.


          “Really, you did?” 


          “Yeah. I did.”


          Jane simply stood there, smiling, not
saying anything more about it.


          “Oh, come on, don’t do this to me,”
Melissa protested, even though she was laughing by now. “You like my work? Uh?
You do?”


          “I love
your work,” Jane corrected, enjoying the delighted expression on Melissa’s
face when she told her. “And I really am glad that you’re with us on this
expedition. So, you want to stay?”


          “Yes!”


“Are you sure? Because I do want you to,
but it won’t be a walk in the park, you know…”


          “I’m sure, and I won’t let you down,”
Melissa promised excitedly. “This documentary is going to be amazing, Jane, and
you won’t regret bringing me along.”


          That’s
really not what I meant, Jane thought about saying. But perhaps it would be
wise not to let the whiskey talk too loud just now, and make her say some things
that she might regret in the morning. 


          “Okay. You’re on,” she said instead. “Now,
ever slept in a hammock before, Ms Douglas?”    


          “No. But I can’t wait to try it out.”


          Jane grinned. She liked this kind of
enthusiasm.


“Follow me, then, rookie,” she invited. 


          Melissa burst out laughing.


          













 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER ELEVEN


 


          


By
Day 10 of the expedition, they still had nothing to show for their efforts. They
had not found a single clue, structure or artefact, and it was clear that Jane was
beginning to get a little concerned. 


Every day, they went out and explored a
different sector. Every day, they left at dawn and only returned just before
dark, exhausted, and disappointed. Once or twice it had been way past that time,
when she had insisted that they carry on for a little longer than was really
safe, and they got caught out on the way home. It was gruelling and dangerous
work. The whole area was a network of hills and deep ravines; mountain peaks
and sunken valleys; covered in jungle, and divided by rivers and torrents that
had been made treacherous by huge boulders and broken trees. Unnavigable, and a
nightmare to traverse on foot. Walking around in this stuff was made even more
hazardous whenever they found themselves still out at night, past the time when
the jaguars started lurking through the forest in search of their next meal. Jane
had a few items on her list of things she wanted to avoid at all cost. Being
devoured by hungry wildlife was one of them. Running into members of the Helios
Corporation was another. She had not thought much about Yvon over the past ten
days, but he was still floating somewhere at the back of her mind. She had not
let her guard down. 


          Melissa herself was doing brilliantly
with her filming and photography work, and she was building an amazing picture
of what it was like to be a member of such an expedition. As promised, Jane had
fully engaged with the project. She shared of herself freely and openly, and
Melissa was forever thankful to her for doing that. And so, realistically, she
was the only one of the team whose professional goals were being fulfilled
adequately. Still, she was hoping and praying that by the time they ran out of
supplies and had to leave, they would find the temple. Or… something. Anything.
This was not linked to the overall success of the documentary, of course, although
it would make it a lot more exciting, for sure. But after hearing Jane’s heart-wrenching
story, and spending ten days in such close-quarters with her at a jungle camp, eating,
travelling together, and sharing a portable shower, Melissa had grown extremely
fond of the beautiful archaeologist. She wanted that success for her more than
anything else.


          “Well, archaeology is 99%
disappointment, and 1% bliss,” Jane reflected to her one day. “Keep smiling. It
may not feel like it at times, but we’re still doing well.”


          Yet, on that fateful Day 10, even Jane
herself was feeling tired and discouraged. She always seemed to reach that
point during a trip when she hit a physical and emotional wall of sheer
exhaustion. She was there now, and needed to find her second breath. On this
particular expedition, it seemed to be taking its own sweet time coming. She wiped
sweat from her forehead, and pointed at something on the map, as she and her
partner stood close together studying the aerial shots. 


“We’ve only got this area on the left to
look at now,” she indicated. “If there is something to find around here, one
way or the other, we must be closing in on it. Don’t you think?”


          They had stopped for a quick lunch break
in a small clearing. It had been raining all morning. Now, thankfully, it had
stopped, but they were still soaking wet, and morale was low. Either the stuff
they had seen on the radar had been washed away by floods, or it was so well
buried under the jungle floor that they could not see it with the naked eye.


          “Yeah, I agree,” Matt said. “But it looks
like at least four more days of work.”


          “Well, I’d really like to push a bit
further on today. If we can get to that grid over here, we should be in a good
position to just…”


          An urgent whistle sounded through the
air, and Jane froze in the middle of her sentence. Instantly, her heart started
to race. Melissa. Matt looked up from
the maps too, frowning.


          “Mel?” he called out. “Are you all right?”


          There was no response.


          “Melissa!” Jane yelled.


          The whistle echoed again. It sounded a
little desperate this time. 


          “Shit!” Jane exclaimed. “Where is she?”


          She whirled around, and scanned the
forest in all directions for any signs of the photographer. Melissa was nowhere
to be seen. Jane grabbed her own whistle, and let out a series of three sharp
sounds. Immediately, she received the same pattern back in reply. 


          “Over there,” Matt said, pointing.
“Follow me. Stay close.”


          “I’ve done this before, Matt,” Jane
snapped.


          “Keep whistling.”


          She did. And for every whistle that she
made, she got one back, sounding a little bit louder, and a little closer every
time. Her heart was pounding inside her chest. If Melissa was still whistling,
it probably meant that nothing serious had happened to her. Still, Jane hated
the sound of those things out in the forest. Nobody ever whistled because of
something good. And potentially, the consequences of getting lost out there
could be dire. It could mean death. I
told her to stay close. Damn it! How many times do I have to say it? It was
some full and anxious ten minutes before they finally managed to get to Melissa.
Matt was the first to spot her in the distance. 


          “Okay. Here she is,” he announced.
“Right over there.”


          Jane soon caught sight of the photographer
too, and she let out a sharp sigh of relief. She realised that her legs were
shaking. Her heart was still hammering inside her chest, and her fingers were
tingling with electricity.


          “Melissa? What the hell?” she shouted angrily.


          The woman was standing in the middle
of what may have appeared like a path to her. Yet, it was not, and that was one
of the reasons people so often disappeared in the forest. Going ‘just a little bit further’. Following
false trails that led nowhere. By the time they realised it, and turned around,
everything looked different, the path had disappeared, and it was too late.
Melissa must have scared herself on this one. She looked pale, and she kept a
death grip on her camera, aimed at something straight in front of her. 


Jane frowned at the sight of her
standing so still.


          “Hey, are you all right?” she enquired.
“What did you…”


          “Stop!” the woman yelled. “Don’t
move!”


          “Aw, shit,” Matt whispered. “Jane, look.”


          Jane followed his gaze down to the
almost perfectly concealed snake that lay all coiled up on the jungle floor.
She held her breath at the sight of it. It was a big one, one of those dreaded
pit viper fer-de-lance. Writhing and quivering right there in front of Melissa.
Its head was up, and Jane could see the fangs. They must have been an inch in
length at least. The snake’s body was thicker than Matt’s wrist. 


          “She’s in its strike range,” Jane
murmured.


          “I know.”


          “Matt…”


          The snake had noticed them all now. It
looked agitated.


          “I know, Jane,” Matt repeated calmly.
“You got your tong?”


          She grabbed it off the back of her
rucksack.


          “Yes. I’m ready.”


          “Okay. Follow my lead then. Melissa?”


          “Yes, Matt,” the photographer replied
immediately.


          She sounded in control, but Jane could
hear the tension in her voice. She tried not to imagine what would happen if Melissa
got bitten. They were days away from the river now. The GPS unit only worked
now and again, on the odd times they were lucky enough to catch a satellite
through the multi-layered canopy. Their mobile phones had been dead for days.
If either of them got bitten now… Jane shook her head, and focused her mind on
the mission.


          “When I tell you,” Matt said, “start
backing up, and go stand behind Jane. Okay, Mel?”


          “Okay.”


          “All right…”


          And Matt moved to the side quickly.
Instantly, the snake turned toward him, tracking his every movement. It started
to rise again, and hissed. 


          “Go, now.”


          Given the fer-de-lance’s threatening
behaviour, Jane did not wait a second longer to neutralise it. She was quick
and precise with her tong, and as soon as the snake dropped back on the ground,
she managed to pin its body down. It was as if the fer-de-lance had been
electrocuted. It thrashed and twisted violently against the pole, as Jane
expertly moved the V-shaped bit that kept it down toward the back of its head,
aiming to get a safer grip.


          “Watch out for it spitting, guys,” she
warned.


As if on cue, the snake suddenly sprayed
a load of venom in all directions. Melissa shivered at the sight of the pale-yellow
liquid arcing high up into the air.


          “Nice catch, Jane,” Matt said. “Now, hold
it still.”


          “Are you going to pick it up?” Melissa
enquired.


          She was already fully recovered it
seemed, and completely ignoring his directive to stand behind Jane. Instead,
she had positioned herself slightly off and to the side of them, in order to
film the unfolding scene on her GoPro. Jane glanced at her, as she felt sweat
dripping into her eyes. What is it about
this woman and not following instructions? she wondered in frustration. She
hated playing around with snakes, and every time she saw a fer-de-lance, the
scar tissue on her left wrist started to throb. She also did not like the way
the animal kept struggling against the tong either. It was strong, and clearly
extremely pissed-off.


          “It’s not a toy, Melissa,” she snapped.
“Matt, let’s shove it in a bag, and release it somewhere else.”


          “In just a minute,” he promised.


          “Matthew.”


          “Just a sec,” he repeated. “Keep it
pinned down, Jane. Mel, you can come a little closer if you want to film this. I
won’t pick it up.”


          He smiled at his partner as he said
that, and she rolled her eyes at him.


          “Stupid,” she muttered under her
breath. “Really stupid, both of you.”


          She tightened her grip on the tong as
both he and Melissa had a closer look. Matt made the snake open its mouth wide again
so that she could get a beautiful shot of its fangs. To Jane, all of this was
strictly unnecessary, and a ridiculous waste of time.


          “Get on with it, you two,” she
instructed loudly. “Damn!”


          Eventually, to her great relief, Matt
bundled the fer-de-lance into a thick canvas bag, and went to relocate it a
reasonable distance away. When he came back, Jane could not contain herself any
longer.


          “What the hell did I tell you about
staying close?” she exploded.


          Melissa looked unfazed. She shrugged.


          “I wasn’t lost, Jane. I just needed
help with the snake.”


          “What were you doing so far away from
us?” Jane insisted.


          “I wasn’t that far.”


          “Ten minutes is too far.”


“I just went to the toilet. Didn’t think
I needed you for that.”


          “Well, you obviously do,” Jane argued.


          Melissa had no real clever answer to
that, and she wisely chose to remain quiet. Jane shouldered her rucksack, and
barked out a clear order to her before starting to stride down the path again. 


          “Stay in the middle, keep up, and stop
shoving that camera in my face every five seconds.”


Matt suppressed an amused chuckle at the
way that Melissa immediately raised her hands in a pretend strangling gesture.
Jane did not see it, which was probably just as well. It was fair to say that
those ten days without results were taking their toll on the small group.
Tempers were running a little high, especially Jane’s.


“It’s getting late, partner,” he
reminded her.


“I want to push on for a big longer,”
Jane argued.


          Should
have thought she would say that, Melissa reflected. Jane never wanted to
stop or slow down, ever. She always wanted to take it that little bit further. Melissa
was feeling dead on her feet by that point, and even though she would not have liked
to say it in front of Jane, she had to admit to herself at least that the
episode with the snake had shaken her. On top of that, Jane was right. She
probably had gone too far, and taken unnecessary risks. She would apologise to
her later, when they got back to camp, and Jane had cooled off a bit. 


Pretty soon, it started raining again. Melissa
put her hat back on, and she kept going. It was hard work, but still, a faint
smile appeared on her lips after a while. Having Jane in the lead and being
second had its advantages. Like an opportunity to watch her unreservedly. Jane
Grayson was extremely nice to watch, Melissa thought. With her well-developed
arms and shoulders, tall, slender body, and the way she always liked to wear
her dark hair loose, with a few wet strands trickling down the back of her neck,
and in between her breasts... Yeah, she was nice to watch. Lost in a cloud of thoughts
that she would have been embarrassed to share, but that kept her going and her
spirits up in those tough conditions, Melissa started to slow down a little.
She still had a good view of Jane though, and she was totally unprepared for
what happened next. She watched her jump gracefully over a fallen tree, take
one step to the side, and come to an abrupt stop. Melissa saw her look all
around her, staring at the ground, and then turn to face them.


          “What the hell…” Jane murmured.


          “Problem?” Matt enquired from the
back.


          And then all of a sudden, before Jane
could even reply to him, the ground underneath her seemed to give way, and the
archaeologist disappeared from view completely, swallowed up in an avalanche of
wet earth and vegetation.

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER
TWELVE



 


 

Even
though she did suffer a bunch of cracked ribs on impact, Jane was actually incredibly
lucky on that occasion. She fell down a good ten meters, and would probably
have incurred a lot more serious injury if not for the fact that she landed on
water rather than solid ground. Still, she had no idea what would be beneath
her, and she hit the water on her side. From that height, it just felt like
smashing hard against a brick wall. It almost knocked her out. Fortunately, the
startling sensation of finding herself underwater, and unable to breathe, kept
her awake and decidedly alert. She kicked vigorously a few times with her legs,
and surfaced gasping and wheezing in the middle of a magnificent fresh-water
hole. 


She had fallen down into a cenote.


Wincing at the way her ribs hurt with
every move, and every breath she tried to take, she swam to the side, and
hoisted herself out onto a patch of limestone rock. She struggled to catch her
breath. Tried to cough a few times to make it better, and instantly regretted
it. Instead, she slowly rolled her shoulders to try to open her rib cage, which
Matt had once told her worked much better. It did eventually, and she succeeded
in getting her breathing under control. As soon as she was able to do so, she
sent two sharp whistles toward the small hole overhead that she could clearly see
she had fallen through. She knew that her partner would be listening out for
the signal. And indeed, Matt was. A huge smile came to his lips as soon as he
heard it.


“Yeah!” he shouted. “Good job, Grayson!”


“Is she okay?” Melissa enquired
anxiously.


“Yeah, she is!” he confirmed, laughing
in heartfelt relief. “Two whistles in quick succession is our code for okay,
remember?”


Melissa pursed her lips. She had
forgotten, and that was something else that Jane would probably have decided
was completely unacceptable. She would have been right. Melissa did not reply,
and simply vowed to improve. 


“Pfew!” Matt exclaimed, totally
oblivious. “So that’s that, then. Wonder what’s under there, and what took her
so long to use her bloody whistle.”


He leaned a little further into the
opening. As a safety precaution, he was wearing his climbing harness, and had
secured himself to a nearby tree with a length of strong rope. Melissa was
tethered to that same tree, just in case the ground decided to vanish from
under their feet once more.


“Jane?” he called. “Jane, can you hear
me?”


“Yeah,” she yelled. 


“You all right down there?”


There was a slight pause, then Jane’s
voice sounded again.


“I’m fine.” Another pause. “Fell into a
cenote.”


“Yeah, I can see some of the water from
here.” 


“I’m on solid ground now,” she replied.


Melissa smiled at the news. Jane’s voice
sounded echoic and strange from underground, but it was strong. She liked being
able to hear her voice a lot better than just the whistle.


“Cenote?” she asked. “Like the ones in
Mexico?”


“Yep. Looks like a really nice one, too.”


Melissa had been to the gorgeous
underground caverns of the Yucatán Peninsula, with their amazing hanging vines
and turquoise-coloured waters. It had been an awesome trip for her, and the
cenotes had been the best part of it. It would be great to be able to film this
one, no doubt, but the only thing on her mind at that particular moment was
Jane.


          “We need to get her out of there,” she
said impatiently. 


Matt nodded.


“Yes. Indeed.”


 He
looked a little weary too. It was getting really late, and they had to get back
to camp. Now, this would delay them further, and they might not even make it
tonight. It would mean an uncomfortable night in the jungle for them all, and
he was not looking forward to it. 


          “This rope should do it,” he muttered.
“Let me think…”


          “Matt?” Jane called out to him.


          “Yes, buddy, go ahead.”


          She had stood up by now, and was
peering down the side of the large sinkhole. It seemed to be a lot lighter and
brighter at the other end, and it could only mean one thing.


          “There must be a bigger opening somewhere
close to this location,” she announced. “You guys keep walking. I think it’s
south. Um… Yeah, keep walking south. I’ll do the same from down here and meet
you at the entrance. Okay?”


          She was trying to spare herself an
uncomfortable winch out of the cave. Her ribs were really painful, and if she
could simply walk out of the cenote, she would rather do that than dangle at
the end of a rope. Matt hesitated.


          “Okay, guys?” Jane repeated


          “Okay,” he replied reluctantly.


          He sounded uncertain, and she knew that
it was because he hated the idea of being separated for any length of time.
Still, it probably would not take them long to hook up with each other again.


          “See you in a few minutes,” Jane said
firmly, and she started walking.


          She was deliberately slow and careful,
holding on to her injured ribs with one hand, unwilling to slip off the wet
rock and earn herself another dip in the water. It was absolutely ice cold, and
once had been enough for her. She was shivering now. As she walked, she kept
her free hand on the side of the cavern wall for support. Despite the cold, once
or twice she could not help but stop, and simply stare at her surroundings in
awe. It was spellbinding, really. Like Melissa, Jane had seen her fair share of
beautiful cenotes in her time, but this one was certainly one of the best. When
she glanced into the crystal-clear waters of the large natural well, there was nothing
to obscure her vision either. The hole looked deep, and yet she could see all
the way down to the rocks at the bottom. Shades of blues and greens, constantly
changing. It was magnificent. Water shadows rippled and danced all along the
sides, giving the entire setting an amazingly magical feel. For a while, Jane
forgot all about her problems with funding, Helios, and her search for that
bloody temple. She was simply glad to have stumbled upon such a place. Could have done without the fall, obviously...



She knew for a fact that Melissa would
be desperate to film some footage inside the area. Matt would grumble about the
timings as always, but give in eventually, and Jane smiled at the thought of
her two friends. Indeed, they made for a good team. After a couple more minutes
of walking, she came around a bend, and spied a large opening into the roof of
the cave. There was an obvious walking route upward and back out into the
jungle from there, and she nodded in satisfaction. She would be able to use the
path, and there was no way Matt and Melissa would miss this entrance either. Perfect. 


She relaxed, and that was when she
spotted the small opening on the side of the wall. The fact that it was shaped
strangely like a human body caught her attention. It was the only thing in that
cave that looked like it may have been altered perhaps. Or even chiselled out
of the rock… Frowning in concentration, Jane stared at it a little more
intently. It might have been her imagination, but there was definitely
something different about this crack in the cavern wall. Instead of carrying on
walking toward the exit, she stopped, and ran her fingers along the sides. So smooth… 


Of course, she was well aware that
limestone tended to get silky smooth over time, and it especially would do so in
a place like this, where water always ran everywhere, and over every surface.
This being said, there were a few uneven spots over which she could feel some
rough indentations. And those were in the places where the opening appeared to
be the least naturally formed. Jane’s heart suddenly leaped inside her chest. Could it actually be tool marks? she
wondered. She bent forward a little
more, and peered down into it. Thick darkness was all she could see. Jane
glanced behind her eagerly, wondering how long it was going to take her
partners to join her. She fired off two impatient whistles into the air, but
received no reply. She reminded herself that up above, the going would not be
so easy. And it looked like it was getting dark out there too, which would
render Matt and Melissa’s progress even trickier. Inside the cave though, some
kind of natural fluorescence was in effect. It appeared to come from the plants
growing on the sides of the walls, and at least for the time being, it maintained
the light to an acceptable level. Nature
at its best, Jane reflected. 


She dropped her backpack on the ground,
and fished her powerful Maglite out of it. With no hesitation, she flicked it
on and squeezed herself inside the opening to take a better look. There
appeared to be a tunnel on the other side. It also seemed that the roof became progressively
lower the further she could shine her light down into it. Where did it lead? Once
again, she stepped out to glance expectantly toward the exit. Once more, she
whistled a couple of times. Still no reply. She sighed.


“Come on, guys, hurry up,” she murmured.


She returned her attention to the wall,
and hesitated. She knew that if she went ahead with this all alone, she would
be breaking all the safety rules in the book. But still… She had never been very
good at resisting temptation, and so she decided to stop waiting, and go right
ahead. She was amused at the thought of not having a single leg to stand on the
next time it would come to condemn one of Melissa’s little transgressions. Oh, well… She kept going. As she made
her way in deeper, hunched over inside the tunnel, Jane reflected on the way
that the woman had managed to scare her so badly during her thoughtless little stunt
with the fer-de-lance. Jane could not quite believe how much she had come to
care about Melissa, but she did. The woman was funny, intelligent, courageous…
Well, she was a wimp when it came to spiders, true, but whatever. And she was
beautiful, too. That short blond hair, the large twinkling brown eyes, and this
incredible smile of hers… Distracted, Jane smacked her forehead on a piece of
jagged rock. Hard.


“Fuck,” she muttered under breath.


 It made her vision blur for a second or two,
as she quickly realised that the tunnel was curving down lower. Before this,
she had been crouching over, but now she had to get down on her knees, and
carry on shuffling forward a little more slowly. Pay attention, Grayson! she admonished herself. Concentrate. 


She knew damn well that she should be
turning around. This was starting to be rough-going, and her ribs made it hard
to inhale deeply. It was becoming quite difficult to breathe. Surely time to go
back, right? But right there in front of her, the tunnel seemed to be widening
up a bit. Curiosity as always got the better of her. I’ll get to that point and stop, Jane promised herself. Just a little bit further, to see what is on
the other side...


















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN



 

 


It
took Matt and Melissa a good forty-five minutes to find the open entrance to
the cenote. All things considered, it was not that long. And yet, Matt should
have remembered from previous experience that it would be more than enough time
for his partner to get into trouble, should there even be the slightest
opportunity for her to do so. That she was not there to welcome them at the
entrance to the cenote was his first clue that everything might not be well.
His uneasiness quickly grew as they descended deeper into the cave, and walked to
the edge of the water. Oblivious to his concerns, Melissa was already busy
setting up her every piece of equipment.


“Oh, wow, look at this amazing place!
It’s so beautiful!” she exclaimed. And then she frowned, suddenly realising the
obvious. “Hey, where’s Jane?”


She whirled around, startled, when Matt suddenly
and unexpectedly unleashed a string of frustrated swear words behind her. He
had spotted his partner’s open rucksack, abandoned on the limestone floor. He
made his way over to it in three sharp strides, and picked it up.


“What the hell has happened here?” he
exclaimed.


 He stood looking all around the cave, shaking
his head in bewilderment. Jane was nowhere to be seen. Melissa’s heart sank in
her chest like a piece of lead.


“Jane!” Matt yelled at the top of his
lungs.


“JANE!” Melissa echoed even louder.


They whistled. They shouted. There was
no reply from her.


“Bloody hell,” Matt muttered under his
breath. “I don’t like the sound of this one bit!”


For the very first time since she had
met him, Melissa could clearly perceive a heightened note of stress in his
voice. By then, she was feeling worried about Jane too, increasingly so. And detecting
such anxiety in the voice of the usually laid-back ex-soldier was disconcerting
to say the least, which only added to her concerns. She shivered with a sudden
spike of fear. 


“Look, it’s probably okay,” she reasoned,
fighting the initial urge to panic. “If she left her rucksack behind, she can’t
have gone very far, right?”


“But Jane would not simply leave her
gear behind,” he argued in disbelief.


Resolutely, Melissa grabbed Jane’s bag
from him, and started rifling through it. On their very first day together, the
archaeologist had emptied the contents of her day pack out in front of her, to
show her exactly what Melissa would need to bring along on their daily outings
into the jungle. Melissa had excellent visual memory. It did not take her long
to come to the correct conclusion.


“Her flashlight is missing,” she said.
“And look over here, Matt.”


She pointed toward the opening in the
wall. Matt stared at it. He shook his head in open wonder. The look on his face
was a mixture of hope and irritation. 


“No way. She would not be stupid enough
to go in there on her own…” he started.


But then there was a sudden scraping
noise coming from inside the dark tunnel, and Jane’s voice boomed out from what
felt like somewhere deep within the bowels of the earth.


“Guys? That you out there?”


          Melissa grinned. Matt’s eyes widened
in amazement. 


          “Well, I guess I got that wrong,” he
muttered. “There are really no limits…”


He was feeling hugely relieved, but also
angry now. And as soon as he could catch a sight of his partner moving inside
the narrow opening, he reached in and pulled her out by a handful of her shirt.


          “What the hell happened to waiting for
your mates before you disappear into some crazy dark tunnel?” he yelled. “What’s
wrong with you, Jane? Are you out of your stupid mind, or what?”


          But Jane pushed his hand away, and
clearly winced in pain when she did so. 


          “Damn it, Matt,” she exclaimed. “Don’t
grab me like that!”


She was clearly panting, and had to hold
on to the wall for support. His expression went from angry and annoyed to
suspicious, and then deeply concerned in about a split second. 


          “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Are
you hurt?”


          “No,” she replied. 


          “Don’t give me that bullshit, I saw
you wince.”


“It’s just… a bruised rib, I guess.
Maybe cracked…”


          Melissa stared at Jane in alarm, as she
suddenly spotted the deep cut on her forehead, and a line of blood running
freely down the side of her face. Matt had obviously spotted the injury as well
now, because he immediately shone his torch into her face to take a closer look.
Jane tried to knock it out of his hand, without success. She squeezed her eyes
shut, and jerked her head away.  


          “Don’t do that,” she hissed. “It
hurts.”


          “All right, sit down,” Matt
instructed.


          “Why?”


          He grabbed her around the waist just
as she was about to lose her balance, and fall. He must have caught her bad ribs
at the same time, because Jane let out a sharp yell.


          “Damn it, Matthew!”


          “Sorry,” he apologised. “Come on now,
sit down.”


          “I don’t need to sit down, I’m fine,”
Jane argued furiously, even as she swayed. 


          “You’re not fine at all,” he insisted.
“I want you to sit your arse down here, and shut up for a bloody minute. Think
you can manage that, Grayson?”


          Jane chuckled and grunted in pain both
at the same time.


          “Shit,” she wheezed through her teeth.
“Don’t make me laugh…”


          “Melissa, hold the torch for me,
please,” Matt asked.


          “Sure.”


          Jane glanced in her direction.


          “Hey, Melissa,” she mumbled.


          “Hey, yourself. So, looks like I’m not
the only one breaking a few rules today, uh?” Melissa chided gently. “You’re
just as bad as me, Jane.”


          She was glad to see that the woman was
in one piece, although she hated the sight of so much blood all over her shirt.
Jane flashed her a tired grin in return.


          “I knew you’d say that. I’m sorry,
guys. I didn’t think it would take me this long.”


          “To do what?” Matt snapped. “Kill
yourself?” 


          “It’s that opening,” Jane replied,
ignoring him.


          “What about it?”


          “Looks a bit like it might be
man-made.”


          Matt glanced at it. He stared for a
few seconds with a deep frown on his face. Then he simply shook his head, and
started rummaging through his medical kit.


          “Absolutely not. What drugs are you
on?” he wondered. 


          “But don’t you think it looks like a
human shape?” Jane insisted. She pointed toward it. “Here’s the head with that
rounded bit at the top, see? And there’s some slits on the side that look like
a pair of arms.”


          Melissa could definitely see it.


          “Yes, you’re right,” she agreed. “I’m
with you.”


The comment earned her a brilliant smile
from Jane, and a disapproving shake of the head from Matthew. Melissa just
shrugged. She kept her eyes on Jane, watching as she wiped blood off her face
with the back of her hand. And then stared at it as if she had not been aware
of it before.


          “I just wanted to see if it led
anywhere.”


          “And does it?” Matt enquired
ironically.


          “No, it’s a dead end. And a tight one
at that.”


          “Is that where you cut your head?”


          “No, that was at the beginning.”


          “And you carried on anyway?” He shook
his head again, looking increasingly baffled. “I wonder about you sometimes,
Jane, I really do. Let me have a look at your ribs now. Stay still for me.”


          He lifted the side of her shirt, and
Melissa gasped at the size of the bruise that covered her entire abdomen. It
looked like it would be a lot more painful than Jane was letting on.


          “Just as I thought, you’re all black
and blue,” Matt announced in dismay.


          He had suffered broken ribs a couple
of times when he was active with the Marines, and he knew exactly what this
would feel like. He was amazed that she would think of walking anywhere with
this type of an injury, let alone crawling into a pitch-black tunnel on her
own, without backup, just because she was curious to see where it would lead.


          “About the ribs, I just hit the water
wrong,” Jane muttered, as if she felt the need to defend herself. “Not like I
chose to fall into that hole, you know…”


          She sucked in air through her teeth
again as he snapped on a clean pair of surgical gloves, and rested his hand
over her bruised torso. 


          “Getting into your medical roleplay
fetish again, uh?” she teased.


It was obviously an effort to speak
though, and it took her two attempts to finish her sentence. Matt rewarded her
with a humourless chuckle.


          “Like I said, Jane. Be quiet, and keep
breathing nice and slow for me, while I make sure that some bit of bone isn’t
about to pierce your lungs.”


          She shot him a dark look which lacked
some of its usual intensity. But she did remain quiet this time, and still. Melissa
slipped behind her.


          “Relax,” she offered. 


          “I am rela… Ow!”


          Jane flinched in pain as Matt palpated
her ribs a little harder, and she felt a fresh wave of nausea wash all over
her. Before she was even aware of it, she allowed herself to rest her head against
Melissa’s shoulder. Okay, maybe that
crawl down the tunnel wasn’t such a good idea after all, she reflected. The
pain was a lot worse than before, and a blinding headache was developing at the
back of her skull. Lying back in Melissa’s arms felt a little weird at first. Slightly
embarrassing. At the same time, Jane would have been incapable of refusing the
offer. Arguing with Matt was one thing, it was easy. Not taking advantage of a
beautiful woman wanting to be extra gentle with her when she was down would
have been a lot harder. Saying no to Melissa proved absolutely impossible.


          “Thanks,” she murmured.


          “No problem. Just don’t bleed all over
my GoPro,” Melissa replied casually. 


          Jane forgot all about her injured ribs,
and she laughed. It felt like being stabbed in the chest. She bit down on her
lower lip to avoid squealing in pain. Then, she spotted Matt loading a shot of
morphine into a syringe. He saw her looking, and gave her an apologetic look.


          “No,” she said.


          “Don’t even try,” he warned her.


          “But I really don’t need that,” she
tried anyway.


          “Listen, you’ve got two broken ribs, and
a cut on your head that is going to require a couple of stitches at least. Not
to mention you look like death warmed over. So, you may as well stop arguing
with me now. You’re having it whether you like it or not. Sorry.”


          Jane felt the cold rub of a swab of alcohol
against the inside of her forearm, and the swift prick of the needle. She
watched the liquid being pushed into her vein. 


          “Hate that stuff,” she mumbled.


          “Why?” Melissa whispered against her
ear.


          “Makes me drool, and talk rubbish.”     


          Matt let out a delighted chuckle.


          “That’s right, Grayson,” he agreed.
“You don’t normally drool, I’ll grant you that.” 


          As the numbing blanket of the
painkiller fell all over her brain, nicely neutralising the pain, Jane closed
her eyes, and she sank a little lower against Melissa. 


          “Man’s an idiot,” she murmured. “Love
him though…”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN



 


 

She
was out cold for a good couple of hours. When she woke up, she realised that
Matt and Melissa had established camp inside the cave. Obviously, walking back
to Camp 2 at night after the long day they had endured was not an option. A
nice warming fire had been lit. Tea was on the go as well, and always one of
Matt’s utmost priority. It smelt nice, although the thought of eating or
drinking anything made Jane’s stomach roll. She unwrapped herself from the
emergency blanket that they had thoughtfully covered her with, and started to
raise a hand to her forehead to investigate the damage. 


          “Jane.”


          Melissa’s voice echoed from somewhere
close behind her. Jane felt her fingers wrap themselves around her wrist gently,
stopping her movement.


          “Don’t touch it.” 


Melissa came to kneel in front of her, and
she looked deep into her eyes, as if to ascertain Jane’s condition. She smiled,
and Jane reflected on how much she loved to see that look. 


“How’re you feeling?”


          “A little groggy. But fine otherwise. Where’s
Matt?”


          “He went to collect some more wood for
the fire. You want some tea?”


          “No… Thanks.”


          “Anything to eat?”


          Jane shook her head carefully.


          “You’ll need to eat at some point.”


          “I will. In a little while, okay?”


          “Okay, then. That’s fine.”


          And then, Melissa smiled again. Jane
stared into her eyes, unable to look away this time. She felt Melissa reach up
and gently cup her cheek in the palm of her hand. The gesture was so incredibly
tender, and so totally unexpected, that Jane found herself responding to it
before she even realised what she was doing. She lowered her head, and leaned
into Melissa’s touch. Closed her eyes again. She sighed. Damn. She’s nice… The next thing she knew, Matt was in her face,
flashing his torch into her eyes. Jane was startled.


          “What are you doing…” she started to
protest.


          “You gotta stop passing out on us like
this, Grayson,” he warned. “What happened? Are you feeling worse? Be honest
with me Jane, okay?”


          Jane raised her eyes, searching for
Melissa. She did not have to look very far. The woman was on her right,
watching her intently, looking worried. So did Matt.


          “Sorry,” she murmured. “Must be the
morphine. I’m fine.”


          Melissa exchanged a glance with Matt.
She rubbed Jane’s shoulder gently. 


          “Maybe you should really eat something,”
she reflected.


          They only had the emergency military stuff
that they carried with them for such unplanned occurrences at their disposal,
and Jane forced herself to eat a self-heated pouch of macaroni and cheese. It
was British Army rations, which Matt always assured her were the best in the
world, but to Jane, it still tasted pretty disgusting. Despite the way that she
complained about it, mainly to tease her partner, Melissa was pleased to see
some colour return to her face. 


          “Do you miss cooking when you’re out
in the field?” she asked.


          “Yes,” Jane said. “A lot.”


          “I miss showers,” Melissa replied.


          “I miss my bed,” Matt piped up from
the other side.


          They all looked at each other, and
burst out laughing.


          “This is a pretty cool place though,
right?” Jane remarked.


          “It’s awesome,” Melissa agreed. “Well
worth it.”


Matt reached inside his backpack for the
inevitable flask of whiskey he always carried around with him. They did not
drink every night, but he decided that tonight certainly warranted it. First
the snake, then all this shit with the tunnel and the broken ribs. He was ready
for a little sip. Also, it was not every day they got to enjoy a picnic inside
a hidden cenote, one that few human beings had probably ever set foot in.


          “To my goofy partner,” he declared,
raising the bottle toward her. “Glad you’re okay, sister.” 


          “To Jane,” Melissa smiled brightly
when it was her turn for the bottle.


          She attempted to pass it to her, but
Matt intercepted it before Jane could grab hold of it.


          “Hey,” she protested.


          “Sorry. Not when you’ve got morphine
in your system.”


          The way her chest had started to hurt
again, Jane was pretty sure that whiskey would help her a lot more than the
bloody morphine. Still, she was careful not to start complaining, and earn
herself another shot. She just nodded, and shivered involuntarily. 


          “Are you getting cold?” Melissa
enquired.


          She was up and by her side with the
space blanket before Jane could even reply. She wrapped it around her
shoulders, and pulled her a little closer against her own body.


          “How’s that?” she asked.


          Jane nodded slowly, looking for the
right word. She was pretty sure that amazing,
wonderful, or even delicious would
not be appropriate at this very moment. And certainly not in front of Matt, who
was grinning wildly enough at the sight of them behaving like this as it was.


          “Okay, thanks,” she said instead.


          “Jane?” Melissa whispered close to her
ear.


          Every time that she did that, Jane’s
stomach performed a nice little flip inside her body. She tried not to flinch,
tried not to squirm, tried not to turn her head and simply stare at Melissa’s
lips in open wonder. 


          “Yeah,” she said.


          “Tell me about the vanished temple,”
Melissa requested.


          A nice warm glow spread all over
Jane’s face at the mention of it. She relaxed a little more against the
photographer. Thought again how strange it was that she had started off
resenting her presence so much, and now simply turned to jelly every time that the
woman lay a single finger on her.


          “Have you heard of the Vatican
archives, Melissa?” she murmured.


          Matt leaned back against his rucksack.
He crossed his legs at the ankles, and rested his hands behind his head. He
gave a contented little sigh as he stared at the ceiling, and the beautiful
shadows from the water that were in constant, soft movement above his eyes. He
knew the story, but he always loved to hear Jane tell it.


          “The archives were founded in 1612,
and were completely private and closed to the public until 1881. After that,
they became open to catholic scholars only. Then, over the years, the restrictions
have been relaxed, although they’re pretty damn stupid if you ask me. Journalists
and students are still not allowed in, let alone amateur historians or freelance
researchers. It drives me nuts,” Jane repeated. “But in 1979, my dad, who was
an accredited scholar and therefore allowed to request to study there, was invited
in to do some research. He was writing a book about ancient missionaries who
had spent time in remote and previously unexplored areas of the world. He
wanted to describe the lives they had led, and the ancient people and
civilisations they had been exposed to along the way.”


          “What was your dad’s name?” Melissa
whispered.


          Jane felt her fingers go up into her
hair, and start to gently brush through the thick tangled strands. She gave her
a dreamy smile. It was so sweet of Melissa to ask, and to do this for her. The
cave was shimmering with new shades of blues and greens now, and it seemed
almost alive. Matt had his eyes closed, and everything was quiet except for the
crackling of the fire. 


          “Graham,” Jane said. “My dad’s name
was Graham Albert Grayson.”


          “Beautiful,” Melissa murmured. 


She was staring thoughtfully at Jane’s
profile, and Jane shot her a confused glance.


          “What?”


          Melissa smiled.


          “Carry on, please,” she invited.


          For the whole of the expedition so far,
she had been constantly on edge when she was around Jane. At first, it was the
feeling that she should be impeccable in every way, to show the archaeologist
that she was a worthwhile addition to the team, and would produce quality work
for her. And then, this had turned into a different kind of edge, a much nicer
one. Like stumbling upon a naked Jane in the solar shower, and freezing in
place at the sight. Jane had spotted her, and smiled brightly. ‘Hey, you want the shower? Sorry, I’ll be
right out’, she had called. With one eye closed against a wandering bubble
of shampoo, and both hands up into her hair, standing there all naked, smiling
and proudly confident. 


And then there was the way that Jane was
so tactile with her partner, always resting a hand over his shoulder, or grabbing
him for a quick hug whenever he looked tired; and how she always seemed to want
to behave the same way with Melissa, but somehow did not allow herself to do it.
It was funny in a way, Melissa reflected, that it had taken such a bad fall and
a shot of morphine to get Jane to relax enough to allow her to sit with her
like this. And for Melissa herself to dare to make the first move. She kept her
fingers working in her hair, as Jane continued her story.


          “On that day he went into the Vatican
archives, Graham requested the three folders he was allowed to take out, and…”


          Melissa was surprised.


          “You’re not allowed to browse
through?” she interrupted.


          “Told you,” Jane replied, looking up
to flash her another smile. “That place is kind of crazy.”


          “And you’re only allowed three folders
at a time?”


          “Yes. One of those happened to be an
account by an Italian missionary named Massilio Andreas, dating back to the 1400s.
In it, Andreas described a thriving temple overflowing with gold, silver and
jewels. Apparently, it was called ‘Achala llaqta’ in the language of the ancient tribes. Literally, the Temple of
Jewels. My dad managed to find several mentions of this place in other accounts
and manuscripts. And in 1981, he flew to Peru, and spent time in the forest
with local Indian hunters. He started to hear about a legendary site where the
temple supposedly used to be, yet none of the hunters had ever seen it for themselves.
But they all said that their ancestors knew of a place that literally ‘sparkled into the moonlight, and was brighter
than the sun itself’…” 


          Melissa’s
hands travelled to her shoulders, and the back of her neck. Started massaging
the tense muscles there. Jane closed her eyes, and tried not to liquefy under
her touch. Now she was feeling really drowsy, but it was extremely nice, and
nothing at all to do with the morphine.


          “Problems
with funding seem to run in my family,” she remarked. “My dad had the same
issue, and also, there was no radar technology at the time. But he was still able
to put together several expeditions to the area. My mother went with him most
of the times, although her favourite thing was teaching. Her name was Caroline.”


          Jane
smiled at the memory of her.


“I guess I
have inherited her beliefs in a way,” she reflected. “My mum wanted to find the
temple more than anything in the world, because she thought that refugees from the
old Atlantis were responsible for its construction. I could have listened to
her talk about the legends of the ancient ancestors for days on end, you know,
without ever getting bored…”


          “I
think I could listen to you talk about this stuff for days on end without
getting bored too,” Melissa remarked.  


          She
was sincere about it. 


          “Thanks,”
Jane murmured.


          “So,
when we find the temple…” Melissa started.


          She
did not finish her sentence, just to see what Jane would say in response. She suspected
that she knew. This quest was obviously extremely personal to her, and yet Melissa
had the sneaky feeling that it was also a massive burden. She was right about
it. 


          “When
we find the temple,” Jane concluded with a soft sigh, “I can retire, at last.
Until then, I’ll keep searching.” 

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN



 


 

Melissa
woke up with a start a little after four in the morning, feeling chilled and
slightly disoriented. She sat up, and rubbed her eyes. Oh, yeah, that’s right. They were in the cave, she remembered it
now. Matt was fast asleep, still clutching the full bottle of whiskey in his right
hand, and snoring like a train. Jane was lying curled up on her side right next
to her, still nestled under the emergency blanket. Both arms wrapped protectively
around her ribcage, yet breathing a lot more easily than she had been the night
before. Good, Melissa observed, feeling
reassured. She needed the toilet, and she got up quietly and walked toward the mouth
of the cave. She had learned her lesson though, and she did not go too far. On
the way back, she was drawn toward the other side of the cavern. My God, this place is so beautiful. She
went to sit next to the water, staring pensively into the deep well, amazed at
how clear and inviting it looked. Wouldn’t
mind going for a swim...


          “Hey, don’t even think about it,” an
amused voice said from somewhere behind her.


          Melissa jumped, startled. She turned
around, and spotted Jane approaching, with that sexy little smirk of hers firmly
on her lips. Dark circles showing under her eyes still. Looking pale, and with stitches
sticking out of her forehead. But as far as Melissa was concerned, she still looked
absolutely gorgeous. She gestured for her to come and sit down.


          “So, you’re a mind-reader too, uh?”
she laughed. 


          “It was an easy guess. You had that
look on your face.”


          Melissa raised an enquiring eyebrow.


          “What look?” she asked.


          “Like you’re planning wicked stuff I
wouldn’t approve of.”


          “Oh, really?”


          “Yep. But could you wait until we’ve
had breakfast at least before you start breaking all the rules, and giving me a
heart attack again?”


          Oh…
So, she was worried about me before, Melissa suddenly realised with a
little pang of guilt. It had not occurred to her that Jane may have been
yelling at her after the incident with the snake simply because of that fact.
She started to feel all kinds of delighted about it.


          “Well, since you ask me so nicely,”
she smiled, “I shall consider your request, Dr Grayson.”


Jane returned the smile easily.


“Thank you, that is mighty good of you,
Ms Douglas.”


Melissa lifted her hand toward her face.


          “May I?” she asked.


          “If you really have to,” Jane sighed,
and rolled her eyes.


          “Yeah, I do,” Melissa insisted, amused
at her reaction.


          She tilted her head back and to the
side to inspect the cut on her forehead. 


          “That’s looking fine now,” she
observed. “Not so inflamed anymore. And you sound a lot better this morning too.
How are you feeling?”


          “Great,” Jane replied with a light shrug.
“Like brand new.”


          It was true. She had woken up feeling
refreshed, alert, no drowsiness or nausea. The enforced rest had obviously done
her some good. The ribs were still sore, which was to be expected, but definitely
not as painful as they had been the evening before. Immediately wide awake, she
had noticed that Melissa was no longer by her side. Then, she had spotted her sitting
a little deeper inside the cave, alone, staring at the water with a deliciously
mischievous expression on her face. Jane had stood up and walked over there,
drawn to the photographer as if by a powerful magnet.


          “Trust me, the cenote looks inviting,
but it’s a bit too cold for a relaxing swim,” she told her now.


          Melissa looked at her, not really
surprised that Jane had been able to pinpoint her thoughts so accurately, but
fascinated to discover that her eyes shifted and changed within the same range
of colours as the beautiful water. More vividly green than anything else
though, and with a little sparkle in her gaze that Melissa instantly
recognised. 


          “So are you,” she whispered.


          Jane’s expression did not change.


          “’So
am I’ what?” she asked.


          “Wondering about something wicked.”


A soft smile danced over Jane’s lips.


          “Oh, am I?” 


          “You are, I can tell.” Melissa shot
her a piercing, burning look. “And the answer to your question is yes, by the
way,” she added.


          Jane stared into her eyes, looking
startled for just a split second. No words were needed this time though, and
she knew exactly what that answer meant.


          “All right,” she whispered.


She rested the palm of a machete-hardened
hand on the back of Melissa’s slender neck, and she caressed the smooth skin there.
She softly traced the outline of her lips with the tip of one finger, and leaned
forward a little closer. She kissed her, slow and gentle at first, just to make
sure. But she should not have worried. Melissa made an impatient sound, fisted
her fingers in her hair, and kissed her back with enough intensity to make Jane
briefly realise that her legs would have failed her if she had not already been
sitting down. When Melissa pulled back, her heart was racing inside her chest,
and she was feeling slightly out of breath.


          “Oh… Okay. So, it’s like that, then…”
she murmured. 


          Her voice was naturally warm and husky,
but now it had dropped a full octave lower. Her cheeks were nicely flushed, and
the look on her face had grown sharper too, more intent. She’s so beautiful... Melissa reflected.


“Yeah, it’s like that,” she confirmed. “So,
what now?”


          Jane’s eyes sparkled a little brighter.


          “My turn,” she murmured.


This time when she kissed her it was long,
and hard. Hands resting on the side of Melissa’s face, tilting her head to
allow the kiss to quickly become deeper, more intimate, and hungrier. Melissa groaned.
She wrapped her arms around Jane’s neck, and clung to her a lot harder. Still mindful
of her injuries, but quite desperate to feel her body against hers. She allowed
her hands to travel under her shirt and to feel the hot, smooth skin that
rippled over Jane’s well-muscled back. When it felt like she was going to pull away,
Melissa kept her right there. She shivered in sudden anticipation at the small
moan that escaped Jane’s lips. 


          “Oh, man…” Jane breathed into her
mouth. “I’m… I…”


          She started to shake. Could not help
herself, or control the trembling.


          “Jane,” Melissa exclaimed in sudden
alarm.


          The shaking intensified, and that was
when Jane realised that it was not her doing the shaking. It was the ground. The
water. And the walls of the cave.


          “Hey, is that an…” she started.


          “EARTHQUAKE!” Matt yelled. “Get out of
here. Let’s go, let’s go!”


          Jane instantly grabbed Melissa’s hand,
and pulled her to her feet with her.


          “Now look what you started,” she said,
and flashed her a devilish grin.


          Melissa chuckled a little breathlessly.


          “Shut up and run, Jane,” she shot
back. 


At exactly the same moment, a huge
boulder detached from the ceiling and fell into the well, sending water
splashing everywhere. She was right, that
water is freezing, Melissa just had time to reflect, only a second before
Jane yanked her to the side, out of the way of a river of cascading rocks. 


          “Run,” Matt instructed as soon as they
got to him. “To the exit, quick as you can.”


          The ceiling above their heads had to
be quite weak already, he reasoned. The entire cavern was probably just waiting
for a good opportunity to collapse, and this sure sounded like an ideal one to
him. 


          “Melissa, don’t worry about that stuff!”
he yelled. 


          But she still paused to grab her video
equipment, and shove it into her bag. Jane handed her the GoPro. She held her
machete in her right hand, and Melissa’s hand in the other.         


          “Now, let’s go,” she instructed.


They had to dodge a few rocks, but still
managed to reach the mouth of the cave unscathed. Just as they did, the tremor
subsided. Jane came to an abrupt stop, and turned to look back.


“Wait,” she said. “Listen.”


They stood in place for several seconds,
waiting to see what would happen next. But it seemed as if it was truly over,
fortunately. Jane caught her partner’s gaze, and noticed the excited look in
his eyes.


“Enjoyed that, Matt?” she grinned. “How
was it for you?”


He gave a casual shrug, trying to play
it down.


“Yeah. That was pretty good.”


But he could not fool her, Jane knew
that he loved this stuff. Earthquakes, hurricanes, tornadoes, the more extreme and
violent stuff nature could throw at him, the better it always was for Matthew. When
he was not wandering the world with her in search of ancient ruins, he was an
avid storm chaser.


“Well, good morning, ladies,” he grinned
eventually. “What a shaking good way to wake up, uh?”


Jane did not dare look Melissa in the
eye. She could feel her gaze on her, skin burning under the intensity of that
look. The two of them had shared a much more exciting moment than a simple earthquake.


“Took my breath away,” she said, and
grinned when she heard Melissa chuckle. 


She finally glanced in her direction. She
spotted the way that the woman’s lips looked slightly swollen, remembered the
taste of her in her mouth, and suddenly felt herself grow a little faint at the
memory. 


“So, Matt, what intensity was that, you
think?” Melissa enquired.


          “Probably
a four,” he replied. “Enough to dislodge a few boulders in the cave, but not
enough to completely shatter the ceiling. It’s probably made it quite a bit
weaker than it was before now though.”


          “Well, I need to go back inside,” Melissa
announced.


          “Nope,” Matt immediately disagreed.


          “I dropped my battery pack. Without it
I can’t work,” she argued. “I’ll just be two minutes. I’ll watch out for
falling rocks, I promise.”


          “I’m going with you,” Jane volunteered.


          Matt sighed impatiently. He was
supposed to be the one in charge when they were in the field. Well, fat chance of that ever happening,
he reflected. Especially now, with two headstrong women on the team instead of just
one.


          “All right, fine,” he conceded, since
he had no choice. “I’ll stay out here, so at least one of us can go and get
some help if anything nasty were to happen.”


          “Don’t be such a pessimist, partner.”


“Just hurry up. Don’t linger, okay?”


          “We won’t,” Jane assured him.


          Melissa grabbed her hand as they
started back into the cave, and threw her a warm smile. Jane immediately lost
herself in that gesture, stumbled, and almost went flying. She managed to
regain her balance at the very last second.


          “What? Is it your ribs?” Melissa
worried.


          Jane chuckled. She was feeling a
little high.


          “No, it’s not my ribs. Seems I tend to
lose focus whenever you smile at me like that.”


          “Well,” Melissa teased. “I’m afraid
that’s going to happen a lot from now on.”


           I really,
really hope so, Jane thought. She was surprised at exactly how much.


          “Hey guys,” Matt called after them. “If
you happen to find the whiskey bottle intact over there, make sure you bring it
back, okay?”


          Jane looked amused at the request.
This was vintage Matt Davies. 


          “Will do,” she shouted. And then to
Melissa, “I really love it how the guy’s always got his priorities straight,
you know?” she added. “So, can you see your battery pack anywhere?” 


          “No… Must be a little deeper in.”


          “Right. Let’s have a look.”


          Jane let Melissa walk ahead of her,
keeping an eye out for loose rocks and any other potential dangers. She was
feeling a little disappointed to leave the cave so soon. With a bit more time,
she would have loved to explore deeper into it. 


          “Found it!” Melissa suddenly called
out.             


          “Great.”


          Jane had spotted the whiskey bottle,
and indeed it was intact. She picked it up.


          “Let’s get out of here, then.”


“Can you just come over for a second,
Jane?”


Jane could not help but smile, and shake
her head at her own overly eager self. Of course, what was the big deal about getting
flattened by a giant boulder when you could steal another kiss from the cutest
woman in the entire world…


          “Sure,” she replied.


          But it turned out Melissa had
something totally different in mind. Still, it did make Jane gasp, and her
temperature rise up as soon as she saw it.

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN



 

          


“Listen,
I agree with you a hundred percent, we need to find out what this thing is. But
there is no way we are going into it right now,” Matt decided. “And that is
final, Jane. Please. If you think about it, you’ll see that it makes sense.”


She sighed in barely concealed
frustration.


“I am thinking about it,” she groaned.


“Good. Thank you very much.” 


 “I see that it makes sense.”


“Beautiful. And?”


Jane simply shrugged at that point.


“And nothing, Matt. You’re right, that’s
all.”


“Wow, really, you’re saying that? Want
me to check your head again?” 


She grinned, and casually flipped him
off.


“Now,” she announced. “Let’s go back to
camp, and get the stuff we need. Then straight back here on the double. I do not
want to waste a single second.”


Jane had forgotten all about her broken
ribs, the itchy bits of nylon stitching in her scalp, and any possibility of
ending up buried under tonnes of wet earth and rubble, the very second that Melissa
had pointed at the indentation in the cave wall.


“Is it me hallucinating, or does this
look like the same kind of human-shaped passage that you found yesterday?” she
had asked.


It was plain for all to see that Melissa
was not dreaming it up. There was indeed a second opening into the cave wall,
shaped exactly like the first one that Jane had gone into. This proved to her
beyond a shadow of a doubt that it had to be man-made. Even Matt, as soon as he
took a good look at it, had been unable to dismiss it as a figment of her
imagination.


“Bloody hell,” he murmured. “Jane, there
is something here.”


“I told you there was!”


He beamed at her, and gave her a hug
that made her hiss in pain as her ribs flexed and twisted. Everybody was feeling
happy and excited, but the only problem was that they were a full day away from
their second camp, where crucial bits of equipment and food awaited. Jane was
so impatient that she would gladly have agreed to starve for a day, or even two
at that, if that meant being able to explore the tunnel right away. But water
they could not do without for any serious length of time, and risking another
night away was simply not an option in the end. And so, she relented, and they
all fell into the familiar marching line. Except that this time, as Jane waited
to take her place in third position, Melissa gestured for her to go in before
her.


“You walk in the middle, Jane,” she
requested softly.


Matt cast a curious glance in their
direction when he heard Melissa say that. The woman was obviously cruising for
a nasty bruising. He braced himself for the violent explosion from his partner that
would surely follow such a haughty demand. He was astounded when Jane appeared
surprised at first, but then simply nodded with a little smile. He had never
seen her so docile.


“All right,” she agreed. “But make sure
you stay close to me, okay?”


“You know that won’t be a problem,”
Melissa replied.


The blazing look that passed in between
them after that was more information than Matt would ever need as to the sudden,
yet not totally unexpected change in the nature of their relationship.


“Bloody hell,” he muttered.


There he was, stuck in the jungle for
weeks on end with two beautiful, brilliant women, and it was his bad luck that
neither one of them would ever show the slightest interest in what he had to
offer.  


“What’s up, Matt?” Jane enquired.


He laughed. Simply shrugged, and shook
his head.


“Just feeling amused at my own karma is
all, don’t worry. You guys ready to hit the trail?”


“Yes. All set.”


“You let me know when you need a break,
right, Jane?”


“Sure. No problem.”


Apparently, even broken ribs still did not
prevent her from shrugging dismissively at his every suggestion. But he felt
better for at least reminding her that there was no need to keep going until
she dropped, which was her usual style.


“Just humour me, all right?”


“Don’t I always?” she grinned.


 It
seemed as if nobody was in the mood for breaks on that day though. They were
silent for most of the way, with everybody focused and keen to just get on with
it. And when they finally came into view of their little camp several hours
later, and the precious container of food and water that they had left behind,
Matt heaved a sigh of satisfaction.


“Well done, guys. We’ve made it back in
record time!” 


Jane nodded, looking a little pale but
pleased to have arrived all the same.


“Mel? Are you all right, mate?” Matt
enquired.


“Good, thanks. Pfew! That was some hike,
uh?”


“Yeah, more like a jungle marathon if
you ask me.”


Jane did not offer any comments. She went
straight for the water bottles in the container. She handed one to both her
teammates first, and then got one for herself and drained half of it before
going to sit down on the platform. She dropped her head in between her knees,
and exhaled heavily. Feeling dizzy again. Shit.
I hate this…


“Jane.” 


Melissa was instantly by her side, with one
hand resting on her back, and the other positioned high over her thigh. This was
probably meant as a soothing gesture, although it almost had the opposite
effect on Jane. She raised her head.


“Yeah. What?”


“Are you okay?”


“Yep. Just catching my breath for a
second.”


She spotted a fresh load of worry in
Melissa’s deep brown eyes, and she flashed her a gentle smile. She squeezed her
hand to help get her point across.


“Just a little light-headed,” she admitted.
“I’ll have some more water, and I’ll be fine.”


Matt squatted down in front of her.


“As long as you’re sure that’s all it is,”
he insisted. “Need you fighting fit for washing-up duty tonight, okay? So, are
you sure that you’ll be up for it, Grayson?”


“I’m sure,” she chuckled. “Thanks.”


He looked a little happier then.


“Okay. So, we may all be a bit
dehydrated to be fair, but it’s been raining all day,” he remarked. “That means
there should be enough water in the shower reservoir for all of us to have a
good rinse, and feel even better. Who’s first?”


“You go, Melissa,” Jane immediately
offered. 


          The photographer looked elated.


          “Thanks, Jane,” she said to her
warmly.


She kissed her on the cheek before she
went, lingering for a moment longer than really necessary. Jane watched her walk
away with a smile and a slightly dazed expression on her face. Matt immediately
came to take Melissa’s place next to her.


          “Sit back, partner,” he instructed.
“Let me have a look at that bruise of yours.”


          She shot him a suspicious glance.


          “No more prodding, okay?” she warned.


          “No more prodding,” he promised. “So, anyway.
Tell me what happened.”


“I fell into a bloody hole is what
happened. Mashed up ribs is my reward.” She caught the knowing grin on his face.
“What? Why are you looking at me like that, Matt?”


He shrugged.


          “Hey, I wasn’t born yesterday, you
know? I mean what’s going on between you and Melissa? And why are you trying to
avoid answering the question?”


          He did not think it would have been
possible for a person to flush such a deep shade of red, but Jane coloured very
nicely, from the base of her neck all the way up into the roots of her hair. He
started to smile at her reaction.


          “Hey, nice! So, come on, start
talking.”


          “We, uh… We just had a quick kiss,
that’s all.”


          “A quick kiss, that’s all?” he
repeated. “Is that why your face has just turned chilli-red right now? And you
won’t look me in the eye either?”


          Jane blushed a little more.


          “No. Just a kiss,” she insisted. 


“Uh-uh. Of course, it was.”


He was still smiling, not believing a
single word she said. But she was good with it, and did not offer any more to
him on the subject.


“All right, then. The bruising across
your abdomen is looking more yellow than black now, so I’m really happy with
that,” he informed her, serious once more. “Hold your head back for me just a
sec?”


She did so, and allowed him to check on
the stitches.


“All looking clean up here as well.
How’re you feeling?”


She raised a dismissive shoulder.


“I’m good. All fine.”


“All fine, but dizzy? Come on, Jane,
level up with me.”


“Like I said, I’m just a little
dehydrated, Matt,” she repeated impatiently.


A bit of temper and irritation showing
was always a good sign with her, he decided.


“Okay. Make sure you keep drinking.”


“I am, doc. Thank you.”


“Good. And Jane?”


She met his gaze.


“Yes, Matthew?”


He stared at her for a moment, trying to
provoke a reaction, and he was not disappointed with it. She could never keep a
straight face in front of him for very long, not when anything exciting was
happening to her anyway. As it was, her eyes were unusually bright, and the way
she could not stop grinning every two seconds was kind of a dead giveaway too. She
was the worst liar in the world. It all made it quite clear to him that
whatever had happened between her and Melissa probably did not fall into the
category of average and unremarkable.


“So, did that kiss make your legs shake?”


This time, Jane simply burst out
laughing.


“Well. Did it?”


“Yes,” she admitted. 


That nice reddish colour started
creeping up her neck again. 


“Cool. Did it make you feel out of
breath, too?”


“That is none of your business, my
friend.”


“Awesome!” he replied. 


Taking her answer as a definite yes,
which only made her blush harder, and her eyes sparkle even more. 


“And what else was there?” he pushed.


But it was one too many questions, and this
time, Jane was clearly done playing the game. She flashed him a sober look, and
a faint smile at the same time.


“Matt, come on,” she murmured. “Enough,
now.”


He squeezed her shoulder, smiling
gently.


“Okay, I’ll let you off. But hey, I
think that’s great, you know? I’m happy for you, Jane. And you really like her,
don’t you?”


She nodded, and glanced in the direction
of the shower, hidden from sight behind a couple of thick trees. She swallowed
a little hard, and Matt noticed the sudden flicker of emotion that flashed
across her eyes. ‘Just a quick kiss’? he
reflected, amused. Yeah, right!


“I think so,” Jane murmured pensively.
“Yeah, I like her a lot.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN


 





 

Jane
had never felt quite so alive. She was filled with excitement and anticipation as
she kept on advancing deeper inside the dark tunnel, way past the point where she
had been forced to turn around before. This
is it, she thought. We’re going to
hit pay dirt with this one, I can feel it! The other nice thing about it was
that it was nowhere near as low as the previous tunnel had been. They had to lower
their heads in places, but other than that they could stand up, which made
their progress a lot easier. The fact that Melissa was right behind her, and
keeping a safe hand on her shoulder most of the time also added much to the
feeling of elation that Jane currently felt. Matt had insisted that they all wear
helmets, and rope up together. They had brought extra batteries for their
torches, and a couple of spare flashlights as well. Plenty of food and water, just
in case the tunnel led to somewhere really interesting. Even though there was
still an element of risk, this was as safe and well-prepared an improvised
speleological expedition as could be. 


“You okay?” Jane murmured as she stopped
for a second, and turned back to check on Melissa. 


The photographer flashed her an excited
smile.


“Awesome,” she replied.


Jane nodded, glad to see that happy look
on the woman’s face once more. Melissa had been filming part of their progress,
and she had taken a few shots of her in the lead. If nothing else, Jane was
satisfied that this exercise was proving productive for her as well.


“Matt? How’re you doing?” she enquired.


“All good, sister. Keep going.”


Jane returned her attention to the task
at hand. She flashed her light forward down the tunnel. She could see it was
continuing on, and now beginning to descend quite sharply. The sides and the
floor were all limestone, beautifully rounded and even. No way this could be natural, she reflected again. It was too
regular, too nicely finished. And the reason she had not spotted the entrance
to this tunnel before was because it had been hidden behind a pile of rocks. The
earthquake had helped to clear that out of the way, and Jane did not believe in
coincidences. Her falling into the cenote, and now this… It was all happening
for a very specific reason, she was sure of it. 


“Can you guys hear the sound of water?”
she asked after a while.


“Yes,” Melissa and Matt replied in
unison.


Both sounded as excited as she felt. Jane
nodded, smiling, and she kept on advancing in the dark. The roar of water was
becoming louder with every step they took. In the pitch black of the tunnel,
she kept her pace slow and careful, and her eyes on the ground most of the
time, checking for unexpected holes or obstacles. They had been going like this
for a good thirty-five minutes when she felt Melissa’s hand suddenly tighten on
her shoulder.


“Hey,” the photographer exclaimed. “I
can see some light up ahead.”


Jane immediately looked up, and switched
her torch off. It was unmistakable.


“Yeah, you’re right,” she agreed.


At the same time, the quality of the air
seemed to have changed as well. From stuffy and hot before, now it had turned a
little lighter and cool. It made it easier to breathe. Good news indeed. 


“We’re definitely getting somewhere,”
Jane announced. She flicked her torch back on. “Let’s keep pushing.”


She took one step forward, but then stopped
again, surprised, as a low rumble reverberated throughout the entire tunnel. It
almost sounded like a human voice, moaning in the dark. Melissa let out a sharp
gasp.


“What was that?” she exclaimed.


“Fuck!” Matt swore. “Another one!”


In the next second, the entire mountain
started to shake. Jane came to an absolute standstill. Instinctively, she
reached for Melissa, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and pulled her close.



“Let’s sit down, right here,” she
instructed.


They both slid to the ground, and Jane
braced her feet against the other side of the tunnel. For the first time since
they had started, she realised how narrow it actually was. How far down inside
of it they had travelled. And the sobering fact that no one else knew where
they were suddenly struck her quite powerfully. Not helpful thinking, Grayson, she chided herself. She decided to change tack, and focus on
something that she could control instead. In her arms, Melissa was breathing
hard. She should concentrate on her, make her feel better if she could.  


“Hey, are you okay?” 


Melissa hesitated.


“I… Yes. I’m okay.”


Clearly, she was not. Jane kissed the
side of her head, and pulled her tighter against her.


“This’ll be over soon,” she assured.
“Don’t worry.”


She had to shout to make herself heard
now. The rumble inside the mountain was deafening. As if it is screaming at us to get out, Jane thought. Yeah, that
would make for a nice dramatic line in her next book, she supposed. She felt
Melissa stiffen a little more in her embrace.


“This one feels stronger than before,”
the reporter shouted.


 She was right, although perhaps it was just
the realisation that they were essentially stuck inside of a dark rocky tube
that made it appear like it was worse.


“It’ll be fine, trust me,” Jane repeated
with as much confidence as she could muster.


Behind them, there was a sudden rough, rustling
sound. Matt whirled around, and aimed his torch toward the back of the tunnel.
His heart shot in his chest when he realised that the ceiling was beginning to
be affected by the tremor. He could see a fine powder of rock detaching from it
in some places. Then, a loud thump behind him signalled that it was not just
powder, but pieces of actual rock. Jane had obviously heard the rockfall too.


“Matt?” she screamed. She yanked on the
line in between them. “HEY!”


          He tore his eyes from the rock, and
crawled over to them on his hands and knees. He immediately spotted the furious
look on his partner’s face. Furious, not scared. It instantly made him angry
too.


          “What, Jane?” he yelled.


          “Stay close to us,” she snapped.


          “Just keep walking,” he shot back. “This
tunnel is not safe.”


          Jane did not bother to reply. She was
annoyed with him for stating the obvious in such a blunt, thoughtless way, when
all she had been doing was trying to reassure herself and Melissa. She
scrambled back to her feet. Annoyed or not, the wild look in his eyes told her
everything she needed to know. She clasped Melissa’s hand in hers once more,
and stumbled forward. There is light up
there. We can exit. At the same time, she became aware that the shaking was
lessening. It became a little easier to walk. Jane allowed herself to turn
around, to flash her companions an encouraging smile.


          “It’s stopping.”


          Matt growled at her.


          “Yes, it is,” he snapped. “Now eyes
front, and keep moving, Grayson.”


          Jane laughed. She actually laughed. Matt shook his head in
disbelief. She was crazy. It was not news to him, of course. In fact, he
himself could be a bit loose in the head from time to time. Yet, this was on a completely
different level. With two broken ribs and a cut on her head that was as thick
as his index finger, deep inside a dark tunnel buried into the side of a mountain,
and in the middle of a bloody earthquake, Jane still managed to laugh. He loved
her for it, always would. But she was crazy.


          “Hurry up,” he muttered.


          They carried on going down for a
little while, but it was not so steep now. It kept on getting lighter too, and
the sound of water was definitely increasing. Water in tunnels was not such a
good thing, Matt knew that for sure. But with a bit of luck, this one would
turn out to be external. With a bit of luck, they would find a way out of
there, and not end up crushed under the rocks, or drowning. Luck was on their side
it seemed. Because it took another ten minutes, but Jane finally let out a
triumphant yell.


          “Almost there!” she shouted.


Now, Matt could see the exit quite
clearly as well, and Jane was almost running toward it. She was the first to
reach it, the first to emerge out into bright sunshine, blue sky, and… Space. For
the first time in almost two weeks, there was not a bunch of thick vegetation
surrounding her anymore, blocking her vision, and making her feel as if she
were locked inside of a green prison cell. The view when she emerged out onto
the ledge, just behind the waterfall that they had been hearing from the tunnel,
was simply breath-taking. She filled her lungs with fresh, wonderful clean air,
and smiled at Melissa’s reaction when she stepped out next to her.


          “Oh, wow!” the photographer exclaimed.
Eyes wide and sparkling, she stared at the incredible sight. “This is
beautiful…” she observed, mesmerised.


 Next to them, Matt was completely silent but
obviously thinking just the same. He was smiling widely enough to hurt his jaw,
and looking some of the happiest Jane had ever seen him.


          “Don’t say I never take you anywhere
nice,” she teased him.


          They were standing twenty-five meters
or so above the most magnificent-looking lake, cradled inside of an outer ring
of thick, pristine jungle. Deep blue waters glittered into the sunshine, and a
bunch of large flat basalt rocks dotted the surface here and there. Matt shook
his head in awe. They seemed to have stumbled upon the perfectly hidden valley.


          “Yeah, I think I may well have to grant
you that, Jane,” he laughed.


          Melissa immediately raised her camera
to her eyes. She snapped a series of rapid shots. Jane looked up toward the
waterfall. Above it was straight, slick rock as high as the eye could see. The
tunnel that they had just emerged from seemed to be the only opening into the
sheer wall of the mountain side. She returned her gaze to the lake, which was
hard not to do. Then, she dropped her heavy rucksack onto the ledge, and rolled
her shoulders to shake the tension out of her back and neck. Her ribs were
aching, but she still managed to take another deep, soothing breath. She closed
her eyes, and angled her face toward the sun. Rarely had she felt so at peace
on a trip of this kind, so relaxed. After a while, she sensed Melissa move a
little closer to her. Warm breath fluttered against the side of her face. She
kept her eyes closed in delightful anticipation of what would happen next.


          “Hey…” Melissa whispered.


Jane let out a happy sigh when the woman
tilted her head down to lay a gentle kiss over her lips. She raised her hand to
caress the side of her neck. She smiled into the kiss. 


“Hi,” she murmured.


She could have lost herself in the
sensation for a long time, easily, if her partner had not intentionally bumped
into her shoulder, ruining the moment.


          “Hey, I can’t remember seeing a lake
on the aerial shots,” he enquired. “Do you?”


          Melissa stepped away from her with a
reluctant smile. Jane tried to focus her attention back on the job, which was a
real effort. 


          “No, I can’t either,” she replied.


She took off her helmet, stepped out of
her climbing harness, and grabbed her bottle of water. She offered him the
first sip. 


          “We didn’t fly over this area though,”
she remarked. “We’re on the other side of the mountain now.”


          “Well, I say we go set up camp by the
side of the lake, and explore a bit further,” he decided. “Can either of you
see a way down from up here?”


          Both Melissa and Jane immediately
stared at the drop that was in front of them. 


          “Too high to jump,” Melissa commented.


          “Even without broken ribs,” Jane added,
wincing. 


          Matt glanced at her.


          “Well, I guess we could always abseil
down,” he declared, “although that’s going to be hard on you, Jane. So, I would
really rather find another solution.” 


          “Yeah, well. If that’s the only way to
do it, I’ll manage…”


          “Or maybe we can just follow the path,
you know?” Melissa announced.


          They both turned to her, and suddenly noticed
the little rounded outcrop that she was pointing toward. There was a small trail
on the side of the rock over there that seemed to be going all the way down to
the forest floor. Jane chuckled. Trust the photographer on the team to always be
the first to notice the apparently invisible.


          “Well spotted, Mel,” Matt
congratulated her. 


          He gave her a pat on the shoulder, picked
up his rucksack, and started walking down. Melissa started after him, but Jane
held her back. 


          “Wait,” she murmured. 


          Melissa immediately stood still as
Jane leaned over her for another kiss, deliciously slow, and yet full of heat
at the same time. She gripped onto her waist, wanting to do a lot more than
that but determined to stay in control. This was not the time, nor the place.
And yet… Gosh, she can kiss, Melissa
reflected, just as Jane flicked her tongue over her teeth, and pulled back a
little. Looked into her eyes, and smiled. 


          “Guess we need to go,” she said.


          And yet she did not make a single move
to do so. Just stood there with that dreamy look in her eyes. Melissa trailed
the tip of her thumb over her lower lip. Jane blinked as if her eyelids were
getting heavier. Eyes clouding over just a little bit in response. Melissa did
the same thing again, but this time she used the tip of her tongue.


          “Am I distracting you again?” she
breathed against her mouth.


          Jane’s smile widened instantly. Melissa
loved to see that look on her face. Hungry. Wanting. Acutely intent and a
little thoughtful at the same time. 


          “Yeah. Distracting me really badly.”


          Melissa simply grinned in response.


          “Good,” she declared. 


And she stopped her with a hand on her
chest when Jane tried to steal another kiss from her. Ducked out from under her
arms, and turned to flash her a teasing wink.


          “Come on now, Dr Grayson. We’ve got a
vanished temple to find.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



 


 

“Sorry
about that, friends,” Matt announced a little while later when they arrived at
the lake. “Naked swimming is not going to be possible at this location here
today.”


          “You know what,” Jane shot back
immediately, “it’s a good thing you laugh at your own jokes, because nobody
else is.”


          “Not true, Jane, not true,” he
observed, grinning. “Mel is loving it, look.”


          Jane glanced at her, and instantly struggled
to suppress her own smile. It was true. Melissa was laughing openly, and
blushing hard at the same time. Looking very beautiful. Jane spotted that
guilty little look on her face again, and immediately realised that they had probably
both been thinking exactly the same thing. Although she would not admit it to
Matt, she had been wondering about the possibility of going swimming out there
with Melissa sometime. Naked, and alone. But he was quick to draw their
attention to a bunch of disturbed sand on the shore, easily identifiable as
traces of a caiman’s recent return to the water. If there was one, it meant
there were more. And so, he was right, there would be no swimming in the lake
for anyone, naked or otherwise. And once again, they would have to retreat a
little deeper into the jungle to make camp.


          “All right then,” Jane said. “Let’s
find somewhere we can stop.”


          It had been a long day, and despite
her cheerful tone, she was feeling tired beyond words. Sticky sweat on her forehead
made her want to rip the stitches out, and her excitement from the morning had eventually
disappeared, leaving her feeling empty and rather sad. Yes, the lake was
beautiful. And the tunnel had been an adventure all right. It would look
awesome on TV, and no doubt Melissa would have both National Geographic and
Discovery Channel producers eating out of the palm of her hand. But it was still
not what Jane was looking for. As she walked dragging her feet at the end of
the little group, with Melissa back in the middle where Jane preferred to have
her, and Matt clearing out a trail at the front, she suddenly felt exhaustion
drop on top of her like a blanket of liquid lead. She started to lose
concentration. Caught her right foot on a root, and almost fell. She slapped a
branch out of her face, and blew air out in total annoyance. Fucking jungle.


“Everyone okay back there?” Matt
enquired.


“Yeah,” Jane muttered. “Great.”


All of a sudden, she wanted to be
anywhere but here, in this mosquito-infested hell. Maybe somewhere like New
York City. Hey, why not? It would do nicely. She would take Melissa out for an
expensive meal at an exclusive restaurant, and sample the best wines with her.
And then perhaps they could visit a beautiful art gallery after that, before
going back to make love in a real bed, with clean sheets that did not reek of
DEET. 


Yeah,
that would be nice, Jane reflected.


Feeling drunk with fatigue instead of a
distinguished wine, she dropped her eyes, and stared at the muddy jungle floor
as she walked. Carried on dreaming of all the things she would do, which all
included Melissa. And then, she came to an uncertain stop. What was that? She had caught a flash of something bright on the
side. Not like your usual drop of water glistening on a leaf, but something
else entirely, she was sure of it. She peered into the undergrowth, struggling
to see anything. Was it something on the ground out there that had caught her
attention? Jane glanced back toward her companions, and realised that they were
already almost completely out of view. She hesitated. Probably nothing… But then, as soon as she turned to go, she caught
it again. Something was glinting on the ground, in between the few rays of
sunlight that managed to penetrate all the way to the jungle floor.


“Guys, hold on a second,” she yelled.


Without waiting for an answer, she
stepped into the bush, scanning the ground in front of her. Yeah, something was
on the floor. After making sure that it was not a living thing she should not
touch, she pulled a stick off the ground and used it to look through the cover
of fallen leaves. Jane had once heard an old Amazonian Indian say that there
were more eyes than leaves in the jungle. She briefly wondered about that. Was
something watching her? Keeping track of her every movement right now? She
jumped at the sound of a monkey calling out to his mates, way up high in the
canopy. 


“You idiot, Grayson,” she chuckled to
herself.


And then she felt rather than saw the
stick hit something more solid. Her fatigue forgotten for the time being, and
feeling curious once more, she dropped down on one knee and used her hands to
brush the rest of the leaves off. Something was sticking out of the ground. It
looked like a piece of glass, probably what had flashed out at her and caught
her attention earlier. She quickly dug around the rest of it, and pulled it out
of the mud.


Oh,
my God. 


Eyes wide, and with trembling fingers, Jane
stared at the small statue. It unmistakably represented the body of a jaguar,
and even though it was dirty after such a long time stuck in the jungle floor,
she could clearly see that it had been sculpted out of a piece of heavy jade.
The eyes, although one of them was missing, were made of precious stone… A
ruby, to be perfectly exact. And as Jane sat back on her heels, smiling in
delighted surprise, her eyes fell onto something else, a little bit deeper into
the forest. She froze in shock, and the statue dropped from her fingers.



 

∞



 

The
sudden shrill sound of the whistle piercing through the thick humid air startled
Melissa out of her skin. She turned around.


          “Oh, no,” she gasped. “Jane…”


She had not checked behind her in a
little while, and now the archaeologist was no longer there. She had
disappeared. And wherever she found herself now, she was whistling as if her
life depended on it.


          “What does that mean?” Melissa
exclaimed. “Matt, what is that code for?”


          “It’s not a code, mate,” he replied. “Far
as I can tell, that just means she wants us to catch up with her pretty damn
fast. Come on!”


          They went running back, retracing their
steps as best they could. And then the whistle stopped. Melissa came to a full
stop, her heart racing in her chest. God!
Where the hell is Jane? In the brief silence that followed, Matt suddenly glanced
to the side, and spotted her stumbling out of the jungle. She was screaming out
his name, and crying her eyes out at the same time it seemed.


          “Jesus Christ, Jane,” he yelled,
startled. “What…”


          She tripped over a branch, and landed
at his feet in a messy heap. She could not hold back a small cry, holding on to
her injured ribs with her eyes squeezed shut in obvious pain. Melissa
immediately fell to her knees in front of her.


          “Jane, are you all right?” she
exclaimed, shocked.


          Jane did not reply. She just gave a
sharp shake of the head, and carried on holding onto her ribs. Matt was not
exactly sure what that response meant, but he worried that it was not good.
Feeling increasingly concerned now, he squatted down in front of her. 


          “Jane, what’s wrong?” he demanded.
“What happened to you?”


And then, it occurred to him that she
was no longer crying, but laughing rather hysterically. She hovered in between
the two for almost half a minute, and then she shocked the life out of him by
grabbing him around the neck, and planting a big wet kiss over his mouth. 


          “I love you, Matt,” she said fiercely.


          She grabbed hold of Melissa next, and
delivered the sort of kiss to her that made Melissa whimper, and Matt wish he
could be hit by lightning and turned into a woman, right there and then.


          “You too, Melissa,” Jane said to her,
looking deep into her eyes. “I love you.”


          Matt glanced at Melissa briefly. Now,
she too looked just about ready to burst into tears at the unexpected
declaration. Obviously, she was happy about it. Matt finally caught his breath,
turned back to his partner, and snapped his fingers in front of her face, the
way she so often did to catch other people’s attention. 


          “All right, Jane, cut the crap,” he
instructed. “What the hell is going on?”


          She looked at him, eyes flashing, and
he felt almost frightened by the wild look that she gave him. It was clear that
something significant was going on, and he was still worried about her.


          “Jane, are you sure that you’re okay?”



          Smiling
through her tears, she simply nodded. She grabbed his hand, and Melissa’s. 


          “Follow me, people,” she replied in a
trembling voice.


          Matt could feel how badly she was
shaking just by holding onto her hand like this. He realised that she was
having trouble catching her breath too. This was quickly turning into his worst
nightmare. Was she just a little too excited? Having a panic attack? Or something
even worse?


          “Jane, hold on a second.”


           “No need, just follow…”


          “Just one bloody second!” he yelled.


          He forced her to stop, and stood in
front of her with both hands on her shoulders. 


          “Breathe,” he ordered. “You’re about
to collapse, you idiot.”


          For some reason, she seemed to find
the comment highly amusing. But she did follow his instructions, taking deep
breaths with him, calmly in and out until at least some of the trembling
subsided. Melissa was standing by, looking anxious, her eyes riveted on Jane’s
face. The archaeologist caught her staring, and she reached her hand out again.



          “I’m fine,” she murmured. “Really, I’m
fine, guys.”


          “Just a couple more deep breaths,”
Matt insisted. 


          Jane figured it would not hurt to do
what he said for once, and he was kind of right about this too. She was feeling
a little light-headed again. Heart pounding. Well, it was not surprising after
what had just happened.


          “All right, nice and calm,” he
approved when he finally managed to get her to relax. “Keep breathing, Jane,
and tell me what got you into such a state.”


          She just smiled at him this time.
Fresh tears glinted in her eyes as she pointed toward something in the
distance, and kept her attention firmly fixed onto his face. Waiting to see how
he would react when he saw it too.


          “This,” she whispered.


          Matt turned his head in the direction
she was indicating. With all the vegetation obscuring the view, it took him a
few seconds to make out what he was looking at. And then, just like she had
done earlier, he dropped to his knees, and raised his hands to his chest in a
prayer-like gesture.
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That
night, they simply built a small camp fire at the foot of the pyramid. Behind
it and on all sides, they had found remains of other buildings. Steps. What
looked like it may have been a road snaking its way through it. All ensnared
and mostly buried under rampant vegetation. The jungle was fast reclaiming its
territory, and it made it difficult to see and identify anything, even though
Jane made good use of her machete all around the site. Both she and Matt would
marvel at some vague remains which to Melissa appeared to be simple clusters of
insignificant rock, in the middle of a sea of roots and wild-running vines. She
would have walked straight past those and not even given them a second look.
But Jane patiently walked with her through the maze of ancient stones, pointing
and explaining, bringing the entire area alive for her. Little by little, a
clear picture of the architecture of the place started to take shape in
Melissa’s mind. She drew it in Jane’s notebook, and showed it to her.


          “What do you think?”


          “Nice. Looks accurate,” Jane approved.



          “We can do a 3D animation in the
documentary.”


          “Awesome.”


          It was a large site, and it would probably
take many more weeks to catalogue every single piece of the remaining buildings
there. For some reason, the pyramid was the only one still completely intact. And
incredibly well-preserved as well.


          “I’d say it’s about twenty meters high,”
Matt estimated.


At the top of it was a small open
chamber. Inside, on each corner of the room, the head of a single beautiful jaguar
had been carved out of the rock. Empty socket holes though, and Melissa was
clearly frustrated at the discovery.


          “Their eyes are missing,” she
exclaimed.


          “Stolen, I suppose,” Jane replied. “We’re
a little late to the party, you know.”


          “But do you think they would have been
made of precious stones, like with the statue you found?”


          “Probably, yes.”


          Melissa let out a sigh, smiling in
wonder at the thought.


          “Brilliant,” she murmured. “I love it.”


          Matt called them out next.


          “Look at this,” he said. 


          There was a note of triumph in his
voice as he showed them what he had found. There, on the side of the pyramid
wall, in a little corner sheltered from the elements, were remnants of a
covering of solid gold. Jane did not touch it. She did not say anything. But
she stared at it for a long time. Much later, after dark, she sat alone by the
side of the fire, a half-eaten meal pouch abandoned in front of her. Just admiring
the pyramid with a far-away expression on her face. It was not long before Melissa
went to join her. She knelt behind her, wrapped her arms around her neck, and
kissed the side of her face. She was finding it increasingly difficult to keep
her hands off of Jane. A quick caress, a stolen kiss whenever they could, or a gentle
hug like this were some of the things that they were both becoming increasingly
addicted to.


          “Hey, you,” she murmured.


Jane wrapped her fingers around her
wrists, and flashed her a warm smile.      


“Hey, you too. How’s it going?” she
replied. 


          “Great. I got some awesome shots
today.”


          “Brilliant. I’m pleased you did.”


          “How are you, babe? You look tired.”


          Babe…
Jane reflected. She had never before considered that this would be
something she would enjoy being called. But it sounded awfully good when
Melissa said it to her.


          “I guess I am a bit tired,” she
admitted. “Ribs aren’t too bad tonight though. I just feel like I’m dreaming,
looking at this beautiful thing…”


          “Want me to pinch you?”


          Jane chuckled lightly.


          “Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. Also,
I want to show you something.”


          She pulled her phone out of her
rucksack, and scrolled through her pictures. 


          “Okay, look at this,” she invited. 


          Melissa instantly smiled when she saw
it.


          “That’s the great pyramid at Giza.
I’ve been there.”


          Jane nodded. She held it up against
the background of the pyramid that they were now sitting in front of. 


          “Part of my work has always been to
find links between the ancient civilisations of the world,” she said. “Noting
the similarity in the shape of things, like these two for example, is a rather easy
task, of course. It’s almost too simple. And obviously, there are differences
as well. Like steps leading up to a shrine at the top with this one, rather
than a smooth surface and tunnels on the inside, like the ones in Egypt. The
pyramids at Giza were not temples either, nor were they tombs… I digress, I
know.”


          Melissa let her fingers drift up into
Jane’s hair. 


          “I don’t mind,” she murmured. “I love
listening to you talk about this stuff.”


          “Matt says I talk too much.”


          “He doesn’t know anything,” Melissa
declared.


          She allowed Jane to pull her closer to
her. Leaned over to kiss her lips.


          “Oi, enough of that sucking face
business, you two.”


          The man in question suddenly appeared
out of the shadows, wearing his headtorch, and a goofy grin plastered all over
his face.


          “He’s got a lousy sense of timing
too,” Jane murmured, smiling affectionately.


Matt came to take a seat on his rucksack
in front of them. He immediately spotted Jane’s unfinished food, and licked his
lips at the sight of it. 


          “Not going to finish that, are you?”
he asked.


          “No, you can have it if you like.”


          “Goodie,” he approved.


 He
reached for it and started eating the now cold paste that was supposed to be
mashed root vegetables of some kind or other. Jane had not been able to tell,
and to her, it had smelt kind of funny too.


“By the way, partner,” Matt said. “Hold
out your hand.”


          She did. Then, he fished into his
pocket for something, and dropped three small stones onto her palm.


          “Don’t say I never give you anything,
Grayson.”


Jane smiled. It was one ruby. Two
emeralds.


          “Hey, good trade,” she joked.


Melissa immediately reached for the
ruby, eyes wide and her mouth open in excitement. Then, she picked up one of the
emeralds.


          “These are real,” she exclaimed. 


          “Yep. I found them at the base of one
of the buildings.”


          “That’s awesome!”


“It is, yes. And I wonder what else we
would uncover if we could excavate some more. Also,” Matt added, eyes shining,
“I discovered additional traces of gold on some of the stones lying on the
ground. I think you know what that all probably means, Jane.”


          She met his gaze.


          “Yeah,” she said in a quiet voice. “I
do.”


          “You don’t look very excited about
it,” he remarked, looking surprised. “Did you find anything of interest
yourself?”


          “Yes. I think you’ll like it.”


          She selected a new picture on her
phone, and showed it to him. Matt’s eyes grew wide, and he almost choked on a mouthful
of congealed potato.


          “Fuck me,” he exclaimed.


          “No thanks, but whatever,” Jane said
drolly.


          “You found this here?” he marvelled. “Really?”


          “Yeah. On one of the walls inside the
temple.”


          “Fuck!” he repeated enthusiastically.
“Show me.”


          “Let me explain it to Melissa first.” 


Remnants of gold all over the walls of
the buildings, and precious stones scattered here and there in an area where
they had been searching for the Vanished Temple of Jewels could only mean one
thing. They had found it. 


Past the initial shock, which had turned
her into a gibbering wreck she was feeling rather embarrassed about, Jane was a
little surprised to realise how calm she felt about everything. Earlier on, she
had spent some time alone in the temple. She had sat down in front of the altar,
and held a quiet meditation for her parents. She reflected that it had been a
long time coming, and a difficult and painful journey. Now, it was all over.
She had found what they had been looking for. Would they be happy? she wondered. Relieved? Proud of me, even? Maybe?


She thought back to that time when she
was ten years old. At first, when she had realised that her parents would never
come back, she had been devastated. She had experienced overwhelming, crushing
sadness. For weeks, all she could do was cry. But then, over the following
years, the sadness had slowly morphed into anger, and resentment. Her parents
should never have been on that helicopter together, at the same time. They had
a young child back home, it was too big a risk. Even without the Helios
business to muddy the waters, it had been irresponsible of them. They had
failed her, abandoned her in the worst possible way. For a few years, rage had
burned inside of Jane’s heart like an inferno that she worried would engulf her
completely in the end, and leave nothing behind. 


Until one day, she found her mother’s
expedition journals in the attic of her grandparents’ house. Going through the
pages, seeing the photographs that were tucked in there, and reading the words
that her mother had written, sometimes – often, about how much she missed being
with her child. It had made Jane cry again, although not in anger or sadness
this time. Slowly but surely, she had reconnected with the woman that she had
loved so much, and whose sudden disappearance had caused her so much pain.
First, there was emotional healing. And then, the seed slowly started to grow.
She would find the vanished temple. She would do it for her beloved mother. And
for the dad who still came to whisper to her in her dreams often.


          Now, Jane finished explaining to
Melissa what the small carving that she had found on the temple wall really
meant to her.


          “If you’ve been to Egypt, you probably
visited the temple of Edfu, otherwise known as the temple of Horus,” she said. “Some
people believe that the followers of Horus were actual survivors from Atlantis.”


          Jane smiled when Melissa raised a
questioning eyebrow.


          “That’s right, I happen to be one of
them, as you know. On the walls of the temple of Horus, some texts are
inscribed which relate to the building’s construction and its history. There
are also fragments of information related to the origin of the earth, and to
the existence of a primeval island. The Edfu building inscriptions actually
tell us the story of Atlantis as it was created.”


          Melissa watched, mesmerised, as Jane
shivered a little as she said that. Melissa did as well. She was getting goose
bumps on her arms, and all over the back of her neck. Jane’s passion was electrifying.
Especially when they were sitting as they were in the middle of a dark and
dangerous jungle, in front of an ancient temple, towering above them under the
star-studded sky. That was a little puzzling too, Melissa reflected. That there
was a small opening into the canopy right there, through which they could see
the sky. As if not a single tree dared cover the top of this timeless and sacred
place.


          “There is a symbol on the walls of
Edfu which has come to be specifically associated with the descendants of Atlantis,”
Jane said.


She had a picture of it too, and she
showed it to Melissa. It represented a small Egyptian figure, a woman. The idol
had her hands held out in front of her, and what looked like a half-moon
balanced on one, and a rounded ball in the other. Melissa bit pensively on her
lower lip.


“Who’s that?” she asked.


          “This is the Goddess of Thept,” Jane
explained. “An ancient Atlantean priestess. She holds both the sun and the
moon, darkness and light, life and death in the palm of her hands. She stands
in the middle. Her body represents the world, and is a symbol of the balance of
duality in all things.”


          Jane leaned a little closer to show
her a few other pictures in rapid succession. Melissa held fast onto her arm,
staring at the screen, although she could not stop herself from stealing a few
glances at Jane herself from time to time. Eyes glinting, cheeks a little
flushed, the woman never looked more beautiful than when she was engrossed in
her passion, sharing what she knew of the fascinating world of ancient deities
and mysterious people long disappeared from the surface of the Earth.


          “Icons and symbols representing the
Goddess of Thept have been found on temples like this one all over the world,” Jane
said. “From ancient Egypt to Mexico, Africa, China, India, Crete, you name it,
it’s there. Now the question is, how would they know, uh?” 


          Melissa looked a little confused.


          “How would they know?” she repeated.
“Know what?”


          “To repeat the same symbol, of course,”
Jane replied. 


Smiling brightly, her voice intense, and
warm. I love you, Melissa suddenly realised.
The thought startled her, but only for a split second. Then, all that she felt
was joy. It certainly made it a little difficult to concentrate on what Jane was
saying, but she did her best.


“Imagine that, Melissa,” the
archaeologist was saying to her now. “Entire civilisations spread out all over
the world, and separated by entire oceans and huge continents. How could they
know?” 


          Melissa suddenly understood what she
was getting at.


          “There had to be a common source…” she
murmured.


          Jane switched her phone off. She
nodded approvingly.


          “Yes,” she agreed. “A common source.”


          “From Atlantis?”


          “I believe so. The survivors of
Atlantis were spreading their knowledge all over the world. And leaving
messages in the stone for us to find one day. Now, what really makes me happy
about this site, more than all the gold and jewels we could find, is that I
discovered a carving of the Goddess of Thept on one of the walls inside the
temple up there.”


          Jane glanced at her partner, who even
though he knew the story as well as she did was still listening to her intently.
She flashed him a soft smile.


          “Want to take over?” she asked.


          He looked pleased to be given the
opportunity. This was his favourite part of the story. He loved to tell it to
people who had never heard it before, and watch for their reaction.        


“Legend has it that only one single
golden statue was ever made to represent the goddess,” he continued. “Only one.
It was sacred, and it held a powerful curse.”


          Melissa looked enthralled.      


          “A curse?” she repeated. “What kind?”


          “The kind that kills you,” Matt
chuckled. “Apparently, whoever stole it for their own benefit, or for any
reason that was not entirely pure of heart and benevolent would end up dead not
long after.”


          He threw a little wink at Jane.


          “We have pure motives. And so, it would
be nice to find it, eh, partner?”


          “Would be nice,” Jane agreed, eyes
sparkling.


          Melissa was silent for a little while.
She shook her head then, looking from Jane to Matt with a faintly bemused smile
on her lips.


          “I feel like I have landed right in
the middle of an Indiana Jones movie,” she declared. 


          Matt burst out laughing.


          “Sounds about right,” he approved.
“The only difference is I am much better looking.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY



 


 

Melissa
woke up just before dawn, when it was still dark. She was lying halfway in and
out of her sleeping bag, all wrapped up in Jane’s arms. She could not remember
falling asleep in this position, but now Jane’s body was pressed tightly
against her back. She feels so good… The
archaeologist had one arm under her head, the other one around her waist, and
Melissa could feel the gentle tickling of her breath against the back of her
neck. She burrowed a little deeper into her embrace, and closed her eyes again.
After a while, she felt Jane move her left hand, until it lay flat against her
naked stomach.


          “Are you awake?” she murmured.


          “Um… No…” Jane sighed.


          They had a big day ahead of them. It
was number 14 of the expedition, and the morning of their third one at the site
of the pyramid. They had used up all their food, and were running low on water.
It was time to leave. No statue of the goddess had been found, but Jane knew
that they would be back, for sure, with a bigger team, and more supplies. For
now, it was mission accomplished as far as she was concerned. Seldom had she
experienced such a feeling of satisfaction and fulfilment at the end of an
expedition. 


          “Shall I make us a cup of coffee?”
Melissa whispered.


          Jane did not reply. She had drifted
back into sleep, and her body felt deliciously heavy and warm everywhere that
they were in contact. Melissa smiled. It was going to be light soon, and she
knew that Jane wanted to make an early start.


          “Hey,” she murmured.


          Eventually she felt her move, and
stretch.


          “Time to get up,” she said.


Jane knew that she was right, but she still
groaned in protest, and tightened her embrace. This was just too wonderful to
let go of just yet.


          “Five more minutes,” she pleaded.


          Voice still heavy with sleep, and wanting
to stay put. As soon as they were up, there would be things to do; coffee to
brew, bags to pack, and Matt to talk to. Even though Jane loved him like a
brother, she was desperate for some intimate time alone with Melissa. She
wanted to ignore the world a little bit longer. Truth be told, she could have
cuddled with her like this all day.


          “Okay, five minutes,” Melissa replied
happily. 


          She took hold of Jane’s left wrist,
and pulled her hand higher up under her own t-shirt. She pressed her warm palm against
her breast, and she was pleased when she felt Jane’s breath instantly quicken
in reaction. Yes, definitely awake now. 


          “Hold me like this,” Melissa whispered.


          Jane smiled, and she kissed the back
of her neck.


          “You keep finding out new ways to
distract me…”


          “Turning out to be one of my favourite
pastimes,” Melissa giggled. “I think that I… Oh…”


          Jane had started circling her thumb
over her nipple, and massaging her breast. One, then the other. She trailed her
tongue over Melissa’s naked shoulder, and kissed the side of her neck. Melissa instantly
lost her train of thought, and part of her ability to speak.


          “Think I can find a few ways to
distract you too?”


          “I… I think you can,” Melissa gasped.
“Doing well so far.”


          She heard Jane giggle against her ear.


          “Great,” the archaeologist declared. 



 

∞



 

After
a small breakfast, and a clear-out of their camping area, they were soon ready
to go.


          “Okay, then,” Matt said. “Let’s eat
that frog, and by that, I mean let’s get through that tunnel up there nice and
quick. I’ll feel better once we’re on the other side.”


          “Wait,” Jane replied. “I’ll be right
back.”


          She started walking off toward the
pyramid.


          “Now, where are you going?” he asked, instantly
annoyed.


          She turned back to flash him a small
apologetic smile.


          “Just need to say goodbye to her. You
know.”


          He rolled his eyes, but he understood.
Jane did this at every dig, every site, every important place that they
discovered or spent time studying at. He just wished that she would choose her
time to bid her goodbyes a little better. Although at least on this occasion,
she was not forcing him to sit down in front of the damn thing, and meditate
with her.


          “All right, then. Off you go.”


          She gave him a thumbs-up.


          “Thanks. Won’t be long.”


Jane was surprised to discover that she
felt almost on the verge of tears at the thought of leaving. She walked slowly
along the base of the pyramid, looking up at it from the side, admiring its
structure. The sun suddenly hit the top, and started to shower its warm rays
down on her. She chose that place to stop, and to take a moment to connect with
the familiar spot inside her own consciousness that was always still, calm and
quiet. Linking to the universe within. She took a deep breath, and let it out.
Rested her forehead against the stone, and pictured the Goddess of Thept in her
mind. 


Thank
you, Goddess, for leading us to your temple. And for allowing me to complete my
quest. I am grateful for…


          Jane had been about to mention her team,
but instead her eyes snapped open again, and she took a startled step back, her
concentration shattered. The stone that she was leaning on had moved. Almost
imperceptibly, but still, she was sure of it; she had felt it move. She stared
at it for a second, puzzled, and then resolutely pressed her hand against it,
and pushed a little harder. All of a sudden, she heard a deep grating noise
coming from somewhere underneath her feet. Something was moving under there!
She stepped quickly to the side as a big slab of stone slid off to reveal a
darkened entrance, and a set of steps going down. Jane dropped to her knees in
front of it. Goddess…


          “Matt!” she yelled. “Melissa!”


          It was too dark to see any further
than the first three or four steps, and Jane once again was feeling slightly out
of breath with trepidation.


          “Guys!” she called again. “Hey, I
found something else!”


          When neither of them responded, she
got to her feet quickly and headed back toward the front of the pyramid. She
was almost running, eager to share her discovery.


          “Hey, guys!”


She frowned when she caught sight of
them, both kneeling on the ground. What
are they doing? Her smile faded, and then immediately died on her lips as
soon as she spotted Yvon, their dodgy boat driver, standing there with a rifle
pointed at Melissa’s head. Jane came to an abrupt stop, her heart suddenly
pounding in fear. I knew something was
off with this guy. I should have been more careful… He flashed her a
dangerous grin when he saw her.


          “We meet again, niña,” he chuckled.


          Except he did not sound amused or
happy to see her, and neither was she. Then, Jane spotted the three other men
standing there. They looked like soldiers, and they were carrying loaded rifles.
The morning that had started so well was quickly turning into a nightmare. And
then, it became even worse.


          “Jane, how very lovely of you to join
us. Long time no see, don’t you think?”


          Jane felt her blood turn cold at the
sound of that voice. She turned her head to look at him, and shivered
involuntarily. Mark Lester was standing in the centre of the little clearing,
dressed ridiculously as if he had just come out of an expensive safari trip. He
looked older than she remembered. Early sixties, probably. His eyes had not
changed though. Bulging in his face like that, and positioned slightly wider apart
than they should really have been, they gave him the appearance of a toad. He
was balding, and he had put on a lot of weight. Good, Jane thought as she gritted her teeth. Hopefully you’ll drop dead of a heart attack, you bastard. 


          “How did you get here?” she asked.


          He snorted, and the look of disdain in
his eyes made her want to punch him in the face.


          “Tracking device,” he replied. “Yvon
attached it to the lining of your rucksack when you were on the boat. It was
hit and miss. We lost you a few times when you went deeper into the forest, but
the signal held strong when you resurfaced around this area. Then, we noticed
that you stayed put for a while. Figured you’d found something of interest.”


          Jane glared at him in furious silence.



          “Why don’t you come join your team,” he
ordered her.


          Still without saying a single word,
Jane went to kneel in between her two friends. Matt’s face was bright red, his
eyes burning with quiet rage. Jane touched his shoulder briefly as she settled
down next to him. As an ex-commando special forces guy, she knew that he would
be blaming himself for allowing this to happen. None of it was his fault though.
She did not want him to think it was.


          “It’s okay,” she murmured to him.


          He pursed his lips in response, and
gave a single tight shake of the head. Melissa looked scared, although she was trying
hard to hide it. Jane met her gaze, and flashed her a reassuring smile.


          “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be
fine,” she promised.


          She returned her gaze to Lester, who
was watching them with a frozen glare on his sweating face.


          “What do you want, Lester?” she asked.
“Oh, nice wig, by the way. Shame it’s too small to cover your ugly fat head.”


          He did not respond, but she saw his
jaw tighten. Touché. Lester had
always been vain about his appearance. Still, she was not in a position of
dominance, and they both knew it. He took a step forward, so that she had to
raise her head to meet his gaze. He was obviously enjoying looking down on her
from that higher vantage point.


          “You found it?”


          “Found what?”


          “The fucking statue, did you find it?”
he barked.


          Jane shook her head, and gave a little
shrug.


          “No.”


          “Are you lying to me?”


          “No.”


          He stared at her, as if trying to
decide if he could trust her. He knew that he could not, but on this occasion,
he decided that she was probably telling him the truth. He tried a different
approach. 


          “What were you calling your mates back
there for?”


          She shrugged.


          “Nothing important.”


          He laughed, but not for long.


          “Now, that won’t wash with me this
time, dear. I heard you, Jane. I heard you saying you’d found something. What
did you find?”


          “Another carving in the wall. Nice
jaguar head.”


          “Oh yeah?”


          “Yeah.”


          She held his gaze. He could feel the
hatred that she had for him. He could see it in her eyes. It gave him a nice thrilling
adrenaline rush to witness it. He smiled again, kept his eyes on her.


          “Okay, then,” he murmured. “Just
another nice carving.”


At the same time, he gestured to one of
the soldiers. In the next second, Melissa was yanked brutally to her feet. The
soldier stepped behind her, and in one swift movement applied a thick serrated
blade to her throat.


          “No,” Jane yelled.


          She jumped up to help, and so did Matt.
But the soldiers reacted quickly. One of them hit Matt in the face with the
butt of his rifle, hard enough to knock him unconscious. Matt dropped to the
ground, and remained completely still. Jane found herself suddenly staring into
the barrel of Lester’s gun. It was her partner’s own Glock, which Lester had
taken off his belt earlier. Jane knew that it was loaded, and she could see his
finger resting heavily on the trigger. It would not take much for it to go…


          “Just give me one reason,” the man hissed.
“Just one.”


          Jane glanced toward Melissa, and
spotted a single tear rolling down the side of her face. The photographer was
breathing hard, fighting panic. The blade was pressing against her throat, but
there was no blood. Yet.


          “Okay,” Jane murmured. “Okay…”


          She returned her gaze to Lester, and
raised her hands in a peaceful gesture. Her stomach was all tied up in knots,
and she could feel sweat dripping down her face. 


          “Let her go,” she said.


He took a step back, but kept the weapon
trained on her.


          “Talk,” he said.


          This time, Jane did not hesitate.


          “I found a series of steps going
underground. I don’t know where they lead. I was calling for the guys to come and
have a look.”


          “There,” Lester said, satisfied. “Not
that hard, eh?”


          “Let my friend go,” she repeated.


          He smirked.


          “Say, ‘please’,” he instructed.


          “Please,” Jane murmured.


          She could feel herself getting a
little desperate. Lester’s thirst for power was nothing new to her. She knew he
would be enjoying doing this, and it was bad. Really bad. She struggled to keep
calm, to remain in control. If she let him see that she was scared, it would be
game over. Fortunately, Lester nodded toward the soldier, and the guy shoved Melissa
forward. Jane caught her in her arms before she could fall, and she held her
hard against her own body. She could feel Melissa trembling, and struggling not
to cry. 


          “It’s okay,” she murmured to her.


          “Let’s all go and take a look at those
steps, then,” Lester decided.


          He spared a single glance toward Matt,
who was still lying there unconscious. He nodded toward Yvon, and barked out an
order. 


          “Stay here. Keep an eye on him.”


          “Si, Señor Lester.”


          Matt’s face was covered in blood. He
was out cold, and bleeding heavily. Jane tore her eyes from him. It hurt to do
so, but there was nothing at all she could do for her partner right now. She
swallowed back her rage as a soldier pushed her forward in the direction of the
pyramid.


          “Go.”


There was one on each side of her now,
one at the back, and Lester was armed too. She had no weapon, and even if she
had, they were clearly outnumbered. Lester was totally in control for now, and
Jane could not see a way that this would change any time soon. She shivered at
the thought of what he would do next. Fair to think that the man would want to clean
up well after himself. Mark Lester was nothing but thorough with stuff like
that, and Jane knew it meant certain death for her and her team. It became a
little hard to breathe all of a sudden. She stumbled as one of the soldiers
gave her another hard shove.


          “Keep moving,” Lester snarled.

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



 

           


Lester
shoved a flashlight into Jane’s hand, and gestured for her to go down the steps.
She instinctively reached for Melissa, but he would not allow it.


          “I’m not going without her.”


          The force of the blow that followed
knocked the breath out of her, and dropped her instantly to the ground. Jane collapsed,
clutching at her ribs. They were still extremely sore, and the effect of his
punch to her stomach was infinitely worse than it would have felt if she had
been fully fit. For several long seconds, everything went really dark and
blurry for Jane. All she could do was lay gasping, struggling for breath, and trying
not to vomit all over herself. After a while, she vaguely heard Melissa plead
with Lester not to hurt her.


          “Please. Please, leave her alone!”


          Don’t…
she thought. That’s what he wants. And
then Lester was in her face, pulling her roughly to her feet with a hand
clasped like a vice around her throat. He may have been fat, but he was
surprisingly strong with it too. Tears welled up in her eyes. She could not
breathe.


          “You do what I tell you, Jane dear, and
you shut up about it,” he advised. “Otherwise, your friend is going to get
hurt. Do you understand me?”


          Jane glanced toward Melissa again, as
best she could. She saw the soldier standing next to her, playing with his knife.
Yeah, she understood. Lester was dead serious about this, and she did not doubt
it for a second.


          “Do you understand me?” he repeated.


          “Yes,” she gasped.


          He let her go. She almost fell again,
and he steadied her with a rough hand. Handed her the torch once more, and
pointed down the stairs. 


          “Off you go. I’ll be right behind you,
so behave yourself.”


          With no other option but to obey, Jane
started to walk down. On the sides of the wall were numerous and beautifully
preserved carvings of the Goddess. She did not like the way that Lester ran his
hands heavily all over them, like he had the right to touch, to possess. She
was feeling nauseous from the punch, unsteady on her feet. The steps kept
going, and she reached to the wall for support. It started getting darker, and
the deeper they went, the stronger the smell of damp and rotting earth became.
She risked a glance behind her, and breathed a slight sigh of relief at the sight
of Melissa coming down the steps. Still at the mercy of the soldiers, but when
their eyes met, Melissa flashed her a courageous smile.


          “Keep walking, Jane,” Lester barked.


          She clenched her teeth, and kept going.
After a few more steps, they finally entered the main crypt. Now, this
obviously had never been discovered before. It was intact as far as Jane could
see. One clue of this was that every statue was still in perfect condition.
There were a startling number of jaguar carvings, sacred monkeys, and what
looked like people praying, on all corners of the room and sculpted into the
walls. All still covered in gold, and encrusted with precious stones. Jane
could hear Lester breathing a little harder. Does this turn you on? 


The man suddenly ran out in front of
her.


          “Yes!” he shouted. “YES!”


          There was an edge to his voice, hard and
unhinged. Jane did not like the sound of it. This guy was not in control, that
was plain for everyone to see. The soldiers did not seem to notice, or maybe
they did, and chose to ignore it. She wondered how much he had paid them for
this. 


          “AT LAST!” Lester screamed. “At last,
I get my prize!”


He was running to all corners of the crypt,
caressing the statues, rubbing his hands all over the gold. Waving Matt’s gun
in the air at the same time. Then he stopped, fished a small knife out of his
jacket, and pocked an emerald stone from the eye of one of the statues. He examined
it under the light of his torch, laughing like a maniac. Meanwhile, Jane took
the opportunity to hang back a little closer to Melissa. The sight of the precious
statues left her stone cold. She knew how much money could be had from such
exquisite pieces on the black market, but to her it had never been about that. 


          “And what have we got here?” Lester suddenly
exclaimed.


          The small idol that took pride of
place in the centre of the room was clearly sculpted out of solid gold. It was
a small female figure, with her hands extended out in front of her. Holding the
moon and the sun, forever keeping the world in balance. Now, this was the real
prize. Jane winced at the brutal way that Lester snatched it off the small
stone altar. He stood staring at it, and turning it in his large hands for
several long seconds.


          “Oh yeah…” he muttered. “Oh yeah. Now,
this is what I’m talking about.”


          He went quiet, and in the silence that
followed, they heard a single gunshot. Everyone jumped, even the soldiers, who
gripped their rifles a little tighter. Lester looked up toward the exit,
frowning, looking irritated at the interruption. And then, he just chuckled.


          “Oh, well. Bye-bye, friend.”  


          Jane drew in a ragged breath. Matthew. She closed her eyes, and tried
to control the slow trembling that had started in her legs. Silent tears she could do nothing to contain rolled down her
cheeks. When Lester started talking again, what he said to her made Melissa want
to grab the knife from his hands, and stab him in the eye with it.


          “Shame how everything always tends to
end in death all around you, Jane,” he remarked cruelly. “First your parents,
then your partner… It was a shame about that helicopter, uh? And your grandma
made me such a nice cup of tea. Bless. If only she’d known. You understood,
though, didn’t you?”


          He giggled. Jane tried not to listen
to him, not to allow his words to register. She tried to stop herself from
shaking, not to let him show that he was getting to her. Still, she had to hear
him say it. Her voice sounded raw and broken when she spoke. 


          “What did you do? Temper with their
helicopter?”


          “Yes, indeed, Jane,” he snarled.
“Tempered with both the fuel valve and the engine, just to be on the safe side.
Chopper went down like a lead balloon.”


          “But why?” she cried.


          He shrugged in annoyance.


          “Why do you think?” he said.
“Competition. Graham had found some ruins in the jungle. I thought it might be
this place, the vanished temple of jewels, and I wanted him out of the way. His
site turned out to be completely meaningless. But thankfully, you came along
and finished the job nicely for me.”


          Jane swallowed hard. Once again, she
reflected that she should have been more careful. Paid attention more. Maybe if
she had, this would not be happening.       


“So now what, Lester?” she murmured.


          “Statue should fetch a good price. All
this stuff too.”


          “Great. Now you got what you wanted,
you can let us go.”


          He burst out laughing. Raised his gun
and stepped forward quickly, as if he was going to hit her with it. Jane flinched.
He seemed amused. 


          “How sweet of you, Jane,” he chuckled
ironically. “How fucking naïve, too. What, do you think we’re just going to
shake hands now, and agree to disagree? No can do, my dear.”


          Melissa was watching all this stuff happening,
and listening to his rantings with growing horror. The man was insane, no doubt
about it. And despite her brave attempts at keeping calm, the look of veiled
resignation that she could see in Jane’s normally bright green eyes betrayed
her own dark thoughts. We are never going
to get out of this crypt alive... The realisation hit Melissa hard in the
pit of her stomach. It made her feel sick, dizzy. She reached out for Jane’s
hand, and leaned against her for support. Lester did not seem to notice. Jane
linked her fingers through hers, and squeezed gently.


          “We’ll lock you both in here for a few
weeks,” the man said, confirming what Melissa had been dreading. “Dispose of
your friend’s body in some other way. I wanted to avoid bullets that lead to
uncomfortable questions, but you two will be easier to get rid of. I’ll
discover your corpses. The official story will be that you went exploring, got
trapped into this hole. Died of thirst and starvation. A miserable end to the
glittering career that never was, Jane.”


          “People will never believe you,
Lester,” she snapped.


          “Like who?” He laughed. “Your agent?
Your friends? The people who were suspicious of your parents’ death, and never
said anything? Whole lot of good that’ll do you, uh.”


          He started to walk away, back toward the
exit and the light. Carrying the golden idol in his hand, and the gun in the
other. Melissa felt Jane grow rigid. She heard her breathe a little harder.


          “Guys,” Lester instructed the three
soldiers, “when we’re out, you can help me push that slab of stone back into
place. Make sure it’s nice and tight.”


          He glanced behind him only once.


          “Goodbye, Jane,” he told her. “You ladies
have fun down here.”


          It was very dark inside the crypt
without the light of the men’s torches. Melissa shot her partner a sharp glance.
Jane had a glazed look all over her features that was frightening to discover.
Melissa stood in front of her, took her face in both her hands, and tried to
bring her back.


          “Talk to me,” she whispered. “Jane, please.
I need you.”


          Jane kept staring toward the steps, as
if in a deep trance. Should they try it? Should they make a run for the exit
before it was too late? What will be
worse? she wondered in a panic. To be shot whilst trying to escape, or to
die slowly inside this stinking room? And what if they just killed her, and
sent Melissa back down the crypt to die alone? Could she take that risk? Never in a million years. But what if…
What if.


          “I don’t know…” she murmured. “I
can’t…”


          The
enormity of the questions was simply too much. Too big to deal with. Jane felt
frozen in place and unable to make a decision, her brain sluggish and cold. How did this happen? Only this morning,
they had been all together, getting ready to leave and go home at last. A
picture of Matt smiling and joking flashed through her mind. He had been in
such high spirits. Excited at the thought of going back to Iquitos, and already
talking about the huge plate of steak and chips he was going to have first
thing. Now he lay alone, dead from a single bullet. Jane could not make any sense
out of it. How did this happen? What did
I do wrong?


          “Jane. Jane, can you hear me? Jane!”
Melissa shouted.


          There was a new layer of panic in her
voice now, and Jane finally heard her. All of a sudden, she became aware of the
scraping of the heavy entry stone, as it was being moved back into place.
Sealing them in to die. Melissa was listening intently, staring toward the exit
in absolute terror at what was happening.


          “Melissa,” Jane murmured.


          Seeing the desperate look in the
woman’s eyes was like a slap across the face to her. Instantly, she felt more
awake. Her mind cleared, and only one thing mattered. Melissa. She had to be strong for her.


          “Hey. Look at me…”


Melissa met her gaze, and Jane forced
herself to smile. She rested her hands on the sides of her partner’s cheeks,
and she kissed her gently, tenderly. She kept her eyes locked onto hers, and
did not let her pull away. She wanted Melissa to see her smiling until the
light disappeared completely. She wanted it to be the last image Melissa had of
her before they lost sight of each other for good. But Melissa started to
struggle against her. Panicking greatly now.


          “Jane… No. I can’t do this. I CAN’T DO
THIS!”


          She started to gasp really badly, and hyperventilate.
This would have been bad anywhere else, but down there it would be even worse. 


          “Keep your eyes on me,” Jane told her
in an urgent tone.    “Don’t let them seal
us in,” Melissa begged. “Please, don’t let it happen!”


          “Shhh. Keep looking at me, my love.”


          “I can’t do it, Jane. I can’t do
this!”


“Melissa, you don’t have to. Just keep
breathing with me.” 


          Jane caught the look of horror in her deep
brown eyes, and it was like a shot through her own heart. This is my fault, she realised. This
is all my fault… 


          “I love you, Jane,” Melissa suddenly
cried out.


          “I love you too,” Jane whispered.
“Melissa, when it gets dark, listen to my breathing, and match it. That’s the
only thing I want you to focus on, you understand?”


          “Yes… But…”


“Don’t worry. I’ll get you through
this.”


Melissa nodded, but she did not know how
she would not simply lose her fucking mind when she could no longer see.
Knowing where she was, and what horrible death awaited them. The light went
with a final heavy thump as the huge stone slotted back into place. Now, they
were plunged in total darkness, thick and heavy. Somehow it made her feel as if
she were choking. She let out a strangled cry.


“Jane!”


          “Yes. Hold on to me,” Jane murmured.
“I’m with you.”


          Melissa wrapped her arms around her
neck, and she clung to her as if she were drowning. Jane felt her ribs protest
at the treatment, but she ignored the pain, and tightened her own grip on the
photographer. Melissa was sobbing.


          “Don’t let me go!”


          “I won’t,” Jane promised.


          “What are we going to do?”


          “I don’t know yet. But this is not
over, trust me.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



 


 

Jane
quickly lost track of time. She held Melissa securely in her arms, and practiced
some of the relaxing breathing techniques that she had learned through
meditation. The one thing she wanted to avoid was for either of them to lose it
completely in the first few moments of being locked in. Once they were through
the initial shock of it, once the fear was under better control, they could
take stock, and assess their situation. After a while, when she felt that Melissa
was a little calmer, she thought that perhaps they had reached that stage.


          “How are you feeling?” she enquired.


          “Okay,” Melissa replied in a tiny
voice. “Better.”


          “Good.” Jane smiled in the dark.
“First things first, then. I want to check that stone at the top of the stairs.
Are you feeling up to it?”


          Melissa instantly grabbed onto her
hand.


          “I’ll go where you go,” she replied.


          “I like the sound of that.”


          Jane got to her feet slowly. She had
taken a good look at the inside of the crypt before the light had gone. She
knew in which direction the stairs were, and how far. 


          “Hold on to my waist so my hands are
free,” she instructed.


          “Wait.”


          There was a click, a small whirring
noise, and Melissa’s face suddenly came into view. 


          “Hey,” Jane exclaimed, delighted. “You
got light!”


          Melissa nodded sheepishly, smiling
through eyes that were swollen with tears.


          “That’s my backup camera,” she
explained. “Forgot I had it on me, but I switched it on when this whole thing
began. Started recording. Those idiots didn’t even search me.”


          Jane was glad to hear that some of her
usual spirit was back in her voice.


“There will be no image,” Melissa added,
“but I’m sure we would have got some sound. If we have, his entire confession
will be on it. I don’t know what good it will do us in here…” She shrugged. “I
don’t know. Do you want to check it?”


          Jane hesitated. She was tempted, but
it would be a waste of battery time.


          “Not yet,” she replied. “When we’re
out of here, and safe, we’ll check it.”


          She sounded incredibly confident, and
her remark brought a hesitant smile to Melissa’s lips. It restored some of her
own hope that somehow, some way, no matter how impossible it may seem just now,
there would be something that they could do to escape the crypt.


“How much charge have you got left?”
Jane enquired.


          “Not much. Maybe ten minutes if we
were filming. Perhaps an extra ten if we just use it for light.”


          “Okay. Switch it off.”


          Melissa’s expression immediately crumbled.


          “What?” she murmured. “Why?”


          She sounded close to tears again, and
Jane softly caressed the side of her face. Hell knows she also did not want to
find herself back in the dark. But she knew they had to.


          “I would rather keep the light for
when we really need it,” she explained. “I know it sucks, but...”


          Melissa immediately switched off the
device, saving her the need to explain. She leaned forward for a quick and
gentle kiss. She could see the wisdom of that approach.


          “You’re right,” she approved. “Now
what?”


          “Let’s go and check to see if we can
move that stone.”


          “Okay. I’ll keep hold of you.”


          Jane went first. It was a little hard
to keep her balance in such darkness, but they managed. When she found the
steps, she looked up. Pitch black, no light coming through from any of the
sides, and her heart sank. Looked like it would be a tight seal, just as Lester
had hoped. They went up, and she stood on the top step to run her hands over
the stone. It felt heavy and thick on top of her. She pushed on it. No way we’ll ever get that to move, she
thought. 


          “Any good?” Melissa enquired.


          It hurt to hear such hopefulness in
her voice.


          “Not really,” Jane replied. “But never
mind, let’s check the walls.”


          She made sure to keep her voice light
and calm. If the last thing she ever did in her life was to make this ordeal
more tolerable for Melissa, then this was what she would do. She would not give
in to despair. 


          “What are we looking for?” Melissa
enquired.


          “Air,” Jane replied. “If you can feel
air coming through the wall, then it means there is something behind it. Like
another room, or a tunnel.”


          “Gotcha.”


          “We’re going to go all around the
room, and see what we can find. If this were a modern building, there would be
a fire exit built into it somehow. Bet this will be the same for this one, we
just have to find it.”


          “Okay,” Melissa replied. “Jane?”


          “Yes, my love?”


          “Thank you.”


          “You’re welcome. But what for?”


          “For sounding so upbeat. For me. Thanks.”


          Jane found Melissa’s hand in the dark,
and brought it to her lips.


          “No problem,” she murmured.


          They went all around the crypt,
slowly, running their hands over the rough stones, and trying to feel the
slightest bit of air coming through. Jane did not mention out loud the fact
that if the crypt was sealed too tightly, eventually air would become an issue
for them too. Perhaps it will be better
this way, she thought. Maybe we’ll
end up falling asleep at some point, and just never wake up. She allowed
herself to get distracted by that morbid thought for just a second. She hit her
head on something, and pulled back sharply.


          “Shit!”


          “What’s wrong?” Melissa cried
instantly. “Jane?”


          Jane brought a hand to her face, and
felt the familiar warm, sticky liquid on her fingers. She wanted to scream in
anger and frustration. Instead, she just wiped the blood from her hand, and brought
her voice under control.


          “It’s all right,” she said. “Just
forgot about the statues, and I caught my stitches on one.”


          “Let me see. I’ll switch the light on.”


          “It’s okay, no need.”


          “Jane…”


          “Really, there is no need,” Jane
insisted, gently yet firmly. “It’s just a scratch, no point wasting any of our
precious light over it.”


          Melissa could hear the strain in her
voice, which had not been there only a second before.


          “Do you want to take a break?”


          Jane swallowed back some tears. Damn it, Grayson. She had not been in
there five minutes, and already she was struggling to stay in control.


          “Yeah, okay,” she conceded.


          They may as well. It was obvious that
there was no tunnel behind those walls, and they had nothing but time. They
found the steps again, and sat side by side on the damp ground. 


          “How long do you think we’ve been in
here?” Melissa enquired.


          “I don’t know. Two or three hours
maybe.”


          “Feels like days. But I think you’re probably
right.”


          “Are you hungry?”


          “Not yet. But I didn’t have much at
breakfast.”


          Jane suppressed a sigh. 


          “Me neither.”


          She checked her pockets, but they were
empty, as always. A headache was just beginning to make its presence known
against the back of her eyes. Probably dehydrated already. It was rather hot
and stuffy down there, and she realised that water was going to become a real problem
very quickly. When Melissa reached up to touch her face, she tried to crease
her lips into some sort of a smile. She felt her fingers linger on the side, and
her thumb rub gently over her cheek. This felt really good. Reassuring, and wonderfully
grounding. Jane allowed her head to drop forward, just a little bit. Tired. All of a sudden, she felt so
tired. Weary to the bone. Melissa must have guessed, because she pulled her
into her arms.


          “Want to lie down?” she asked.


          “Um... Yeah, guess I wouldn’t mind.
You?”


          “Yes, I would like to. Like this
morning.”


          “Like this morning,” Jane repeated. “Okay.”


          They climbed up onto the altar in an
attempt to get out of reach of any spiders or scorpions. Jane stretched out
behind Melissa, making sure that her right arm supported her head and protected
her against the harshness of the surface underneath. She hugged her tightly,
kissed the back of her neck, and did her best not to burst into tears. Who the hell am I kidding? she thought a
little desperately. This is hopeless.
We’re going to die in here.


          “Try to sleep,” she murmured. “We’ll be
okay.”


          “Hey, Jane?” 


          “Yes, my love.”


          “When we get back home, I’m going to
cook a really nice meal for you,” Melissa announced. 


          Jane closed her eyes again against the
tears. She swallowed them back, and forced a smile into her reply.


          “Oh yeah? I would like that very much.”


          “Great. What’s your favourite dish?”


          “Home-made lasagne with a nice glass
of red wine.”


          “Okay. I’ll make you the best lasagne
in the entire world.”


          Jane took a deep, careful breath.
Apparently, she was not the only one to have decided to work to keep her
partner’s spirits up.


          “Thank you, Melissa,” she murmured.  


          “No need. Now, I want you to think
about that as you drift off to sleep. We need to rest. Everything will feel a
lot better after. Maybe we’ll have a good idea. Okay?”


          Once again, Jane tried to keep the
tears from her reply. She could not quite manage it as well this time. The
little voice at the back of her head had started to scream at her now that they
would perish inside of this horrible dank pit, without ever seeing the light of
day again. It was foolish to hope otherwise, and it was her fault that Melissa
was down there with her. She wanted to tell her that she was sorry, very badly.
She also knew that if she started down that road, her emotions would likely get
the better of her, and she could not afford to let that happen. As it was, she
was struggling to resist the growing terror that was spreading fast inside her
heart.


          “I’m sorry,” she murmured.


          It was all that she could say. Melissa
twisted around in her arms so that she was facing her. She rested a gentle hand
against the side of her cheek. It was wet with tears, and something else that
she decided to ignore for the time being. Probably, the stitches had broken.
Knowing Jane, she would have lied to her about how hard she had hit the wall,
or how much it was hurting now. And the fact that she was bleeding too.


          “Breathe with me, baby,” she whispered.


          They did it together, and after a
while, Jane started to drift. Her body went limp. She forgot about the darkness
that she could not escape, the lack of air she could already feel, and the hard
floor underneath her body that made her ribs throb with every breath. She went
with Melissa, and she imagined a bright kitchen, full of light and sunshine.
She pictured the two of them, cooking and drinking together. And kissing again
like for the first time. She fell asleep into the dream.

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



 

          


They
woke up a few hours later to the now familiar rumbling of yet another earthquake.
Immediately though, it became clear that this was a much stronger one than the
tremors they had experienced before. It seemed to make sense to get off the
altar, and retreat to the nearest wall for whatever protection it could offer. They
were not ready to die yet, far from it. Jane briefly wondered how long it would
take for them to stop caring, and if their survival instinct would simply
switch off in the end. And who would go first? She hoped that it was Melissa, and
that she could be there for her until the end. Then, Jane was pretty sure that
she would go insane, alone like this in the darkness. If she ever reached that
stage, it would probably not matter much what happened next, one way or
another. 


          “Jane, stay close to me,” Melissa gasped.



          Jane instantly tightened her grip on
her.


          “I’m right here. It’s all right.”


And what a damn lie that was. Only a few
hours earlier, before they went to sleep, Jane had felt certain that things
could not get any worse for them. But now it was evident that she had been
wrong about that, because things were starting to get a lot worse indeed, and
it was happening fast. Only a few seconds into it, the shake very quickly appeared
to cause a thick layer of dust and damp to loosen from the walls and the
ceiling of the little crypt, which made it instantly a lot harder to breathe.
Melissa started to cough. She began to choke. Panicking about it did not help, and
she started to hyperventilate again. Hearing her struggle like this, and not
being able to help was excruciating for Jane. And the world continued to shake.


          “Give me a fucking break!” she
screamed out in fury.


          She wanted to lash out at the entire
universe for this sick sadistic joke that was being played on them. There they
both were, locked inside an airless chamber and left to die, whilst the man who
had murdered her parents made out with an ancient statue that he would sell for
thousands of dollars on the black market. Her partner and best friend had been
killed. Where was the justice in that? Why did the bad guys always win in her
story? And as if it were not bad enough already, the tremor intensified, and more
stuff fell from the ceiling. Jane heard Melissa cry out in pain in the darkness.
She felt her grab harder on to her. 


          “Melissa, what’s wrong?” she shouted
over the noise.


          The fact that she could not see what
was happening was driving her crazy. Sleeping for a little while had restored
some of her usual energy, and now all that she could feel was burning, blinding
rage at their situation.


          “Melissa, please. Answer me,” she
insisted.


          “I… I’m fine…” the reply finally came.


          Jane could hear her panting. But
Melissa was still talking, and just the sound of her voice, strained as it was,
was reassuring to Jane.


          “This’ll be over soon. Stay calm,” she
encouraged.


“Some… Some sand, or… or something. It’s
falling on top of me, Jane… We need to find another spot…”


They did, but it was pretty much the
same everywhere else. In desperation, Jane wrapped her arms around her partner’s
body, and pressed Melissa’s face against her chest. She tried to shelter her
under the cover of her raised arms as best she could. She could feel debris
falling on top of her now too. Maybe this entire crypt was going to cave in. Or
fall into the ground, and bring them down with it. Jane squeezed her eyes shut against
the dust, and she crouched down a little lower over Melissa. The air felt heavy
with dirt and grime. She started coughing too, could not prevent herself from
inhaling some of it. Trying to spit it out did not help. Not like this, Jane thought in sudden panic. She could barely get
any oxygen out of a single breath, and if death was coming for her now, she
realised that she was not ready for it. Not
yet. I am not done here. A single prayer arose from her consciousness. Goddess of Thept, we are in your home. Help
us. Please, help us…


But as if the goddess were mocking her
pleading request, Melissa suddenly screamed in pain, as a bigger piece of rock
crashed onto the side of her leg. Jane simply lay on top of her, then. She
tried to take the brunt of it. 


If
it’s the last thing I do…


          “Jane! Don’t do this!” Melissa shouted.


          Jane shook her head, and she did not
respond. She did not move. She grunted as something hit the side of her
shoulder, hard. It felt like being hit with a metal bar. More stuff started to
land on top of her, and a little more rapidly too. They were being buried
alive. This has got to stop, she
thought. It’s got to stop… She raised
her head up, and let her anger and helplessness express themselves through a
formidable scream.


          “STOP!” she yelled out. “FUCKING STOP
IT NOW!”


          Her shout echoed out in the sudden
silence. The tremor had ceased. Exhausted, Jane dropped her head onto Melissa’s
shoulder. She took shallow, ragged breaths, trying to find enough oxygen
through the soil-filled atmosphere.       


“Are you okay?” Melissa whispered after
a while.


          Jane felt her fingers caressing the
back of her hair.


          “Yeah… Fine… You?”


          “Me too,” Melissa replied after another
bad fit of coughing.


          They sat up slowly, and brushed
themselves off as best they could. Then, Jane felt Melissa grab her by the
shoulders. This was a different kind of embrace this time. Urgent, and tight.
Not very friendly either, almost painful.


          “Melissa, what’s wrong?” she murmured.


          “Turn around, and look toward the entrance,”
Melissa ordered sharply.


          Jane did as she was told. Her eyes
widened in surprise, and she blinked hard a couple of times.


          “Can you see it?” Melissa exclaimed. “Is
this light coming through from over there? Please, tell me you can see it too, and
that I am not hallucinating!”


          “Yeah, I can see it too,” Jane replied
immediately. “You’re not hallucinating.”


          If they both were, then she would
happily stay in that dream forever. But she doubted that it was the case. She
got up on her feet, and stumbled toward the source of the light. There was
barely enough of it for her to be able to make out the stairs, but it was still
a major improvement on before. When she got closer and looked up toward the
exit, she clearly saw the small slit opening on the side of the closing stone.
She jumped forward and pressed her face up against it. 


I
can breathe.


          “Melissa? Come here.”


          The photographer was right behind her.
She squeezed herself against Jane’s body, and gulped in a few lungsful of clean
night air. Must have been a full moon. She could see grass and leaves on the top,
illuminated by the light, and a slice of darkened sky up above. She started to
shake in joyful relief.


          “Oh, God. Jane, this is wonderful…”


It looked like the tremor had affected
the ground around the heavier slab of stone, and created a slight depression on
the side of it. Jane could put her arms through it, up to the shoulders. They
would have to make it bigger. But now, at least, there was something that they
could do to save themselves. Jane knew that she would happily dig and hack at
the earth until her fingers bled to the bone if that was what it took to get
them both out of that hole. She looked at Melissa. Face covered in dust, eyes wide
from the shock and fear of their recent nightmarish experience, and a cut on
her lip that was bleeding onto her chin. She was beautiful. 


Jane flashed her a bright, confident
smile.


          “We are getting out of here,” she
declared.


          “I hear you,” Melissa approved eagerly.


          Jane started digging into the dirt on
the side of the stone. It was hard work, tough on the shoulders from the
position she was in. She ignored it all, and kept digging. Melissa helped. They
took turns. After only a short time, the sun came up. So, they had spent a full
day and night inside the crypt, Jane reflected. It had felt like a lot longer
than that, and she shivered at the thought that they were not out yet. And who
knew when another tremor would occur? She redoubled her efforts, sweat pouring
down her face, tracing deep lines into the dust that covered her cheeks.


          “Jane,” Melissa suddenly exclaimed.


          “Yes? What?” 


 “Do
you think that they’ve gone?”


          Jane instantly stopped digging. Her
stomach tightened at the thought of Lester, and what that madman would be doing
next. She was pretty sure that hanging around would not have been in his plans,
but Melissa was right.


          “Good point,” she replied. “I think
the answer’s yes, he’s gone, but let’s be careful anyway.”


          From time to time they would stop
working, and listen out intently. Nothing could be heard out there apart from
the usual cry of birds and howler monkeys in the nearby trees. Certainly, no
human voices, and Jane allowed herself to relax a little bit. They kept on
digging. 


          “First thing I am going to do when we
get out of here is find us some water,” Jane said. “And then, we’re leaving.
Getting as far away from this place as possible.”


          “How?” Melissa enquired. “Back through
the tunnel and the cenote?”


          Jane hesitated, and flashed her a
small smile.


          “I think we might have to,
unfortunately. Although I am not too keen on going up that thing in the dark
this time,” she admitted. “And especially with these earthquakes that keep on
happening… But it will be quicker. Still, maybe we should keep our options open…”


          She winced as if something had bitten
her, and pulled her hand back to inspect it. Bleeding slices all over her
fingers, and she knew that open cuts were the last thing you wanted when you
spent time in the jungle. Oh, well. Whatever.
Keep digging.


          “If not the tunnel, then how else can
we go back?” Melissa insisted.


          “I don’t know yet. I’ll have a think.
I’m open to ideas.”


          Jane pulled down hard on a reluctant
root, and it finally gave up the fight, bringing with it a much larger chunk of
earth. This would have to do.


          “Think you can squeeze through that?”
she asked.


          “Are you saying I’m fat?” Melissa
joked.


          Jane chuckled. She rested her arm over
Melissa’s shoulders, and kissed the top of her head.    


          “You know what, this is going to sound
rather strange,” she smiled. “But I am immensely glad to have you here with me
right now.”


          Melissa kissed her on the cheek.


          “I know what you mean,” she agreed.
“And me too.” 


Jane went first. It was a tight squeeze,
but she was able to wriggle through it. She managed to get out. Then, she knelt
in front of the escape hole, and scanned the area around the crypt, briefly yet
thoroughly before she leaned back in.


          “There’s no one else around,” she
confirmed. “Grab on to me.”


          Pulling Melissa out of the crypt made
it feel as if her ribs had turned into a bunch of knives, and were stabbing her
from the inside. But Jane had never felt any happier, and on some level the
pain barely even registered. She pulled Melissa to her feet and into her arms,
and then she allowed herself to rest against her for several long seconds,
catching her breath. It was already getting darker. She could hardly believe it
had taken them almost a day to dig themselves out. 


          “Well done, darling,” Melissa
murmured.


          “Well done us. Couldn’t have done this
without you.”


Jane allowed herself a moment longer to
relax, but her eyes were constantly scanning the jungle and the rest of the
site, making sure that they really were alone. The temptation to walk back
toward the front of the pyramid was impossible to resist, too. She doubted that
Lester would have left any of their stuff behind intact, but it was worth a check
just to be sure. She held tightly onto Melissa’s hand as they approached the small
area.


          “Okay, Jane?” Melissa enquired.


          They were both covered in dust, but
even through that thick layer of dirt, she could see how pale her partner had
become. Melissa knew full well what had to be weighing on her mind. She was
thinking about Matt, too. Would they find his dead body over there? She could
not bear to think how awful it would be for Jane when they did.


          “Yes. I’m okay,” Jane replied in a
hollow voice.


          She shivered at the thought of what
they would discover. At first, it was just remnants of gear, and traces of a larger
fire. Lester had burnt their things, although pieces of their rucksacks were still
visible, and amongst those the handle of her machete. Jane scattered the ashes
with her booted foot, and she pulled it out.


          “It’s intact!” she exclaimed.


          The machete mattered to her a great
deal. It had been a birthday present from Matt. She decided it was a good omen
as well. A machete meant that she would be able to kill small animals for food.
The flint striker she still carried around her neck would make fire easy and
quick. Jane glanced toward Melissa, to check her clothes. She was happy to find
that she was wearing her Kevlar snake gaiters. As much as Jane hated the
thought of going back into the jungle, she knew they did not have much of a choice
by this point. At least, they were prepared for it.


          “Melissa, do you still have that
compass I gave you?” she asked.


          “Yes.”


          “Great.”


          More good news. Of course, Lester had
not been stupid enough to leave any of their electronics behind, although he
had not bothered to hide the remains very well, and Jane wondered about that
briefly. Their GPS unit, and the satellite phone that she carried in her bag
had been destroyed, and thrown into the fire. Melissa’s filming and photo equipment
had suffered the same fate. No more GoPro. Melissa just shrugged at the sight
of it, melted almost beyond recognition. All her work was on a USB stick that she
carried with her at all times. That stuff was safe inside of her pocket,
although it was the furthest thing from her mind right now. What she really
wanted was…


          “Water!” she exclaimed. 


          She had found a full bottle, lying abandoned
in the grass. Condensation had formed on the inside, but the lid looked like it
was still good, and even though it might be hot, and stale, it would probably
not make them sick.


          “You first,” Jane offered. “Don’t
drink too fast though, give your body time to adjust to it.”


          Melissa took a couple of sips. The
too-warm water, which tasted of plastic, was the best thing she had ever drunk
in her entire life.


          “Your turn, Jane.”


          Jane took a mouthful of it herself,
and closed her eyes in relief.


          “Oh yeah,” she murmured. “That’s just
perfect.”


          They allowed themselves a little bit
more each before they put the bottle away. Although it rained a lot in the
jungle, and with luck, water might not be an issue, it still made sense to save
some of it.


“Food would be nice too, uh?” Jane
reflected.


          Melissa flashed her a weak smile. 


          “Yes…”


She discovered a half-burnt MRE pouch
sticking out from under the ashes. Unfortunately, it was wide open, and already,
a million maggots were crawling all over the inside. She dropped it with a
grimace of disgust.


“I’m not ready to go full-on Bear Grylls
yet.”


“Hopefully you won’t have to,” Jane
replied. “I can hunt for us.”


But what she spotted next, lying on the
ground a little way away, made all thoughts of food disappear, and her stomach
turn itself inside and out. She stared at it, speechless. It was a few seconds before
she could comprehend the full implications of what she was looking at. She
turned to Melissa, and opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out.
Melissa’s face instantly dropped.


          “What have you found?”


          Jane shook her head.


          “I… It’s…”


          Her eyes filled with tears. The words
just would not come out this time. She dropped to her knees, leaned forward,
and retched. Melissa hurried toward her.


          “Jane, what did you find?” she
repeated, although she could guess only too well.


Still unable to speak, Jane shuffled a
little closer to the dead man’s body. The smell was bad in this heat, and she
kept a hand clasped tightly over her mouth. Flies were buzzing all around. She
kept a safe distance away from the corpse, but she needed to look. She simply
had to. She heard Melissa’s sharp gasp as she joined her. It was all like in a
dream, and all they could do was stare. The half-eaten human body must have
made a jaguar very happy the night before. But it was not so badly damaged that
Jane could not clearly recognise his features. She felt Melissa’s fingers
digging into the back of her shoulders. 


          “Oh, my God,” the woman murmured. “Jane…”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


                   



 

Despite
the fact that she was feeling so exhausted and weak after their ordeal, Jane crisscrossed
the entire site in all directions over three times that same evening. Melissa
did the same, scouring the area, looking for any sign of Matt.


          “There was only one gunshot,” Jane
kept repeating over and over excitedly. “Just one bloody gunshot! So, if Yvon
is lying dead over there with a bullet in his skull, where the hell is my
partner?”


          They searched for him for a long time,
and when it became obvious that he was not around, Jane became convinced that
he must have escaped, and be on his way out.


          “I’m sure he’s okay,” she murmured. “I’m
sure he’s out there, safe, and headed for home.”


They built a small fire at the back of
the pyramid, and huddled close together in front of it. Jane caught the loving
yet slightly worried look that Melissa gave her, and she squeezed her shoulder
in return.


          “It’s not just wishful thinking, you
know. Matt has done things in his military career that make Rambo look like a
little girl,” she said. “He’s still bound by his government’s Official Secrets
Act, and so he’s kept most of it to himself, but he’s told me enough, trust me.
The more I think about it, the more certain I am that he’s made it out of here
in one piece.”


          “He didn’t wait for us,” Melissa
reflected quietly.


          Jane gave a tired shrug. 


          “I’m not sure,” she sighed. “But I
know for a fact that leaving us behind would have been his very last option.
The thing is though, unless he knew the exact location of the crypt, once the
entry slab was back in place, it would have been almost impossible to find it.
The fact that I discovered it was just pure luck.”


          “He probably thinks we’re dead.” 


          “Yeah… Probably.”


Jane grew silent, just staring off into
the fire with a sad and exhausted expression on her face. It had been a
soul-crushing experience for her to imagine that her partner had been killed.
It would be the same for Matt. She hated the fact that they had been separated,
that she could not reach him. She looked up and frowned at the sudden mist that
was starting to fall all over the forest. Melissa felt her tense.


“What?” she whispered. 


          “It’s going to rain soon. And I need
to go find us something to eat before it gets too dark. Why don’t you wait for
me here, and I’ll…”


          “No way,” Melissa exclaimed. “Jane, we
need to stay together.”


          Jane ran her hands through her short spiky
hair, rested her forehead against hers, and kissed the top of her nose. She
closed her eyes. The temptation to remain right there with Melissa, and just go
to sleep with her was pretty overwhelming. But rest was a luxury that she could
not afford just now. If she did not keep moving, they would die here just as
surely as they would have died inside the crypt.


          “I won’t be long,” she promised. “But I’m
more likely to catch something if I’m on my own. You stay here, I’ll go get us
dinner.”


          Her forehead was unusually hot against
her partner’s. Immediately concerned, Melissa rested her hands over her cheeks.


          “You’re too warm. Are you getting a
fever?”


          Jane pulled back, and shook her head.  


“No,” she said firmly. “I’m not.”


          She tried not to wince from the
soreness in her bones that was spreading rapidly throughout her entire body, as
she got to her feet, and grabbed her machete. 


          “Look after the fire, okay? I’ll be
right back, I promise.”


          “Be careful.”


          “I will.”


          Melissa watched her walk away. Tall,
lean, and looking strong despite everything. She wondered how much of it was
just pure pretend, simply Jane putting a brave face on, again simply for her
benefit. Probably a lot. She sighed, and threw more wood onto the fire. It was
getting dark. Jane would have to hurry. Melissa prepared to wait, whilst
keeping a careful eye on her surroundings. She watched the light fade away, and
one star appear above the pyramid. Regardless of what happened in her life now,
she decided, she would never feel the same again about any of the simple things
in her universe. Like being able to watch the stars, drink water, or simply
breathe. And then, there was Jane, of course. A small smile came to Melissa’s
lips at the memory of their first meeting at the hotel in Iquitos. That felt to
her like years into the past now. Such a lot had changed in such a short space
of time. She wondered if Jane would agree to come spend some time with her in
New York…


          “Hey.”


          Melissa jumped. She was not sure how
long she had been day-dreaming like this, but now the moon was out, and her
partner was back.


          “I got lucky,” Jane announced.


Her pockets were full of juicy berries,
and she carried a dead mammal by the scruff of the neck that she called a capobaros.
Her blade was dripping with the animal’s blood, and as she knelt down to
prepare it, Melissa watched her do so with growing admiration. If she had been
forced to do this for herself, she would not have had a single clue about where
to start. 


          “This is one of the largest rodents in
the world,” Jane explained as she worked, expertly removing the guts and hide
in order to reveal the edible bits of the animal. “It’s a huge rat basically.”


          She paused to grin at Melissa.        


“I’ll give you the standard line, okay?”


“The standard line?”


“Yeah, it tastes just like chicken. And
anyway, regardless of taste or what it looks like, we need some energy before
we start walking again. So, this is it.”


          A torrential downpour suddenly
started.


          “All right,” Jane exclaimed.


She grabbed their bottle of water and
stuck it out into the open to refill. Then, she stepped out from underneath the
sheltering piece of rock where they had built their campfire, and cleaned the
animal blood off her hands. Melissa went to stand next to her, and she had a go
at washing some of the grime and dust off her own face. Then, she took her
t-shirt off, and asked Jane to sit down. She knelt in front of her, tilted her
head back, and gently cleaned the area around her stitches. There had been three
of them initially, and only one had not been ripped off. She was careful not to
start the wound bleeding again. Around the edges, the flesh was a little
swollen. A little hard, and slightly darker than perhaps it should have been.
Melissa bit on her lip at the sight of it. She was no expert, but it did not
look good.


“Thanks,” Jane simply said to her.


And then, she angled her head back, and
opened her mouth wide. Paused to glance at Melissa.


“Water straight from the tap,” she winked.
“Do it.”


Melissa smiled. She opened her mouth,
and tried to catch as many drops as possible. It felt good. And the downpour
only lasted a few minutes, but it was enough to half fill up their bottle. They
shared some of it, and kept some for later. Jane glanced at her.


          “How’re you doing now? Bit better?” 


          Melissa flashed her a grateful smile.


          “Yeah, a lot better. How are you?”


          Jane stood there with fever in her
eyes, soaked to the skin, with animal blood under her fingernails and ribs that
would not stop hurting. But she was still smiling. Still fighting. Still doing
the best she could for both of them. 


          “I’m okay,” she lied.


Melissa impulsively stepped forward,
took her face in both hands, and kissed her hard. 


“I know that’s not true. I love you,
Jane.”


          “Yeah. Same here,” Jane replied a
little drunkenly. ”I feel like shit, if you really want to know. But I thank
the Goddess for our lives, and this food we are going to eat.”


They shared the meat, which was a little
tough but well-cooked, and tasted absolutely amazing due to the fact that they
had spent almost three days without any sustenance.


          “Could do with some pepper on the
top,” Jane remarked.


          “And salt, too. And a dash of chilli
sauce,” Melissa added.


          “Oh, yeah. How ‘bout a side of chips
and garlic bread?”


          Melissa chuckled.


          “And mayonnaise, too. Hey, don’t
forget that lasagne I am going to cook for you when we get home.”


          “With a bottle of my favourite red?”


          “You bet.”


Jane smiled. She had a pounding
headache, and she could feel herself heating up from the inside. Her fever was
getting worse. The cut on her forehead felt a lot tighter now too, and it had
started to throb. She wondered if this was the beginning of an infection. The
possibility that she had picked up something from all that dust and grime
inside the crypt was a little scary. Out there in the rain forest, it might be
fatal. It helped to talk about what they would do when they finally made it
home.


          “Hey, Melissa?” she asked eventually.


          “Yes?”


          “Do you think we could check that
recording on your camera now, to see if it’s picked up anything?”


          Melissa immediately pulled it out of
her pocket.


          “Of course. It’s a small one, but
great quality. I’m sure we’ll have something.”


          She switched it on, and found what she
was looking for. She pressed the play button. Lester’s voice immediately came
on, louder than either of them had expected it would be. Jane jumped at the
sound of it. ‘You do what I tell you,
Jane dear, and you shut up about it. Otherwise, your friend is going to get
hurt. Do you understand me?’


          “Sorry,” Melissa apologised. “I’ll
turn it down.”


          Jane swallowed a little hard, and she
nodded.


          “Yeah, that’d be good,” she said.


          As Melissa had predicted, the
recording was good, and included all the bits that would matter later: Lester’s
confession that he had tempered with the helicopter; his comment after they
heard the gunshot that they believed had killed Matt; and his explanation of
what he would tell the press had happened to the two women, after he ‘discovered’ their corpses.


          “This time, he won’t get away with his
crimes,” Jane murmured, her fists clenched in anger. “I’ll make sure he goes
down for this.”


          She shivered. Stood up to pick up some
more wood, and instantly felt herself growing faint. She would have collapsed
if Melissa had not been paying attention, and grabbed her around the waist.


          “You need to lie down,” she
instructed.


          “I’m okay,” Jane protested. “Just got
up too quickly.”


          “Jane, you’re burning up. Please, lie
down.”


          “No, I’m fine…”


          “Yes,” Melissa insisted. “Just for a
little while, darling.”


          Before Jane even knew it, she found
herself flat on her back, with her head resting on Melissa’s thigh. She gave an
exhausted sigh. The photographer took her t-shirt off again, and reached for
the bottle of water. She dribbled some of the precious liquid onto the fabric.


          “Hmm…” Jane groaned. “What are you
doing?”


          “Shhh. Close your eyes. Relax.”


          Melissa used the wet t-shirt to wipe the
sweat off her face, and the sides of her neck. Trying to cool her down.
Everywhere that she touched her, Jane’s skin felt incandescent.


          “How’s that?”


          “Good. But we can’t…” 


          “Don’t, Jane, please. Let me do this,”
Melissa interrupted. 


          Jane thought about protesting that
they needed to keep that water for drinking. It was not worth wasting it on her
like this. But it would have been too much of an effort to start arguing. She
just gave a small nod instead, and closed her eyes.


          “Fever getting worse, uh?” Melissa
said in a low voice.


          This time, it hurt too much to lie
about it.


          “Yeah…”
















CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE



 


 

Jane
blacked out for the next few hours. It was the sort of sleep that was scary to
watch. A little too deep, a little too still. Melissa tried to keep her
comfortable. She kept wetting her t-shirt, and gently applying it to Jane’s
burning skin. She kept the fire going for protection against the animals, and
the machete close at hand too, just in case. It was an uncomfortable, tense
wait for her. But eventually, Jane stirred.


          “Melissa…”


          Melissa’s
eyes snapped open. She had dozed off for a few minutes, sitting up with her
back resting against the pyramid wall. It was still dark. And Jane was up too now,
looking at her through slightly hazy eyes. But she was awake, and alive. Melissa’s
heart swelled with relief, and she pulled her into a tight hug.


          “Jane. I was so worried… I’m glad
you’re back.”


          “Hey... Me too…”


          The hug felt like pure heaven to Jane,
and she allowed herself to relax in her partner’s arms. Then, Melissa carefully
examined the cut on her forehead, and pressed her hand against her cheek. The
concern in her eyes seemed to lift a little.


          “Your wound is still looking pretty
bad, but at least it has not got any worse,” she announced. “Hopefully it
won’t, now.”


          “Great. How long was I out?”


          “A few hours. It felt... It felt like
a long time...”


          “I’m sorry. Did you manage to get any sleep
at all?”


          Melissa shook her head in response.


          “Not really,” she admitted. “I just
kept an eye on you, and made sure the critters stayed away from us. Now, you
look better. Are you all right?”


          Amazingly, Jane did feel better. The
headache had abated slightly, and she was still feeling hot, but definitely not
as much as before. 


          “Yes, feeling good,” she promised.


          There was no need to add that when she
had fallen asleep before, the fleeting thought that she might never wake up had
crossed her mind. Hopefully, whatever this fever was would be short-lived, and
not turn into a nastier problem. She glanced toward the bottle of water. Her
throat was parched.


          “Can I…”


          “Of course,” Melissa exclaimed as she
passed it to her. “It’s been raining. I topped it up a few times.”


          Jane took a couple of sips, and
noticed that the fire was still going strong. More fresh wood lay in a neat
pile by the side of it, which meant that Melissa had ventured to the edge of
the forest in the dark, and used her machete to cut some more while she had
been unconscious.  


          “Thank you for looking after me so
well,” she murmured.


          Melissa flashed her a brilliant smile
in spite of her fatigue.


          “You don’t always have to be the strong
one, Jane. I’m here for you too, you know.”


          “Okay. Thanks. But now you can get
some sleep though. I’ll keep an eye out for spiders.”


          “Are you sure?”


          “Positive.”


          “Okay, then,” Melissa accepted,
relieved.


          She curled up in between Jane’s legs,
and rested her head over her lap. All of a sudden, exhaustion hit her like a
tonne of bricks. Within seconds, she fell into a deep sleep. 


Jane tried to gauge how many hours they
had to wait until dawn. She was starving again. The prospect of the food that
was waiting at Camp 2, along with the spare satellite phone, kept her mind busy
for a while as Melissa enjoyed some well-deserved rest. Jane watched her sleep.
It was a simple pleasure. It made her feel safe. Their situation was less than
ideal, but as long as they had each other, she was convinced that they would
see it through. All they had to do was make it back to camp, which would take
them two days, she estimated. Then, they could use the sat phone to call for
help… Well, they would have to find a clearing to get a signal first. Probably
meant quite a bit more walking before they would be able to. It would be tough.
Melissa mumbled something in her sleep, and pressed herself a little tighter
against her. Jane kept a hand on the back of her neck, rubbing gently.


          “Shhh… It’s okay,” she whispered. “I’m
here. It’s okay…”


Melissa’s body relaxed, and Jane’s thoughts
drifted back to her partner. Was he on his way back to camp as well? Was he
injured? Did he have his stuff with him? Jane could not remember seeing any
traces of Matt’s belongings in the fire’s ashes, which was another reassuring
fact. Hopefully, he had been able to save it. She tried to remember what he
normally carried with him. Food and water, of course. A flask of his beloved
whiskey. The first-aid kit. A good knife. The maps. Everything he would need to
make excellent progress through the jungle, and keep himself safe. Jane leaned
her head against the wall, and she closed her eyes. Not to sleep, but just to
relax. She sighed. 


          “I’m done with this crap,” she
murmured.


          The thought that once she left this
place behind, she would never be back again, ever, suddenly hit her with
amazing clarity. There was not a shadow of a doubt there, she just knew it. No
more jungle. No more searching. She was going to put Lester behind bars, and
then her life would change. She was not exactly sure how, but as she looked
down at Melissa, sleeping all tucked up against her body, she knew that it
would include her, and nothing else really mattered. She wondered if the
photographer would invite her to go to New York. Or somewhere else, maybe? Jane
was not really bothered about where that would be, all she knew was that she
wanted to be with Melissa. A small smile came to her lips at the realisation. What
a wonderful surprise this was turning out to be. Jane had never in a million
years imagined the incredible feelings that someone like Melissa would awaken in
her. Love. Affection. Fierce protectiveness. And an intense desire to give all
of herself to her. Forever. Now, all they had to do was get themselves out of
this jungle.      


          At first light, Jane woke her up
gently.


          “Come on,” she whispered. “It’s time
to go home.”


          Melissa looked refreshed. She appeared
impatient to get going, which Jane was too. They ate some berries for
breakfast. And then, Jane grabbed hold of her machete. Melissa took the bottle.
It was all they had. As they walked past the front of the pyramid, Jane glanced
toward the spot where Yvon’s body had been lying. It was gone.


          “The animals took it,” Melissa
reflected.


          “Yes. Hope they don’t choke on it.”


          There was nothing else to say. They
went into the jungle, following the exact same path that they had taken on
their way in. Fortunately, it was still visible in some places, and it made it
easier not to get lost. Still, it was slow progress, just as before. When they
emerged out by the side of the lake, Jane had to stop.


          “Just a quick break.” She forced
herself to smile. “Okay?”


          “Of course,” Melissa agreed. “I really
need it too, to be honest. How is your head?”


          “Kind of throbbing.”


          “And the fever?”


          “Hovering.”


          Melissa shot her a worried glance.


          “Don’t worry,” Jane assured her. “I
won’t give you a repeat of last night. We’ll just take it slow, and I…”


          Her eyes suddenly grew wide.


“Watch out!”


          She threw herself at Melissa, and
knocked her out of the way. When Melissa turned around again, she found her on
her hands and knees, apparently wrestling with something that was trying to
disappear into the high grass. Melissa only caught a fleeting glimpse of
movement.


          “What is it?” she cried.


          “Anaconda! It’s… Ow, fuck!” Jane
exclaimed.


          She had just managed to grab a slight
hold of it, but the snake expertly slipped from her grip, whipped its head around,
and bit her on the wrist. Thankfully, she managed to pull her arm off before it
could lock its jaws properly into place. She grabbed it by the tail, stood up,
and pulled it out of the grass. The snake was small for its kind, only about
fifteen feet in length, but with a really thick body, and weighty with it too. Some
anacondas could grow up to twenty-seven feet in length, and weigh half a ton;
with jaws strong enough to immobilise and kill a deer. Even though this one was
smaller, Jane knew she had to be quick with it all the same. She threw it to
the ground, managed to pin its head under her boot, and she sliced its head off
with her machete. She stood back to catch her breath. She glanced at her wrist.


          “Damn thing bit me,” she said.


          “What?” Melissa cried out in alarm.


          “Don’t worry. It’s not venomous, and
it hasn’t even pierced through. See?”


          Melissa stared at the bruise that was already
appearing on Jane’s skin.


          “Jesus,” she gasped. 


          “Sorry I pushed you so hard,” Jane
apologised. “I just saw something move, and I wasn’t sure what it was. Thought
better safe than sorry.”


          Melissa stared at the dead snake, and
shivered at the way that its body was writhing so vigorously on the ground. To
all intents and purposes, it still looked very much alive.


          “Is it dead?” she wondered. “Are you
sure?”


          “Yes, it’s dead. That’s just muscle
memory in the body.”


          Melissa knew Jane well enough by now
to realise that she would never kill an animal that was not a threat to them,
unless she had a damn good reason.


          “Let me guess. Food?” she asked.


          Jane grabbed hold of the dead snake,
and slung it over her shoulder.


          “That’s right,” she replied with a
small wince. “Tell you what, I’ll never complain about Matt’s British Army
rations ever again.”


          “Me either.”


          “All right then, break over. Let’s get
our heads down and push on now, and get to the other side of that mountain.”


          They made their way back up to the
entrance of the tunnel, and stopped in front of it. Melissa glanced at it
apprehensively. The thought of negotiating the passage in the dark was far from
appealing. Jane peered into the opening, and reached for her hand.


          “All right, then, this is it,” she
said. “We can do this.”


          “Yeah.” Melissa shot her a quick
smile. “I know.”


          “Just one more thing before we go,”
Jane instructed. “Let’s be quiet in there, and keep an eye out, okay? If we hear
any voices, or see any sort of light, I want to get back out quickly again.”


          Melissa’s stomach twisted in sudden
tension.


          “You think they’re still there?”


          “No. I think they’re long gone. But I
want to stay alert all the same. Like I said to you before, it costs us nothing
to be prepared for the worst-case scenario.”


          Melissa relaxed, but only just a tiny
bit.


          “Okay. That makes sense,” she
admitted.


          “I don’t expect any trouble,” Jane
insisted. “So, don’t worry about it. It’s going to be dark for a while, but
we’re old pros at that now, right?” 


          She grinned, and wiggled her eyebrows
up and down a couple of times. Melissa chuckled tiredly.


          “Yeah, bloody experts.”


          “Okay. You’re ready?”


          “Yes,” Melissa nodded. “Keep hold of
my hand, and don’t bang your head onto anything.”


          Jane grinned.


          “You got it, chief.”
















          



 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



 

          


She
went in first, leading the way, and when it became too dark to see anything,
which did not take very long at all, she paused to look back at her partner. 


          “I need both hands to keep steady. Can
you hold on to my waist?”


          “Sure.” Melissa instantly grabbed onto
her belt from behind. “I’ve got you.”


          “Okay then. Let’s do this thing.”


          Jane kept her hands running along the
sides of the tunnel for balance. She kept her head down, and her eyes fixed onto
some invisible spot in the distance. She started walking, just trusting the
path in front of her. She wondered if Matt had been there before them, and if
they would find any clues of his passage when they got back to the cenote. She
kept a good pace going despite not being able to see, all the while praying
that the way ahead would be clear. They were lucky. Apart from a few loose
rolling stones that had not been there before, obviously the result of some
quake, it was fine. And no unexpected tremor slowed their progress either. They
finally came out into the cavern, elated. Melissa threw her arms around Jane’s
neck, and she hugged her tightly. It looked like things were looking up for
them, at last.


          “We’ve made it! We’re on the good side
of the mountain now! The right side for home.”


          “Yes.” Jane smiled, feeling full of hope
all of a sudden. “If we make good progress tomorrow, we could be at Camp 2 by
nightfall.”


          “We will make good progress, I know we
will,” Melissa assured her fiercely. “For now, are we going to spend the night here?
Makes sense, right?”


          “Yeah, it’s a good spot. Maybe just a
little bit deeper in.”


          Melissa walked toward the water, and
Jane followed her a little more slowly, rubbing onto her forehead. It seemed
that adrenaline kept her going well, but then as soon as she allowed herself to
relax for even a minute, the headache came back with a vengeance. Don’t think about it, she told herself. Just don’t pay attention to it. This decision
was greatly helped by observing Melissa, as she reached the edge of the cenote,
peered into the crystal-clear water below, and resolutely started to strip her
clothes off. 


          “Um… What are you doing?” Jane
enquired, puzzled.


          “Well, I know you said it’s really cold,”
Melissa replied. “But I am filthy, and I feel awful. I swear I’ve got dirt and
dust in places I don’t even want to mention.” 


          Jane winced in sympathy. That seemed
like an accurate description of her own condition. 


“I am going to have a quick dip in the
water,” Melissa announced. “And then we can make a fire, and wash our clothes.
You coming?”


          Jane nodded eagerly.


“Yeah,” she replied.


She dropped the snake from her shoulders,
rested her machete on the ground, and took her clothes off as if they were on
fire. She could not help but steal a quick peek at Melissa’s body, and she
caught her doing the same a few times too. All of a sudden, she could not feel
the headache anymore at all. 


          “Hey, Ms Douglas,” she laughed. “Whatcha
looking at?”


           “Same thing you are, Dr Grayson,” Melissa
replied with a happy smile, and a teasing wink at her. “Exact same thing you
are…”


          She saw Jane go red, which was nice.
And then, she jumped into the water. Indeed, it was freezing cold. For a few
seconds, it took her breath away. But then, she got used to it, and it was not
so bad after all. Jane followed her in. She swam underwater, surfaced right
next to Melissa, and flicked a few strands of wet hair out of her eyes. 


          “Gosh, that feels good,” she
exclaimed.


          “It’s great to shed all the dust,”
Melissa agreed. 


          The water was deliciously soothing and
clean, and yet despite this, the intense cold soon drove them out again. They
made a warming fire, and washed their clothes. Jane prepared the snake, and she
cooked it as best she could. Once again, they huddled close together, eating
the chewy flesh, and waiting for their stuff to dry. Jane had put her heavy boots
back on, just for safety, and Melissa was wearing hers too, including her snake
gaiters. It would not do to get bitten by something venomous, just as they
devoured one of their friends. Melissa eventually laughed around a mouthful of
anaconda.


          “Look at us two,” she grinned. “What a
sight we must make.”


          Jane threw her a playful glance.


          “Well. I’m certainly not complaining.”


          Melissa blushed furiously. She looked
like she was going to carry on with that line of conversation, which would have
been perfectly okay with Jane, and rather welcome actually, but instead she
suddenly grew serious again. 


“How is your head now?”


          “It’s… It’s okay now,” Jane replied
with a light shrug.


          She sounded hesitant, and far from
convinced. Melissa gave her a dubious look, and she decided to check. She
smiled at the way that Jane instantly closed her eyes, and leaned into the touch.
She loved that she had this effect on her. She adored the fact that Jane always
responded so openly to her. 


          “At least your fever has gone down,”
she remarked.


          “Bet it was that swim that did it. Gave
me the worst brain freeze ever.” 


Melissa looked amused, and then she actually
shivered all over. Jane rubbed her hand over her back. She could see goose
bumps on her skin. She rubbed a little harder, trying to bring some warmth back
into her body.


          “You’re just the same, aren’t you?”
she enquired softly.


          “Yes. I’ll go check on our clothes.
Hope they’re dry now.”


          Melissa stood up, and Jane did the
same. But then she rested her hand on Melissa’s shoulder, and waited until the
woman met her gaze. She stood in front of her, and very gently traced the outline
of her nipples with her fingers. Then, she held her breasts in the palm of her
hands. Just enough to feel their full weight. Melissa sighed, and allowed her
to do so. She shivered again, but it was not from cold this time.


          “Jane…” she murmured.


          She felt her arm go up around her
waist, bringing her closer. She leaned against her. Jane bent forward and
closed her lips around one of her nipples. Melissa held her breath at the feel
of her tongue circling the tip, and just a bit of delicious pressure as the
fleeting kiss ended way too soon, and Jane withdrew reluctantly. Melissa looked
up into her eyes, smiling. 


          “That felt amazing,” she murmured. “Do
it again, please...”


          Those bright green eyes flashed with instant
desire, and just a hint of regret.


          “I’d love to,” Jane whispered. “But I
think we should wait.”


          “Hmm, yes.” Melissa sighed
disappointedly. “I think you’re probably right. Even though I hate it that I
can’t make love to you right here, right now, right where we are!”


          Jane grinned at the straight-forward,
eager statement. She was feeling exactly the same way. She lay a gentle kiss
over Melissa’s lips, and released her.


          “You are very beautiful. I can’t wait
to make love to you too.” 


          They got dressed quickly, and went
back to the fire. They sat with their arms around each other, in complete
silence for a little while. Jane almost drifted off to sleep, just listening to
her partner’s quiet breathing. 


          “You know,” Melissa murmured eventually,
“it’s funny in a way, how the universe always has unexpected stuff in store for
us that we could never imagine.”


          “Hmm. Like what?”


          “Well, when I signed up for this trip,
I thought the best thing that could ever happen would be going back to New York
with some great shots for the magazine, and producing a really awesome
documentary.”


          “You can still make that happen,” Jane
reminded her. 


          “Yes, I know. And of course, I will. But
the best thing in the end turned out to be you, Jane.” Melissa looked up to
meet her sparkling gaze. “I wouldn’t give a damn if I lost it all now, so long
as I have you. I know it seems crazy to be so sure of this after only such a
short period of time, but I don’t care. I really am in love with you.”


          A beautiful smile illuminated Jane’s
face. 


          “A lot has happened in these two weeks
since we met, you and I,” she reflected. “A lot of stressful, emotional stuff.
And time can be a very malleable and fluid thing. I am in love with you too,
Melissa. Never been so sure of anything my entire life.”


          Melissa immediately tightened her grip
on her. Her eyes filled with tears.


          “Oh, don’t…” Jane chuckled. “Or you’ll
get me started too, and then what do we do?”


          She was burning again, but this time
it was not with fever. It was with pure, bright, uncontainable love for the
woman in her arms. It was the most delicious sensation for her, the most
amazing gift.


          “I never knew love could feel this
way,” she murmured.


          Melissa brushed at her tears, feeling
a little sheepish now.


          “Oh, but surely the hotshot archaeologist
and bestselling author must have had her pick of conquests?” she teased, using
humour in an attempt to recover her composure.


          Jane shrugged, looking both amused and
thoughtful at the comment.


          “Not really. Once or twice, I thought
there may have been something, but it never lasted for very long. And it was
never like what I’m experiencing now. I feel like I’ve known you forever, Melissa,
and there is a settled feeling…” Jane pressed her hand over her solar plexus. “Right
in here. I’ve never felt that way before.”


          “You’re sure it’s not your broken ribs
screaming at you?”


          “I’m sure it’s not my broken ribs,”
Jane laughed.


          Melissa flashed her a warm, loving
smile.


          “I feel the same way,” she murmured. 


          A bunch of monkeys started howling in
the trees near the entrance to the cenote, and they both jumped in surprise and
a little fright. Even Jane. Both feeling on edge still, tense and wary. They
were not out of the woods yet, not by a long shot. And even though they tried, it
was hard to pretend that it was not the case for very long at all.


          “Hey, Jane?” Melissa said.


          Her tone had changed suddenly. It was
intense, urgent. It made Jane almost shiver in sudden apprehension.


          “Yes, my love,” she murmured.


          “We are going to make it, aren’t we?”
Melissa asked in a tiny voice. “We’re going to be okay. Right?” 


          “Of course, we are,” Jane assured her
brightly. “Right as rain. Now, let’s get some sleep. We have a long day ahead
of us tomorrow, and I want to start early.”


          She lay behind Melissa in their
favourite position. All of a sudden, the enormity of what she had to lose hit her
hard. She wanted this with Melissa more than anything in the world. To go home together,
and to start something completely brand new with her. To even think that they
might not make it was not an option. 


          “We’ll be okay, I promise,” she
repeated. “And I won’t let anything happen to you.”
















CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN



 


 

There
was to be no more timeout for them. No other opportunity to ignore the frightening
fact that they were essentially just locked in a desperate battle against time,
the jungle, and the elements. Jane woke up feeling sluggish, with a raging
headache, and the overwhelming urge to put an end to their struggle. Melissa
seemed to be in the same frame of mind.


          “I am so tired I could drop and sleep
for a whole month,” she announced, as they got ready to leave the cave. “But I
want to go home now, Jane. I want to start walking, and not stop until we reach
camp.”


          “Fine by me,” Jane replied.


          Melissa shot her a worried glance.


          “Hey, you look hot today,” she
remarked.


          “Hey, thanks,” Jane forced herself to
joke.


          Her partner was not amused.


          “Is your fever coming back?”


          It was a bit of a dumb question to
ask, really, seeing as Jane was all but glowing with it. Her eyes appeared
almost painfully bright, and her skin was flushed. Yeah, she was burning up all
right. But all the same, she would not admit to it. What would be the point? She
gave a light shake of the head, and used the leg of her trousers to clean bits
of dried snake blood from her blade.


          “I’m fine. Let’s just focus on what we
want today, okay?”


          They had run out of water, but
fortunately, it started raining almost as soon as they set off. It must have
been a heavy downpour up above, because enough rain trickled through the thick
canopy for them to collect inside their bottle, and share immediately.


          “No need to ration it now, let’s just
have it,” Jane decided.


          Melissa nodded her immediate approval.


          “Sure. Good call.”


They walked for a few hours, with Jane
in the lead trying to stick to the previous path they had made, occasionally
using her machete to widen the trail when she needed to. It was not easy-going,
but it was a little easier than on the way in. That was a good thing, because
her strength was waning rather rapidly by that stage.


          “So, what’s the plan for when we get
there?” Melissa asked after a while, keen to keep focusing on the good stuff waiting
for them in the future, like Jane had said. “We use the sat phone, and call for
help?”


          “Yes. That exactly.”


          “Who are you going to call? Is there a
local rescue team?”


          “Yeah, sort of. I… Um. Wait a second.”


          Jane suddenly stopped to check her
compass. The old trail was almost invisible in places. She was wary of getting
lost in this tangled mess of branches and leaves. She adjusted their course
before answering Melissa.


          “There is an unofficial rescue team. It’s
called ‘Matthew’s friends in low places’.”


          Melissa instantly thought of the Garth
Brooks’ hit.


          “Hey, I love that song,” she smiled. “Tell
me more.”


          “It’s one of Matt’s best friends from
his old regiment. He’s the guy with the holiday business in Iquitos, and he’s
our safety backup person. If ever we run into serious trouble, like now, we are
to call him, and he will come to pick us up. He’s a pilot, flies his own
helicopter. He’s one of those ex-special forces guys with ‘resources’, as Matt likes to put it.”


          “What’s his name?” Melissa asked.


          “James. James Kelly. I’ve never
actually met him.”


          Jane stopped again to swipe at the burning
sweat on her forehead. The walls of green that they were surrounded by had
started to appear a little blurry to her all of a sudden. She sighed in fatigue
and annoyance. 


          “Hey, Melissa?”


          “Yes, darling?”


          “Can you keep an eye on that compass
for me, and make sure we head in a straight line? Our camp is due south. I keep
veering off to the left, and I don’t know why.”


          Melissa had a pretty good idea of why,
and she was worried. But she did not mention the fever again, and simply took
the compass. She squeezed Jane’s shoulder when she did, and gave her a
reassuring smile.


          “Of course,” she said. “Due south, no
problem.”


          Jane looked tired, and distracted.
Struggling.


          “Thanks.”


          Melissa kept a close eye on her as she
started going again, as well as on the compass at the same time. She did not
ask any more questions about how this James guy might possibly land a
helicopter at Camp 2. She knew it could not be done, the canopy was too thick. At
least fifty metres-high, and multiple-layered. Being winched out through the
trees would be impossible too. She had a bad feeling that they would need to
walk somewhere else to be rescued, perhaps all the way back to the river. It
was another two days’ hike away, and the thought of having to do this sent a
shiver down her spine. She mentally told herself off. I’ll cross that bridge when we get to it, she decided. If we do. For now, her job was to keep
them going in the right direction, and carry on putting one foot in front of
the other until they reached their destination.


          “Need to bear right a little more,
Jane,” she indicated.


          “Okay.”


          Jane adjusted her course, and she
tried to slow down her racing heart. At first, she had felt fine. Well, despite
the fever, of course, and the fact that she was so hungry, and thirsty. But as
they were walking, she had started to worry about what they would find at Camp
2. Would it be intact? Would the food still be there? And the water? She
realised that it would be foolish to believe that Lester and his men might have
paid their intermediate camps a visit, and destroyed what was there. If anything,
the man was more likely to have people waiting around in Iquitos, lurking at
their hotel, waiting to see if Matt would show up. Jane doubted very much that
Lester thought she and Melissa were still alive. So yeah, it would probably be
okay. 


Must
be that stupid fever that’s making me think funny, she
realised. Perhaps it was just that playing with her mind, and affecting her
thinking. She decided not to share her concerns with Melissa. There was just no
need, and everything would certainly be perfectly fine at camp. She simply had
to keep going a little longer, stay focused for a few more hours, and then,
they would be able to call for help. James had given her and Matt a special
number to reach him on. It was for an encrypted phone that he carried with him
at all times, and never switched off. Despite the fact that they had never been
officially introduced, Jane had complete faith in whoever her partner called a
friend. Especially old special forces mates. It’ll be fine, Grayson, just keep going… Stay focused… Don’t fall, goddamn
it!


          “Darling,” Melissa called softly from behind
her.


          Jane stopped, lowered her machete, and
turned to look at her. 


          “Hey.” She cracked a smile. “Everything
all right?”


          “Yes, fine, but can we just take a
quick break?”


          “Sure.”


          Melissa nodded, relieved. She had
noticed that Jane had started stumbling over things, wet roots and patches of
slippery mud. And she was doing it more and more frequently. She was grateful for
the break, of course, and she suspected that her partner needed it even more
than she did. 


          “We must be getting close, now,” she
suggested.


          “Yeah. I think so,” Jane muttered.


          She tried to smile again, and did not
quite manage it. They shared a trickle of water at the bottom of their bottle.
It had stopped raining now, which was both a blessing and a curse. They were
about to run out again. Jane half-sat and half-knelt down on the muddy forest
floor, catching her breath, and staring at their hands tightly locked together.



          “Are you going to yell at me if I ask
you again?” Melissa enquired softly.


          “No… Too tired to yell...”


          “All right. So? Tell me.”


“I’m on fire,” Jane replied, truthfully
this time. “But I won’t drop on you again, I promise. Just be glad when I can
get my hands on some pills.”


          “Do you want me to lead for a bit?” 


          Jane hesitated for only a second.


          “Okay, yes. Thanks.”


          They started off again, and it soon
began to get dark. Jane felt her anxiety start to rise once more. She tried to
reassure herself that if the worst came to the worst, and it became too dark to
carry on, she knew what to do. She could make a fire. Catch something to eat.
Make a shelter in a tree where they could spend an uncomfortable yet safe-ish
night. Matt had taught her advance survival skills, and he had taught her well.
But the thought of having to do this when they were both so tired already made
her feel sick to her stomach. Tears started to threaten at the back of her
eyes, and she blinked them back quickly. Needing something to keep her focused,
she stepped forward.


          “Okay, I’ll take over now,” she volunteered.


          Melissa immediately handed her the
machete, and took the compass instead. Jane started to hack through the
vegetation with renewed energy. All she could do was her best, and that was
what she would give this attempt. Then, she would deal with whatever happened
as a result, and again give that her absolute best, regardless of what it meant
she had to do. Fortunately, it was not long before Melissa let out a yell from
behind her that startled her really badly.


          “What?” she gasped.


          She turned around to find Melissa
standing in the middle of the path, pointing at something in the undergrowth
with a very wide smile on her face.


          “Here it is!” she announced excitedly.



          “Camp?” Jane exclaimed. “Where? I
can’t see anything.”


          “Right over there,” Melissa said.


          She grabbed Jane’s hand, and went
crashing through the leaves with her. And sure enough, there it was, looking
exactly as they had left it.


          “WE’VE DONE IT!” Melissa exclaimed,
beaming.


          Jane would only allow herself to
believe it once she had checked the container, and knew for sure. She could not
deal with any more disappointment. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she
opened the box, and found the bottles of water that they had left in there,
intact; several packets of food; medical stuff that would come in terribly handy
later; and the sat phone and solar charger, still in their case. Okay, now she
believed it. 


          “Yeah. We made it,” she murmured.


She reached for the phone with trembling
hands.


          “Jane,” Melissa interrupted. 


          She had already broken open the pack
of medical supplies, and found what she was looking for. She dumped two
extra-strength paracetamol capsules in her partner’s palm, and handed her a
bottle of water.


          “Take this before you do anything
else,” she advised. “And drink.”


          Jane did not need much coercing.


          “Thanks,” she said. 


          She took the pills, and several long
swallows of water. She watched as Melissa also treated herself to a couple of
tablets, and washed them down with half a litre of water. Jane would never
forget the smile that she gave her then.


          “This is the happiest day of my life,”
Melissa declared. “I’m not fucking kidding.”


          She grabbed Jane by the back of the
neck, and lay a kiss on her that made Jane’s brain swim. She dropped to her
knees, with Melissa still holding on to her, still not breaking the kiss. Jane
groaned when Melissa’s hand drifted to the side of her neck, and down over her
chest to cup a handful of her breast through her shirt. Then, Melissa pulled
back, eyes burning, still smiling so beautifully.


          “Sorry,” she giggled. “I know we’ve
got more important things to get on with, but I needed to do that first. Do you
know how much I love you?”


          “Um… Beginning to get the idea,” Jane
murmured.


          The kiss had left her a little stunned.
But she grinned then, and grabbed Melissa for another quick one. Then, they both
sat down with their backs against the container. Jane took the sat phone out of
its case, and flicked it on. This was an important moment. Melissa wrapped her
arms around her partner’s waist, and held onto her as the device came to life.


          “It’s got a full battery,” Jane said.
“Now, all we need is a satellite fix.”


          She glanced above their heads at the canopy.
It was very thick in this area, but she remembered how they had been able to
use their GPS around the site before, even in spite of that.


          “Come on, come on,” Melissa whispered impatiently,
as the phone struggled to acquire a signal. 


          Jane remained silent, staring at the
screen, trying to steady her shaking hands. And then, a little green light
started flashing on the side of the phone.


          “Yes!” she yelled.


          They had a signal, and it was really strong.
She dialled the number that she knew by heart. It rang only once, and a male
voice immediately answered.


          “James Kelly.”


          Jane felt Melissa’s arms tighten
around her. She started to speak, but her voice caught in her throat, and for a
second she could not say anything.


          “Hello?” the man repeated. “Who’s
this?”


          Jane recovered quickly.


          “James, this is Jane Grayson. I’m in real
trouble. I need your help.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  



 

The
man was calm over the phone, and focused in a serious, professional, reassuring
kind of way. He listened attentively to Jane’s rapid-fire account of what had
happened to them, and did not interrupt her once. 


          “No, Matthew has not called me yet,”
he replied when she asked him.


          Jane was
grateful to him for adding that little ‘yet’
at the end of his sentence. Matt had not called yet, but he would. Of course,
he would.


          “How are you and your friend holding
up right now, Jane?” James enquired.


          “Okay. A little banged up. Starving.
Can’t wait to get out of this jungle.”


          “Well, that last part is definitely
something I can help you with,” he confirmed. “You did well to call. Now, I’ve
got you on my location screen as being somewhere I can’t land the chopper. Can
you confirm or deny that?”


          “Yes, confirm,” Jane replied. “Canopy’s
too thick.”


          “But there is a small area, two miles
away from you, where a decent pilot might be able to drop through. I’ve just
sent the GPS coordinates to your phone.”


          Two
miles, Jane reflected. In the state that they were in, it would probably
take them all day. Never mind, she
thought fiercely. We’ll just fucking do
it.


          “Okay, great,” she agreed.


          “Now, listen to me, Jane,” he added. “I
can’t promise I’ll be able to actually land there. It’s been raining a lot
lately, and the area could be a complete quagmire. If I can’t land, I’ll hover
low enough to get you in. If I can’t hover, I’ll think of something else. One way
or another, you won’t have to spend another night out there, you can take my
word for it.”


          Jane smiled. He sounded so much like
Matt. Dependable, calm, solid as a bloody rock. And she believed him,
absolutely one hundred percent. This was a promise she could take to the bank
right there and then.


          “Thank you, James. Can’t tell you how
much I appreciate it,” she replied.


          There were no words to truly express
what she felt, or how much this man’s quiet determination meant to her. Not another night. This is it. We’re getting
out tomorrow.                    


          “You guys have enough food and water
to see you through the night?” he asked.


          “Yes.”


          “And a weapon?”             


          “I’ve got my machete,” Jane replied.


          She caught the instant smile in his
voice.


          “That’s the spirit,” he approved. “Now,
I’ve locked onto your GPS feed. I’ll keep track of your progress throughout the
day, and see you tomorrow at the location. In the meantime, just be safe,
okay?”


          “Yes. We will.”        


          “Till tomorrow then,” he said, and
ended the call.


          Jane immediately checked that the GPS
location had indeed hit her phone, and that everything looked good. Everything
did. It appeared like mainly flat terrain all the way to the RV point, and
although there would be the usual dense forest to hack through, the certain knowledge
that they would be picked up at the other end would make the going a hell of a
lot easier. She switched off the phone to conserve battery power, and realised
that Melissa was up collecting wood.


          “Hey, let me help you with that.”


          Once they had a good fire going, Jane
offered her partner first choice on the food.


          “We’ve got beef curry, spaghetti
bolognese, or sausage and mash,” she listed.


          “What, no anaconda? No rat?” Melissa joked.


          “Nope. So, what will it be?”


          “Can I have all three?”


          “Really?”


          “Yep.” 


          Jane laughed, and handed her the
pouches.


          “All right, then. Knock yourself out.”


She selected a beef curry for herself,
and set about eating that. Even though she was hungry, she struggled to finish
it. When she did, and as Melissa started in on her second meal, she got herself
another couple of paracetamol tablets and a bottle of water. Melissa caught her
glancing outside the mosquito net expectantly several times. Looking as if she
were waiting for something to arrive. Or someone…


“You’re thinking about Matt, aren’t you?”
she enquired.


“Yeah. Trying to figure out what could
have happened to him.”


“Well. We know he managed to escape.”


“Yes. But after that, it makes zero
sense,” Jane observed. “If he was coming this way, he should have made it long
before us, and used the phone to call James and get himself out. So, that
probably means he went another way, and is still out there now…” 


She shook her head, and took a sip of
water. Found it a little difficult to swallow. She was feeling sick with worry
at the thought of her partner, alone out there and without backup. Even for a
jungle expert like him, all it would take was a stroke of bad luck. If he got
lost, or fell, and broke a limb… Or got bitten by a snake… It would all be over
for him in the blink of an eye.


“But hey, aren’t you the one who said
Matt’s done things in his life that make Rambo look like a little girl?” Melissa
reminded her gently. 


Jane knew she was trying to raise her
spirits, to keep her thinking positive, and she forced herself to smile to show
that she appreciated it.


“Yeah,” she reflected. “I did. And Matt
would love it, you know. He would be hell to live with if he knew I ever said
something like that about him.”


Melissa scooted a little closer to her
with her food. She kissed her on the cheek, and she grinned. 


          “I won’t tell him you did, then.”


          Jane’s smile turned a little stronger.


          “Okay. Thanks. And I won’t share your
little secret either.”


          “What secret?” Melissa exclaimed,
laughing.


          “That you wear pink lacey underwear in
the jungle. Yep. Just like that colour on your face right now,” Jane teased.
“Very cute, Ms Douglas.”


          “I ran out of other stuff.”


          “Sure, you did.”


          “Well, did you appreciate it at
least?” Melissa countered.


          Jane gave a little shrug, eyes
sparkling, obviously enjoying the banter.


          “If I have the choice, I’d rather have
them off,” she stated.


          Melissa blushed a little more, but she
laughed easily.


          “Soon,” she promised. “I’ll let you strip
me naked, how’s that?”


“Awesome,” Jane chuckled.


Melissa was pleased to see some colour
back in her face, which for once did not look like it was solely due to fever. The paracetamol must be doing its job,
she reflected, and she dropped the pouch of spaghetti she had just opened up
into her hands.


          “Um…” Jane winced and shook her head.
“No.”


          “Yes. Fuel for tomorrow.”


          “I already had beef stew.”


          “And we’ve been starving for three
days. Come on. We’ve got more trekking to do in the morning, and I need you fully
fit, and on machete duty. Don’t argue with me.”


          Jane smirked, amused at Melissa’s
commanding tone. She never enjoyed being told what to do, but somehow it was
fine when it was Melissa doing it. It was wise advice, too, and she forced
herself to eat half of the pasta, and then passed it back to her with a tired shrug.



          “Now, I’m done. I mean, really.”


          “That’s cheating,” Melissa argued.
“But okay, I’ll let you off this time.”


          She finished the rest of the food, and
as Jane stretched out on the protective surface that Matt had laid out at the
start of their expedition, she slipped behind her and squeezed an arm
underneath her head.


          “Um, aren’t you in the wrong spot?”
Jane enquired.


          She sounded half asleep already. But she
still reached behind her for Melissa’s hand, and held it tightly against her
chest. She was not really protesting. This was nice.


          “Tonight, we do it like this,” Melissa
whispered against her ear, as she settled more comfortably into position. “I
want to hold you for a change. Is that okay?”


          “Hmm. Yes,” Jane sighed. “Very much
so.”


          She was silent for a while, but
instead of falling asleep, as she seemed to have been ready to do, Melissa
could feel her body growing incredibly tense. She gave her a gentle squeeze.


          “Hey, what’s the matter?” she
murmured. 


          Jane managed a shrug.


          “I know it’s stupid,” she replied in a
small voice, “but I had this crazy idea that Matt would be waiting for us here.
All day long, I’ve been playing that scene in my head, over and over.”


          Melissa gave a sad smile in the dark.


          “It’s not crazy, babe. I was wondering
the same thing.”


          Jane was quiet for a moment. Then she
sighed heavily again.


          “You were right before, you know?”


          “About what?”


          Melissa felt her shiver. 


          “He must think we’re both dead.”


          


∞


          


Neither
of them slept very well that night, nervous anticipation keeping them tossing
and turning for most of it. They gave up in the end, and waited out the last
few hours of the night drinking their remaining bags of tea by the side of the
fire. Until at last, finally, Jane decided that it would probably be safe to get
going. It was still dark.


          “I’m done waiting,” she declared.
“Let’s do it.”


Melissa gave her an eager, slightly
anxious smile in response. Jane stood in front of her, checked that her snake
gaiters were fastened correctly, made sure that she still carried her whistle,
and pressed her lips to hers.


          “Last push, this is it,” she smiled.


          “I’m ready to go,” Melissa replied.


          She made to move, but Jane held her
back.


          “Hey. Just remember most accidents
happen on the way home, okay?” she reminded her. “Stay alert today. Keep an eye
out for snakes. Especially for the next hour or so, be on the lookout for
jaguars too. And don’t grab onto anything unless it’s me.”


          Melissa chuckled, but she got the
message loud and clear. This was not the time to relax and get sloppy. She had
to maintain focus and awareness until the end. When they were both safely
onboard the chopper, she could let go. But not just yet.


          “I hear you,” she promised. “I’ll be
careful. And you too.”


          “You bet.”


          Jane switched on the GPS, and they started
walking. Slowly at first, and then when it got lighter, a lot faster. After two
hours, they received an unexpected and extremely morale-boosting call from
James to say that he could see they were on the move. 


          “Everything all right at your end?” he
asked.


          “Yes,” Jane replied. “We’re making
good progress.” 


          “I can see that. Good effort. Keep
going, my friends.”


          For the next four hours, they did
exactly that. They took turns at the front with the machete, but Jane insisted
that she was feeling fine, and she handled the bulk of the work. She carried a
box of paracetamol capsules in her pocket, and she was going through them at an
alarming rate, chewing on the stuff as if they were jelly babies. Melissa did
not comment on it. She knew that Jane would not have listened to her this time,
anyway. And this was make or break, after all. 


Eventually, after a couple more hours of
hard slogging, the GPS finally gave a little ping to announce their arrival at their destination. It was a good
thing it did, because Jane would have struggled to guess otherwise. She checked
the coordinates twice to make sure that it was right. But it seemed that it
was, and indeed, they had arrived into some sort of clearing. Her heart sank.
She stared all around the place in stunned disbelief.


          “Is that it?” Melissa murmured
uncertainly.


          “Yeah, according to the GPS, that’s
it.”


          “Wow. That’s kind of small, uh?”


          Jane nodded. She suppressed a
disappointed sigh. Yeah, it was kind of small, and now she was worried again. There
was an opening in the canopy all right, but it was tiny, ringed by tall trees
on all sides, and certainly not the large expanse of sky that she had been
imagining. It looked like it would be damn near impossible to manoeuvre.


          “Shit,” she exclaimed. “How’s he going
to get a chopper through this?”


          Melissa stopped looking. She could not
see how such a feat would be possible either, and on top of that, it was getting
windy. But she did not want to dwell on it. They were going home today, and
that was that.  


          “We’ve done our bit, Jane,” she
declared. “He’ll find a way.”


          They selected a suitable spot to sit down,
and shared an energy bar between them. They drank some water, and stared at the
sky in nervous expectation. It was about an hour or so before Jane started to
fidget. The fact that it took her this long was an indication of how tired she
actually felt. She started to fiddle with the phone in her hands, and every two
seconds, she would glance back up toward that tantalising opening in between
the trees.


          “Where the hell is he?” she muttered.
“Come on, James.”


          It started to get a lot darker. Even
Melissa began to get increasingly nervous after a while, as the jungle seemed
to grow louder all around them, a clear sign that the animals sensed the night
was fast approaching. She wrapped both arms around Jane’s waist, and rested her
head against her chest. She closed her eyes.


          “Tired?” Jane murmured.


          “Yeah. I’ve had enough now.”


          “Hmm. Me too. Why don’t you try to
rest?”


          Jane remained quiet after that, simply
running her fingers through Melissa’s hair softly, allowing her partner to doze
in her arms. Still keeping an anxious eye out for the helicopter. And finally, she
jumped. Melissa was instantly alert, staring up at the sky.


          “Can you hear that?” Jane exclaimed.


          The unmistakable sound of a helicopter
approaching fast filled the air, until suddenly it was there, hovering nicely
into view.


          “Hey!” Melissa screamed. “HEY!”


They waved wildly at it. The machine was
low enough that they could clearly see the pilot wave back to them. James did
several passes over the small clearing, evidently studying his options. And
then, he angled his helicopter at an awkward angle, and started his descent.
Melissa’s heart was in her mouth as she watched the powerful blades barely clear
the edge of some of the higher trees. But the talented pilot made it. Settled
on the ground with barely a wobble.


          “Brilliant,” Jane exclaimed. “Come on,
let’s go!”


          They made their way over to the
chopper through thick cutting grass, and ankle-high sticky mud. James jumped
out, and ran toward them as well. He was a small man with a grey crew cut, and
crinkling blue eyes that radiated warmth, and obvious relief at finding them
both on site, and in one piece.


          “Jane, I assume?”


          He was all smiles.


          “Yes. James, it’s good to see you.” 


He greeted her with a powerful handshake,
and a friendly clap on the shoulder. 


“Good to see you too, my friend. Melissa?”


          “Hi. Thank you so much for coming,”
she thanked him, as he also shook her hand, and flashed her a brilliant grin in
response.


          “My pleasure. Now, let’s get going before
this big bird starts to sink. The ground is absolutely shit over here. Almost
thought I’d have to winch you out instead of landing. Follow me.”


          He opened the front door, and climbed
in first, scooting his way quickly over to the pilot’s seat. He did not wait a
single second to start the engines again. The blades started to move. Jane
gestured for Melissa to go ahead, and she jumped in right after her. James
glanced in her direction.


          “Make sure that door is well closed,
Jane,” he instructed. 


          She slammed it safely shut, and hit
the lock.


          “Good to go,” she confirmed.


          “Okay. Buckle up. And hold on.”


          He took off hard and heavy, and to
Melissa it felt as if they were headed straight for a disaster. She just could
not see how that circle of trees would let them out again.


          “Don’t look so worried, love,” James
laughed. “Piece of cake, this is.”


Or rather, he was an awesome pilot, Melissa
reflected. He made it look easy, which was no small feat, and succeeded in getting
through the opening without hitting any of the trees on the sides. Even the
slightest touch would have been catastrophic. 


“Here we go,” he commented. “Nice and
steady, just the way I like it.”


Soon, they were flying fast above the
never-ending sea of green. Jane was uncharacteristically quiet. Melissa
tightened her fingers on her hand. She held reassuringly onto her arm, and squeezed
gently to catch her attention.


“It’s going to be okay, you know,” she
murmured.


She had noticed the stricken look on her
face, as Jane stared at the miles and miles of rainforest that extended far
below, only interrupted by a few river streams here and there, and otherwise
completely unbroken as far as the eye could see. Matt was down there. They were
leaving him behind. Melissa knew how she would have felt if she had been forced
to leave without Jane. The thought of it made her sick to her stomach. 


“Hey.” She rested a finger under her
chin, and pulled her head gently toward her. “I mean it, Jane. This is not over
yet. You’ve got to believe it.” 


Jane flashed her an intense look.


“Yeah,” she replied in a strangled
voice.


 She shook her head then, and a small muscle in
her jaw flicked. Big silent tears started rolling down the side of her face. Melissa
wrapped her arms around her shoulders, and she hugged her tightly.


“I love you.”


“I love you too, Melissa.”


 Jane
jumped when she felt James’ hand land on her thigh.


          “Sorry,” she apologised. “It’s just
that… I’m just…”


          He shot her a piercing glance, and
squeezed her leg hard.


          “We will find our boy, Jane,” he
promised. “We’ll be back for him.”


          It was all he said before returning
his attention to his flying, his face hard and full of determination. Jane
resumed staring out of the cockpit and at the ground. She cried all the way
back to the airport.

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



 

           
 


From
the helipad, they drove straight to James’ private villa on the outskirts of
the city. He assured them that they would be secure there. 


          “I’ll send someone to your hotel to
collect your stuff later. No need to risk going yourselves, and I’m sure you’ll
agree with that.”


          Jane had been staring out of the car window,
apparently lost in thoughts. Now, she finally turned her full attention back to
him, and nodded.


          “Yes, thanks,” she approved. “Lester probably
has it under surveillance. Although I don’t believe they would be looking for
us two,” she reflected, with a faint smile aimed at Melissa. “Still, it’s…”


“Still, I would rather not tempt fate,
if that’s all the same to you,” James finished for her rather curtly. 


He spoke in a tone that indicated he
would not have driven them to the hotel, even if Jane had disagreed with him,
and wanted to go. She shot him a surprised look in response. What’s with the snapping, James? she wondered.
She pursed her lips, and was tempted to ask, but chose to remain quiet. Maybe
the man was feeling a little stressed himself after that hairy helicopter
extraction. Maybe his military background meant that he did not deal well with
people who talked back to him. She could cut him a little slack. Well. Maybe.


 “I’ve
got CCTV all over the property, and the house itself is alarmed and connected
to a private security firm,” he added, seemingly oblivious to her reaction. “Also,
you can rest assured that anyone who tries to break in will be greeted
appropriately, and I mean it.”


          He lifted the side of his t-shirt to
show them that he was heavily armed. Melissa stared at the semi-automatic he
carried, and she suppressed a shiver at the sight of it. She had seen enough
guns and violence to last her an entire lifetime. She was tired, drained. And she
was feeling a little disoriented as well. They had gone from nightmare to
safety almost in the blink of an eye. This was such a massive shift, she
reflected, and it had happened so quickly. It was wonderful to be out of the
jungle, of course, and at the same time, also a little jolting to suddenly find
themselves back in the real world, in traffic, inside of a car, and safe… It
was what Melissa kept repeating to herself, and strangely enough, kind of
struggling to believe. They were SAFE now. And together. She could stop
worrying, it was fine. She could not understand why she was feeling so wired.
On edge. She glanced at Jane, and wondered if her partner was feeling the same
way. With her next question, she decided that the answer was yes.


 “So,
why all the precautions then, James?” Jane suddenly enquired. “I wouldn’t have
thought the holiday business was such a dangerous field. Why the gun, and
private security? Why do you need to be so careful?”


          She had started to feel a little
worried. Slightly paranoid, even. And it was getting worse with each passing
second. When Matt carried a weapon with him in the jungle, it made total sense
to her. But out here, why did this guy feel the need to walk around with one? And
why the CCTV all over his home? Jane reached for Melissa’s hand, and laced her
fingers through hers. She stared hard at the man. What was he hiding? And could
they really trust him? He met her gaze, and seemed to pick up on her dark
thoughts instantly.


          “All right, Jane, let me be straight
with you.”


          “Please,” she said sharply.


          Melissa could feel how tense she had
become. She rubbed her thumb over the top of her hand in a soothing gesture.
Her heart was beating fast. Now what? she
worried.


          “Before you go thinking it’s all got
to do with drugs,” James said, which was exactly what Jane had been wondering,
“let me tell you a little bit about me. I met Matthew when we were doing basic
training with the Marines in the UK. Then, we both went into special forces. He
told you that, right?”


          “Yes.”


          Jane nodded, still careful.


“Well, I had a cracking career, but it’s
tough on the body. Most people think I packed it in then, and that was the
official story. The truth is that the holiday venture is just a cover. In fact,
I never really retired from government business.”


“What are you, a spy?” Jane asked.


He laughed.


“Wow. Such strong words, my friend. Let’s
just say I am an advisor, and leave it at that, if you don’t mind.”


Jane kept staring at him, hoping that he
would disclose a little more. He met her gaze, and flashed her a small wink. 


“Can’t, I’m sorry. But rest assured you
are in good hands, and you will be safe at my house. You can meet my wife,
Kiera. She’s a New Zealander. Part of the reason I also wound down my career is
I wanted to spend all the time I could with her. She is an amazing woman, and
my best friend. You’ll like her.”  


          It was when he said this to her that
Jane felt herself relax completely. All
right, then. She could trust this guy.


          “I’m sorry, James,” she apologised. “Some
really bad stuff happened out there. I’m finding it a little hard to switch off…”


          “No need, Jane,” he replied. “Believe
me, I know what it’s like. And it might take you a while. So, don’t be too hard
on yourself, and just let the process happen. You too, Melissa.”


          Melissa nodded. He had hit the nail
right on the head. Just acknowledging that fact made her feel instantly better.


          “Thanks for the advice,” she murmured.
  



 

∞



 

When
they arrived at James’ property, he wasted no time escorting them upstairs to a
bedroom at the back of the house. It was nice. Simple, light, and tastefully
decorated, overlooking a swimming pool and a barbecue area. One large single
bed in the middle, which James told them unfortunately they would have to
share.


          “That’s the only guest room we have
available, I’m afraid.”


          Jane could not hide a smile.


          “Won’t be a problem,” she said softly.



She drew Melissa to her, and kissed the
top of her head.


          “Oh, I see.” He grinned. “Well, even
better then. So now listen, I know you must be feeling pretty destroyed, but I
need you to run through all the details of what happened with me at least once before
I can let you crash.”


          “That’s fine,” Jane replied. She instantly
went back to her tense and alert state. “We need to speak to the police. Or the
US embassy. Maybe even the FBI. That guy Lester tried to kill us. We have hard
evidence of this.”


          James seemed pleased to hear that.


          “Great. I have relevant contacts in
law enforcement. Both UK and US. I’ll put you in touch with the right people,
Jane.” 


          “Thanks.”


          “But shower first,” he invited,
smiling at the look of total relief that suddenly crossed Melissa’s face.
“Throw your dirty clothes in the bin when you’re done, I got you some spare
stuff that should fit. Then come and meet me downstairs, we’ll have a debrief.”


          He turned to go.


          “Oh, just one more thing. You probably
need to see a doctor, so…”


          “No,” Jane said immediately.


          “Yes,” Melissa agreed, at exactly the
same time.


          They looked at each other. Jane appeared
slightly irritated, and Melissa quietly satisfied. James glanced from one to
the other, aware that some silent argument was taking place.


          “Well. My wife Kiera is a medical
doctor, and a specialist in tropical medicine. She’ll be there when you come
down. It’s up to you,” he added, with a pointed look directed at Jane, “but I
think you should make the most of the opportunity.”


          As soon as he left the room, Jane
turned to her partner. She raised her hand up, interrupting Melissa just as she
was opening her mouth to speak.


          “I won’t argue with you,” she said.
“I’ll see the doctor.”


          “Am I that predictable?” Melissa chuckled.


          “Sometimes. Thanks for caring so much.”


          “Thanks for letting me, baby.”


          Jane smiled. That word again. She
loved it when Melissa used it. For a few seconds, they got lost in each other’s
eyes. And then Jane shook herself, and glanced toward the bathroom. 


          “You go first.”


          “Okay. I’ll be quick.”


          “No, take your time. Enjoy it. You deserve
it after all we’ve been through, Melissa.”


Melissa disappeared into the bathroom
after one last grateful kiss, and Jane went to sit on the bed. She stared into
space for a little while. The next step was to lay back. She could not keep her
eyes open for very long in that position. When Melissa came out of the
bathroom, she found her fast asleep.


          “Jane,” she whispered, and caressed
her cheek.


          Jane opened her eyes with a startled
look.


          “Your turn, honey.”


          Jane nodded and she stood up, as if on
autopilot. She dozed off again when she was standing at the sink, brushing her
teeth, and in the shower under the delicious jet of hot water. Once she had
scrubbed all the dirt and grime off her body, and washed her hair, twice, she
started to feel better, and certainly more awake. The clothes that James had
chosen for them were a little too big, but still okay for her. She smiled at
the sight of Melissa though, padding barefoot around the room in what looked
like a size XL set of army fatigues.


          “Hey. You look cute.”


          Melissa turned to her and laughed.


          “You think so? In these?”


          “Yeah. You’re beautiful, no matter
what you wear.”


There was a very thoughtful, loving and
focused expression on Jane’s face whenever she looked at her like this, Melissa
realised. She quickly crossed over to her, and threw her arms around her neck. With
a smile, she pulled her into a warm, tender embrace.


          “What were you thinking of just then?”
she murmured.


          “That I love you,” Jane replied
immediately.


          She buried her face into the crook of
Melissa’s shoulder, and breathed her in. Melissa smelled of shampoo and shower
gel, and something else that was specifically hers, and that made Jane want to
get drunk on her. She kissed the side of her neck. The underside of her jaw.
Soon found her lips. Just three back steps, and she knew that they would be on
the bed. Jane groaned in frustration, and it made Melissa chuckle.


          “What?” she laughed. 


          “I just wish I could take all those
clothes off, and crawl under the covers with you. Give you a massage. Run my
fingers all over your body. And kiss you absolutely everywhere.”


          Melissa felt her face heat up at her
partner’s words. She pulled back to look at her. The thick, jet-black hair.
Blazing green eyes. Strong and slender body. And that look she was giving her
now, again. Loving, tender, and so intensely sexual at the same time.


          “I can’t wait to do the same for you,”
she whispered.


          “We have a debrief to get to,” Jane
reminded her.


          Now, it was Melissa’s turn to let out
a soft sigh. 


          “Yes,
I know. But when that’s done…”


          “When it’s done, we can come back
here,” Jane murmured.


          Her hands had drifted lower down
Melissa’s body, and were now rubbing lightly over her bottom. One hand tugged
at the waist of her trousers, and her fingers slipped underneath.


          “Jane…”


          Jane smiled, looking into her eyes.


          “Uh-uh?”


          Melissa bit onto her lower lip when
her lover’s hand slid over her buttock again, and found a little bit of skin
that was not covered by her underwear.


          “You can’t… You can’t do this to me now,
Jane,” she whispered.


          “Oh, but I am.”


          “I know, but…”


          Melissa giggled as if she were drunk.
Jane had not fastened the buttons on her shirt yet, and she slipped a hand
inside of it. Then, the other one. She was glad that for once, Jane was not
wearing one of those horrible sports bras she seemed to like so much. There was
nothing there to stop Melissa from touching the naked skin that she wanted.
Jane’s breasts felt deliciously heavy in her hands. Warm, and full. She looked
up at her. Jane was staring into her eyes, almost holding her breath.


          “Can’t do this to me now either,” she
whispered.


          “Well.” Melissa gave a little shrug, a
teasing smile, and she pressed herself harder against her body. “That’s tough
then, because I am.”


          She kept a hold of her breasts, and
caressed her nipples. Jane swallowed, and leaned back against the wall. Melissa
followed. She kept her eyes on her lover, tracking the little flush of colour
that was slowly creeping over her entire chest, and up the side of her neck. 


          “This doesn’t hurt, does it?”


          She wanted to be sure.


          “It’s perfect,” Jane murmured.
“Perfect…”


          Melissa tensed for a brief second when
she felt her fingers suddenly slide into her knickers. Cupping her cheeks in
both hands now, rubbing and fondling ever so gently. She squeezed her eyes
shut. Jane smiled.


          “I can tease too.”     


“You need to stop.”


          “You first.”


          “Just one kiss,” Melissa suddenly
decided.


          “I…” Jane started.


          Melissa launched herself at her,
stealing her breath and the rest of her sentence. Still touching her breasts in
a way that made Jane unconsciously press herself harder into her hands. Melissa
kissed her deeply, slowly, and thoroughly. It was probably the most maddeningly
arousing kiss of Jane’s entire life, and when Melissa let go of her, completely,
she almost fell forward. She opened her eyes, and laughed. There was a sudden loud
knock on the door.


          “Are you ready, ladies?” James
enquired. “Not fallen asleep on me, have you?”


          “Sorry, James, we’ll be right there,”
Melissa replied, as she watched Jane struggle to fasten the buttons on her
shirt with trembling fingers.


          “No fair, Melissa,” Jane commented at
the same time.


          “Just wanted to give you a little
teaser of things to come.”


          “You call that a teaser? You nearly
made me pass out.”


          “You seem to be complaining a lot, Dr
Grayson,” Melissa remarked, amused.


          “No,” Jane assured her. “Just the
opposite.”


          She reached for Melissa’s hand, and
laced her fingers through hers. She gave her a gentle smile, and a look that
was full of joy, and unrestrained promise.


          “I love you, Melissa,” she whispered.
“When we come back to this room, I am going to show you exactly how much.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER THIRTY



 


 

As
promised, James introduced them to his wife, Kiera. She was a petite woman with
short silver-grey hair, a thick Kiwi accent, and an ever-present smile, who
wasted no time offering her professional services. Melissa raised a hopeful
eyebrow in Jane’s direction when the doctor asked them who would like to be
examined first. And then she flashed her an encouraging smile. But Jane did not
mind. The sooner she got it done, the quicker she could forget about it, and
get on with more important things. 


          “Yeah, I’ll go first,” she shrugged.


They went to sit by the side of the pool.
It was dark now, and all quiet in the garden. Just crickets chirping through
the lawn, and thankfully, no howler monkeys around. Jane would be happy if she
never heard a single one again in her lifetime. The pool looked inviting, and
the smooth patio stone was still warm from the afternoon sun. It was awesome to
be able to walk around barefoot for a change, and not expect a fer-de-lance to
sink its teeth into her flesh. Jane noticed a few pieces of Maori art scattered
thoughtfully around the area. Everything looked clean, tidy, and there was a
sense of calm and safety about the place. Not at all what she had first
imagined when James had mentioned alarms and CCTV equipment. She sat down on
one of the lawn chair, and let out a small sigh. Kiera focused her dark eyes on
her.


“So, how are you feeling?” she asked.


Her tone was warm, gentle. Friendly and
genuine, rather than business-like and official like most doctors, and Jane
felt instantly at ease with her.


“Tired,” she admitted. “Sore. But this
place looks amazing. Just being here seems to be helping somehow. I can almost
feel all the stress washing off of me in waves.”


Kiera nodded, looking pleased with the
compliment, and the analogy.


“I’m glad you like it,” she replied.
“And that you feel this way too. This is our little refuge, you know? James and
I wanted to create a peaceful and healing environment for our home, and any
friends who may come along in need of shelter.”


“You’ve done extremely well. And thank
you again for having us.”


As Kiera pulled on a pair of gloves, and
started to examine her, Jane asked her if she had ever met her partner.


“Yes,” Kiera nodded, smiling. “Just
once, but Matthew is such a lovely man. And just like a brother to James. It
was great seeing them together.” 


          She fastened a blood pressure cuff
around Jane’s arm, shot her a quick glance, and noticed the sudden far-away,
withdrawn look in her eyes. She paused.


          “Jane?”


          Jane met her gaze.


          “Hmm?”


          “My husband spent all morning studying
a bunch of maps,” Kiera explained to her softly. “He spoke to a few of his
contacts he has in the interior as well. He is eager to go and look for Matt. I
understand how worried you must be about him. I know it probably feels pretty
desperate right now. But don’t lose hope, okay?”


          Jane nodded, and flashed her a faint
smile. She suspected that what Kiera called ‘the
interior’ was in fact the rain forest. She wondered what sort of ‘contacts’ James may be keeping, deep
inside the impenetrable jungle.


          “Does he ever talk to you about his
job?” she asked.


          “Sure, all the time,“ Kiera replied
innocently. “Our holiday business is literally thriving at the moment, and
James loves taking tourists out into the jungle.”


          She laughed when she spotted Jane’s
dubious expression.


          “I know, darling, that’s not what you
were asking.”


          “Well, you don’t have to tell me.”


          Kiera nodded, still smiling.


          “He talks to me,” she simply replied.
“James is a good man, and you can trust him to do the best he can to get Matthew
back. Now, I want you to talk to me about those headaches of yours. Have you
got one now?”


           Jane acknowledged the clever shift in subject
matter. She had more or less expected it, and she did not really mind. She was
used to it from her years working with Matt.


          “I’m fine right this minute,” she
replied. “No headache. They tend to come and go.”


          “Have you been taking anything?”


          “Paracetamol tablets. I went through a
full box today.”


          “Okay, well, you have to slow down
with these,” Keira advised, looking a little alarmed all of a sudden.


          “I will. It was just for today. The
real problem has been the fevers. And this,” Jane said, touching her forehead
briefly. “I wonder if it might be infected.”


          As a precaution, Kiera removed the
remaining stitch. She cleaned and disinfected the wound thoroughly again. It
was a little tight still, slightly swollen too, but unlike Melissa had been, Kiera
was not overly concerned.


          “I think infection may have been
trying to set in,” she concluded, “but your system did a pretty good job of fighting
it off. I’ll draw a little blood, and send it to the hospital for analysis.
Other than that, and general fatigue, dehydration, stress, and malnutrition,
you’re in great shape, Jane.”


          This made Jane laugh.
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James
had a room he casually called ‘the
bunker’, filled with computers, maps, and communication equipment. It
looked just like something out of a Jason Bourne movie, and it brought an
ironic smirk to Jane’s lips. She threw him an amused look as she walked inside,
and took in her surroundings.


          “Just an advisor, uh?” she remarked.
“That’s all you are.”


          He grinned, tickled by her comment.
She was obviously dying of curiosity, and he was not planning on putting her at
ease anytime soon.


          “Yep, just an advisor. And a
facilitator, I guess.”


          She squeezed his shoulder in
gratitude.


          “That, you certainly are. Thank you so
much.”


          Melissa had passed her own medical
check-up with flying colours, and now she was bursting with excitement at the
sight of all the equipment.      


          “James, can I use any of those PCs to
back up my work?” she enquired.


          “Sure, you can have this one.”


          He pointed to a monitor in the centre
of the room.


          “There’s a bunch of USB sticks on the
table. Help yourself to any of those. If you need to access the web or your
email, just do it the way you normally would. Do you need any help with
anything?”


          “No, thanks. Jane, I’m going to make
copies of all my stuff, and then send the files to David. The only thing I
won’t forward to him is the Lester recording. Is that okay?”


          Jane reflected that she had not even spoken
to her agent yet. It was standard practice when she was in the field, and he
would be miles away from suspecting what had happened to them. He would be
shocked when she told him, and especially devastated to hear about Matt.


          “That’s great, Melissa,” she replied.
“I’ll call him in a while.”


          “If you wouldn’t mind sending that
particular recording to me, Mel,” James requested. “I’d like to listen to it
asap.”


          “Sure. I’ll do it right away.”


          Melissa started working, and James
went to sit with Jane in a corner of the room. He pulled out a bunch of files
on his computer. All related to Helios. Jane stared at the screen attentively.
All right, the man had done his research.


          “The corporation was investigated a
few times by the FBI in the past,” he told her. “Did you know that?”


          “Yes, I had a vague idea. What for
specifically?”


          “Illegal imports. All related to
archaeological pieces.”


          “That doesn’t surprise me,” Jane acknowledged
with a tired shrug. “Lester is an antiquities thief, and a trafficker. How he
was never arrested before I really don’t know.”


          Next, James listened to the recording.
He did it twice, intensely, and Jane watched him closely as first shock,
disbelief, and finally pure anger coloured his features. Eventually, he took
off his headphones, and met her gaze.


          “From what you’d said to me before, I
had expected something pretty gruelling and unpleasant,” he stated. “But this
is worse. Jane, I’m sorry you two had to go through something like that.”


          Witnessing his reaction threatened to
bring some of the emotions back. Jane was pleased when Melissa finished what
she was doing, and came to sit next to her. 


          “Can we use this recording, then?” she
asked.


          “Absolutely. It’s dynamite.”


“Who do I need to speak to?”


          James picked up the phone, and twenty
minutes later, the two women were connected via video-conference to a special
agent at the FBI offices in D.C. It was three in the morning when they came off
the call, after hours of questioning and going over every single aspect of
their ordeal. They were both feeling exhausted, but confident that Lester would
go down this time.


          “There’s no other way this is going to
play out,” James assured them confidently. “Now, we just sit tight, and let my
boys do the work.”


          Jane was all for skipping sleep and
starting the search for Matt, immediately. But James sent her to bed despite
her protests, saying that she would be no good to him until she ‘rebooted’, as he called it. 


          “Get some sleep, and recharge. Trust
me, I won’t be waiting idle whilst you do that. I’ve already got things in
place, as a matter of fact. And I need you to be sharp and alert if you want to
help, so go get some sleep, and come back to me after.”


          Jane quickly figured out that it would
be a waste of time to argue. Melissa took her by the hand, and led her out of
the room.  Kiera gave her a shot of
something which she assured her would help her sleep.


          “I don’t want any sedatives,” Jane
protested.


          “It’s not a sedative,” the woman
promised, smiling reassuringly. “Just something that will help you relax, and
keep the fever and headaches at bay so that you can recover a lot quicker.”


          Jane grumbled a reluctant thank you.
After that, everything quickly became a bit of a blur. Melissa took her
upstairs, helped her to take her clothes off, and burrowed with her under the
covers. The last thing that Jane was aware of was the tender kiss that her
lover pressed against her lips.


          “Sleep,” Melissa murmured. “I love
you.”


There was something else very specific
that Jane wanted to do. It was not related to sleep in any way, and had everything
to do with her earlier promise to her partner. She tried to hold on. She fought
to keep her eyes open, but resistance proved impossible in the end. Eventually,
she just murmured I love you back,
and then blacked out for the next seventeen hours.
















CHAPTER
THIRTY-ONE



 


 

The
next ten days were spent a little differently than Jane had hoped and expected
they would be. And definitely not in a good way.


The biggest let-down was that James made
it clear they would not go flying the helicopter all over the jungle, all day, every
day, just hoping to catch a sign of Matt’s presence. Which was actually just pretty
much what she had imagined they would do. James took his chopper out there on
three separate occasions. He went on his own, and came back empty-handed each
time. He also sent people to the team’s river camp, and their Camp 2. But it
was obvious that no one had been to either of those since he had collected the
two women from the forest. James decided not to fly anymore then, as to him, it
simply amounted to looking for a grain of sand in the middle of the Sahara
Desert, whilst wearing a blindfold. He explained to Jane that he knew key people
within the indigenous villages that were scattered all along the river. They
were his contacts in the interior, as it turned out to be. And of course, he
had close friends and people on the ground at all the local hospitals and
medical offices. 


          “I have made everybody aware of the
situation, Jane,” he promised. “From this point on, all we can realistically do
is keep a close ear to the ground, and hope that he resurfaces at some point.”


          Jane was livid at first. All we can do? Hope? Was that it, then?
Were they just going to sit back and wait, and fucking hope that Matt would walk out of the jungle one day? What if it
never happened? 


          “Jane, I’m sorry, but what else would
you have me do?” 


          It was a reasonable question. And she
had no good answer to it, other than repeating all the stuff James had already
told her would not work. But she still could not let it go.


          “You said we would go and look for
him!” she raged. “You told me we would get him back. Were you just lying to me about
it?”


          On that day when she started yelling
at him, James took her out for a walk and a quiet talk. Just the two of them, alone.
He knew her anger was not directed at him personally. Jane simply had no other
avenue to channel her frustration, and her grief, because that was it in the
end. Heavy grief she did not want to acknowledge, but which was beginning to
make its presence felt all the same. James understood the enormity of the
trauma she and Melissa had been through, and he knew better than most what it was
like to come home without your best friend after an ordeal of such magnitude.
As they walked alongside the river, he talked to her, and shared some of the things
from his special forces past that only his wife knew about. When they arrived
back at the house a couple of hours later, Melissa was waiting anxiously. She
could see her lover was pale, and that her eyes were red from crying. Jane was a
lot calmer though. Obviously, James’ chat had some positive effect. That was
definitely a good thing, even if Jane also appeared a hell of a lot sadder now.
So, Melissa took her to bed. 


          Over the next few days, they simply
tried to rest as best they could. They relaxed, slept in each other’s arms, enjoyed
the pool, and Jane cooked every night, which was a great way to relieve stress.
She realised how badly she had underestimated the length of time it would take for
her to recover fully. She was feeling incredibly weak. She was also continually
plagued with more headaches and fevers, even though the blood test had come
back negative for any infection or tropical disease. Kiera was convinced that it
was all simply due to anxiety.


          “It won’t last forever, Jane,” she
assured her. “You just need to give your body, and especially your soul, a
little more time to heal, that’s all. Be patient.”


          It was hard to do that though,
especially when, a few days later, they learned that a special team led by the
FBI had raided the Helios head-office in Washington D.C. Unfortunately, Lester
was nowhere to be found. A police team was sent to his house. But it appeared that
the man had not lived there for quite some time either. An international
warrant was immediately issued for his arrest. As if in response, Jane suffered
another significant fever that night. 


          “He can run, but he won’t be able to
hide for long,” James reflected, trying to reassure her. “Don’t worry, Jane. They’ll
get him eventually.“


          During those difficult times, Melissa
found solace in her work. She spent long happy hours in James’ ‘bunker’, working on her files, editing,
and writing. She conducted conference calls with David Santos, the Discovery
Channel producers, and the National Geographic team. It was decided that the
December edition of the magazine would feature her article. A ten-page spread,
including lots of photos. It was amazing, and unheard of for a first-time
reporter. 


To Jane’s relief, the focus of the piece
had shifted slightly away from herself to the discovery of the temple. They also
could not realistically tell the full story, not yet, but what really mattered
about the significance of the find would be included. Jane had informed the
Peruvian government of the discovery, and they were ecstatic about it. More
archaeological teams would be dispatched to study the site. Santos was already
screaming at her to get writing, because he wanted a new book out of it.
Although she had no interest in doing so, Jane was glad that Melissa’s work
would be recognised appropriately. The icing on the cake for the photographer came
when the magazine decided to use one of her shots for the front cover. It was
one that she had taken of Jane, swinging her machete on some unknown path, just
glancing back toward her with a big smile. Looking beautiful, and ever so
happy. Melissa was not surprised that it was this particular photo they had
chosen, and her joy when she found out that she had made the front cover was a
delight to witness. She ran back into the house, laughing and crying at the
same time, calling for her lover. Jane was immediately concerned, but when she
found out the reason for the tears, she could not hold her own back. She pulled
Melissa into a strong embrace, and held her for a long time.


          “I am so proud of you, Melissa,” she
murmured.  


          Those words, spoken with such
heartfelt intensity by the woman she loved, meant more to Melissa than all the
front covers in the entire world. And so, that night, they celebrated in style.
Jane cooked her famous jungle curry, which she was keen to point out did not
include any anaconda or rat, although it did feature a certain astonishing
amount of spice.


          “And it’s got some good old New
Zealand lamb from my brother’s estate near Queenstown, too,” Kiera let them
know with a happy grin. “I had it in the freezer waiting for the ideal
occasion. This is it, guys!”


By that point, it was coming up to three
weeks, and Jane’s headaches were becoming less and less. Thankfully, so were
the raging bouts of fever. There had been no news from any of James’ contacts
about Matt, although Jane spoke to them nearly every day. She had pleaded with
him to get up in the chopper, and do one last pass over the area where her
partner had last been seen. And also, the river near their first camp. Clutching
at straws, and she knew it. James did too, although he gave in to the request.
Once again, it yielded no result.


“It will happen,” James simply said.
“Just not today.” 


They all stayed up late that night,
eating and drinking to Melissa’s success. And after Kiera and James went off to
bed, the two women chose to go sit on the side of the pool, with their legs
dangling in the water. It was warm out. Melissa took a deep breath of fragrant
night air, and looked up toward the sky.


          “It feels so good to be alive,” she
murmured.


          Jane nodded.   


          “Yes,” she smiled. “It really does.
Feels different than before now as well, doesn’t it?”


          “More intense.”


          “More precious. Yes.”


          Melissa glanced at her as Jane took a
sip of red wine, and she spotted the pensive expression on her face. Yet, Jane
did not look sad for once, just thoughtful.


          “The guys at Discovery Channel told me
they’d like me to get back to New York soon,” she announced quietly, watching
for her lover’s reaction. “To do work on the documentary, mainly, and there’s
also a contract they would like to discuss.”


          Jane did not appear very surprised at
the news.


          “Of course, they do,” she remarked
with a light shrug. “You are such a gifted filmmaker, Melissa. Bet they can’t
wait to offer you a job.”


          Melissa smiled at the compliment. She
was feeling so nervous, and it was definitely not about a job or contract. But
despite the nerves and a little residual shyness, when she was on a mission,
she was not one to hold back and hesitate for very long.


          “Jane, there’s something I want to
say, so I’ll just go ahead and say it, okay?”


          Now, there was a little more wonder
and curiosity showing in Jane’s expression. She could hear the slight note of worry
in her lover’s voice. She started to feel nervous, too. She pulled her legs out
of the water, and turned to face her fully.


          “Okay,” she replied. “Sure, go ahead.”


          Melissa nodded. Eyes flashing, and looking
excited now.


          “I want to go back to New York,” she
said, “and I want you to come with me. I want you to move in with me, Jane.
What do you say? Do you want to?”


          The request was clear, straight-forward,
and right on target. Melissa was tempted to carry on, to say a little more, but
she suspected that it would turn into a lot of useless and nervous babbling if
she allowed herself to do so. She knew Jane was not a big fan of that.
Fortunately, she did not have to wait too long for an answer from her. Jane
flashed her the sort of smile that Melissa had not seen on her face in a long
time. Bright, strong, full of light and joy, tinged with not a single trace of
sadness or hurt.


          “Hey, Melissa,” she murmured. “I
thought you’d never ask.”

















 


 


 


 


 


 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



 

          


Not
surprisingly, it was really hard and emotional to say goodbye to James and Kiera.
Although James did try to make it easier by spending a few quiet moments with
Jane, and assuring her that she was doing the right thing. He could tell
exactly how torn she was feeling.


          “It’s just a waiting game now,” he assured
her, “and you can do that just as well in New York. I’m here, and I will keep
my eyes open, as always. If I hear anything, I will call you immediately.”


           He saw a flash of sadness cross her eyes, even
as she attempted a smile.


          “It’s not looking good though, is it?”
she murmured.


          “After three weeks? No, it really
isn’t looking good,” he replied honestly. “Which is another reason that you
should not feel bad about leaving now. It’s okay, Jane, really. And Matt would
tell you exactly the same thing if he could. Go home, and be happy.”


          His response was typically blunt,
which she appreciated. And his tone of voice, gentle and warm, was in sharp
contrast with the toughness of his words. Still, it made her want to cry. It
was the start of moving on, and closure. She needed to do it, there was no
other way. And she was looking forward to New York, and moving in with Melissa
as well. But it still hurt harder than a fer-de-lance bite. 


          “Okay,” she murmured. “Thanks, James.
And I will.”


Mark Lester was still at large, which
was far from good news, although Jane took slight comfort in the fact that he
was now the one being hunted. She was getting daily updates from the FBI on a
brand-new iPhone that James had secured for her. The device was encrypted, and also
included an emergency number in the contact list that he told her she could
call when she was in New York, if ever she or Melissa needed anything.


          “I don’t know how to thank you, James,”
Jane admitted to him. “You and Kiera, you’ve been brilliant.”         


          “Like I said,” he smiled, as he gave
her a tight hug. “Go home, my friend, and be happy.”


          As they boarded the plane to Lima, for
the first leg of their journey back to the US, Jane knew in her heart of hearts
that she was making the right decision. Still, as she stared at the dark stretch
of tarmac outside the small window, her soul was aching and heavy with regret.
It should have been the three of them boarding that plane home. The fact that
Matt was not there was such a cruel twist of fate. She blinked back sudden tears
that she absolutely did not want to give in to, and felt Melissa’s gentle
pressure on her arm. 


          “I know, baby,” her partner said
softly.


          Jane turned her face to look at her,
and she smiled.


          “You always know what I’m thinking,
uh?”


          “Not always. But I miss him too.”


          Jane was about to say something else
when she spotted the two police officers in uniform who boarded the plane. They
appeared in a hurry, scanning seats numbers and faces as they made their way
down the aisle.


          “What are those guys doing here?” she
muttered.


          As if on cue, one of the men stopped
in front of them.


          “Dr Grayson?” he asked. “Melissa
Douglas?”


          “Yes,” Jane replied, frowning. “What’s
going on?”


          He smiled in response, which surprised
her. 


          “Please, follow me,” he invited.


          Melissa shot her a quick glance, and
now it was Jane’s turn to guess what she was thinking. Surely, this guy would
not be smiling so widely if something bad had happened? 


          “Whatever,” Jane concluded. “Let’s see
what he wants.”


          At soon as they made it to the front
of the plane, she was slightly reassured to spot James and Kiera there, standing
at the bottom of the boarding stairs. James waved commandingly as soon as he saw
her looking.


          “Jane, Melissa! Get off this plane right
now!”


          It had taken her a while, but Jane had
learned eventually that James never did anything or issued instructions in this
way unless he had an excellent reason. So now, she just gestured for Melissa to
follow, and they both rushed down the stairs. 


          “Okay, you won’t fucking believe
this,” James exclaimed as soon as they got down.


          “What?” Melissa enquired excitedly.


          The way Kiera was smiling so broadly,
she figured it could only be good news. Please,
please, she prayed. Let it be good
news this time…


“I just got a call from a contact of
mine at one of the villages on the river,” James informed them. “Apparently,
some white guy shuffled out of the forest just this morning, speaking bad
Spanish, bleeding, and asking for water.”


          Jane’s heart leaped inside her chest.


          “Is it him?” she cried. “Is it Matt?”


          “Don’t
know yet,” James said.


They all started walking quickly toward
his helicopter, which James had landed deftly in between two airliners, much to
the consternation of one of the jets’ pilot.


“How come we don’t know?” Jane barked at
him.


“Like I said, the guy just asked for
some water, and then passed out. Which is why Kiera is coming with us, by the
way, to assist as a medic in case we need her expertise.”


Kiera nodded.


“I’ll help, whoever the man happens to
be,” she agreed.


Melissa noticed that she was choosing
her words carefully.


“But what’s the likelihood that it isn’t
Matt?” Jane insisted in obvious bewilderment. “The coincidence would be insane,
it’s got to be him!”


She sounded out of breath, the same kind
of way that she had been on the day she had discovered the pyramid. Melissa
knew that her lover would likely refuse to listen to anyone who even dared to
suggest that the guy in the village was not her partner. She also knew how
excruciatingly painful it would be for Jane if it turned out to be someone
else. 


“How far is the village from here? Is it
right on the river? How long will it take us to get there?” Jane exclaimed.
“James, talk to me!”


“I’m not sure exactly, mate,” he
replied. 


He was trying not to smile and look too
happy, trying not to raise her hopes up, or his own for that matter, and
failing miserably at it. He believed it was Matt, that was plain to see. So did
Jane, one million percent. Melissa and Kiera exchanged a quick glance, and a
warm yet slightly nervous smile.


“What do you think, Kiera?” Melissa
murmured.  


“I
believe there is a very good chance, Mel,” Kiera replied. 


She sounded almost timid, which was
extremely unusual for her. Melissa could see how much she wanted to believe,
and yet...


“I would just hate so much for these two
to end up disappointed,” Kiera explained.


Melissa squeezed her shoulder.


“Yes, me too,” she murmured. 


Jane was still buzzing, still on a high,
and lining up another thousand questions.


“James,” she started, “what do you…”


“Shut up, Jane,” he interrupted, smiling
like a maniac. “All I can tell you is I’ve got a GPS fix for that village, and that
we’re going to fly over there faster than hurricane winds on fucking steroids.
Okay?”


She beamed at him. 


“Okay,” she shouted. 


They ran to the chopper, ignored the
irate jet pilot, and then James performed the sort of spirited take-off that
made all of them, including himself, feel a little light-headed and nauseous.
Melissa let out a high-pitched giggle which earned her an approving glance from
her lover.


“Jane, hold my hand!” she yelled.


Jane laced her fingers through hers. She
flashed her a grateful smile when Melissa wrapped her other arm around her neck,
and held her tightly against her body. The embrace was soothing, and wonderfully
grounding, as always. Right this moment, Jane needed that more than anything.


“I think you should do some of your
meditation breathing exercises,” Melissa shouted over the infernal sound of the
engine. 


Jane nodded, and followed her good
advice. It was noisy as hell inside the helicopter, and the headsets were not
working properly. She got rid of hers eventually, and lost herself in the white
noise. She was all out of questions anyway, and happy to just keep her eyes on
the GPS to track their rapid progress. And breathe. It took them an hour and
twenty minutes to reach the village, and another ten for James to find a
suitable landing site. People were assembling on the ground, waving excitedly
at the helicopter.


“Last time I was here,” James shouted, “I
took some of the kids up in the chopper. Bet they think they’re up for another
treat.”


 It
was a relief when they landed, and he switched off the engine. James quickly
found his contact, an Indian man who spoke perfect English, and who led them to
a large open construction with a thatched palmed roof that stood on stilts in
the centre of the village. 


“This is like the village square,” Keira
explained. 


Melissa nodded, thankful for the information.
Beside her, Jane had grown as tense and as rigid as a piece of steel. She was silent
now, and terribly focused. They walked fast toward the square, climbed onto the
platform, and then Melissa spotted a man’s body, lying on a bunch of covers at
the back. She could not tell straight away whether it was Matt or not, but Jane
suddenly shot forward. She ran to the unconscious man, dropped to her knees in
front of him, and rested both hands on his body.


“Oh, Jesus. Matthew,” she murmured.


          Melissa knelt by her side. Kiera and
James immediately claimed the spot opposite. Indeed, it was Matt. Unconscious, alarmingly
thin, covered in cuts, and bleeding. The awful smell of rotting flesh that hovered
all over him almost stopped Melissa breathing for a short while. She spotted
the bloody remains of Matt’s shirt wrapped around his left wrist. His forearm
looked painfully swollen, and she could not see his hand. That was the source
of the stench. Oh, my God, she
reflected, suddenly startled. He’s lost
his hand!


          “Matt, can you hear me?” Jane murmured
close to her partner’s ear. “Matt, come on. Open your eyes for me, please...”


          Melissa shot a quick glance toward
Kiera, who was already unwrapping the length of shirt from around Matt’s bleeding
wound. The doctor was all business now. She appeared calm, and not at all fazed
by any of what she was seeing.


          “That’s a snakebite injury,” she
explained as she worked. 


          “Fer-de-lance,”
Jane murmured.


          She could recognise it from the
similarities with the bite that she herself had sustained, the one she had
described to Melissa at the beginning of their trip.


          “Yes,” Kiera nodded. “I would assume
he had to take desperate measures to stop the venom from going up further into his
arm.”


          Melissa realised with a shock what she
meant by that. Matt had been forced to cut off his own hand in an attempt to
save the rest of his limb. But infection had set in. The wound had begun to
fester.


          “I’ll pump some fluids and disinfectant
into him, and make sure that he is stable for transport,” Kiera announced. “And
then, we need to fly him back to the hospital, as fast as we can.”


Melissa winced at the size of the needle
that she produced. Jane was still talking to her partner intently, still
holding on to his good hand, whispering quiet words of encouragement to him.


          “I’m here, Matt. We’re all here with
you now. There’s James, Melissa, Kiera and I. You’re safe. You’re going to be
okay, I promise.” 


She glanced toward Kiera, her expression
fierce and a little uncertain at the same time. 


“Right?” she murmured.


          Kiera flashed her a bright, confident
smile. 


          “Yes,” she replied. “If I have
anything to do with it, he’s going to be just fine, Jane.”


          James had been silent up until then,
just staring at his injured friend with a strong hand clapped over his
shoulder. He looked up now, and barked out a laugh.


          “You’re only talking to the top expert
advisor on snakebites in the country. And that’s Matt Davies we’re talking
about here, too. He’s a hell of a fighter. Of course, he’ll be okay.”


          As if he had been listening, Matt
suddenly stiffened. His eyelids quivered. He moaned softly.


          “Matt,” Jane called instantly. “Come
on, wake up!”


          Melissa felt tears of relief well up
at the back of her throat when Matt did finally open his eyes, looked up, and focused
his gaze on his partner. A look of total incomprehension and even shock flashed
over his face.


          “Jane…” he murmured. 


          “Hey,” she grinned.


“Is that… really you?”


          His voice was barely a whisper, and he
was having trouble focusing. Jane flashed him a brilliant smile, and tightened
her grip over his hand.


          “Yes, it’s really me. And look,
there’s Melissa too.”


          Melissa leaned a little closer, and rested
her fingers on his cheek. He looked at her, and she saw his lips crease up into
the faintest shadow of a smile. He closed his eyes again.


          “Hey, Mel…” he sighed. 


          “Hello, Matt,” she murmured. “I am so
happy to see you.”


          Matt glanced at each of them in turn, again,
as if in a daze. He looked at James, and Kiera too, who was still busy working
on his arm. Then, he returned his gaze to Jane.


          “Thought you were dead…” he murmured.
“And… Melissa as well… I thought Lester had got you killed. I spent all night
looking for you, Jane. I did, I… Where were you?”


          He started to cry, exhausted. 


          “We were underground,” Jane replied.
“We got out. Don’t worry about it, Matt, it’s okay. Lester won’t be a problem
now anymore, and you are in good hands. All right?”


          He kept staring at her.


          “I got lost…” he murmured.


          “You always were crap at navigation,”
James remarked.


          Matt glanced toward him. Again, he
tried to smile.


          “Fuck off, Kelly…” 


          His eyes slowly drifted shut.


          “Okay,” Kiera announced in a satisfied
tone. “I just hit him with a heavy dose of morphine, so that is the last you’ll
hear him say for a while. Now let’s get him to the hospital. Come on, people,
LET’S GO!”
















CHAPTER
THIRTY-THREE



 

          


Over
the next five days, Jane spent every available minute of visiting time that was
allowed to her at her partner’s bedside, even sneaking into the hospital after
regular hours a few times to bring him extra food, and company. Kiera kindly
turned a blind eye to their antics, and may even have facilitated a few of
Jane’s illegal visits. The armed plainclothes police officer that James had
assigned to keep an eye on his friend was also briefed not to shoot her on
sight whenever he discovered her lurking around the room at odd hours.  


          “Just don’t get yourself killed now,
after all we’ve been through is all I’m asking,” Melissa requested, and it was
not a joke.


Jane had suggested to her that perhaps
she could go home to New York first, and that they would join her as soon as
Matt could leave the hospital, and was cleared to fly. But Melissa would not
hear a single word of it.


          “Absolutely not,” she declared. “We
are a team now. So, I’ll stick around until we can all go home.”


          Jane had not even tried to hide the
truth of how relieved she felt with that decision. And Matt was indeed a
fighter. He was in good spirits about losing his left hand, especially as Kiera
pulled miracle after miracle to make sure that they would not need to amputate
any further. When he told them what he had been forced to do after being bitten
by the snake, how he had sliced through his own wrist with the dirty blade of
his machete, even a normally stoic Jane Grayson paled rather significantly. 


          “Wasn’t too bad at first,” he shrugged,
and then flashed them his trademark goofy smile. “When I got to the bone though,
now that was a different story…”


Kiera advised him that he might need
further operations on his wrist once he was back in the States, but she also
put him in touch with a renowned prosthetics specialist who did awesome work
for the military. 


“It will never be as good as the old
one,” she admitted, “but I think you’ll be surprised at how quickly you’ll get
used to the replacement, and how comfortable and practical it will be.”


          Matt simply nodded. 


          “Thank you, Kiera,” he smiled. “I owe
you, mate.”


He knew how dangerously close he had
come to never making it out of the jungle. He felt immensely grateful, and
incredibly lucky.


“I am truly blessed,” he concluded.


One night in the hospital, Jane brought
him a forbidden flask of his favourite whiskey, and she proceeded to tell him
exactly what had happened to her and Melissa. When she described what it had felt
like to be locked inside the crypt in the dark, and the excruciating fear that
accompanied the thought that they would die down there, he wondered if perhaps having
to slice through his own arm had been so bad after all. And then, he chuckled
at the weirdness of their lives.


“They’ve shut down Helios, but Lester is
still missing,” Jane informed him. “Still on the run. I don’t know how he could
have simply vanished like that so easily. But there you go.”


“Hopefully, he just went ahead and
committed suicide,” Matt said. “And it’s just that they haven’t found the body
yet.”


Jane smiled faintly at that remark.


“To hell with Lester,” she declared.
“I’ve got you and the woman I love with me, and it’s all that matters now.”


She poured him a little more whiskey.


 “I love you, Matt.”


He raised his glass to her.


“Love you too, sister.”


A few days later, they all went home.
Together.



 

∞



 

When
Melissa had mentioned that she had a place in New York, Jane had not thought
much about it beyond the fact that she would be moving in with the love of her
life. She did not really care where it would be situated, or what it would look
like. She had been a million miles away from imagining that the ‘place’ in question would turn out to be
a luxury apartment right in the middle of Manhattan, with a private gym, an
Olympic-size swimming pool in the basement, and a living space that also
offered magnificent views over Central Park.


“Wow,” she commented as soon as she
walked in. “I guess those fashion gigs you disliked so much actually paid
pretty well, uh?”


          “Yes,” Melissa laughed. “The money was
good, although it wasn’t as exciting as spending time with you. So, what do you
think? Do you like your new home?”


          “Be hard not to. Although what I like
most about it is that it feels like you,” Jane remarked. 


          “How’s that?”


          “Well, it’s warm and colourful.
Incredibly vibrant, and yet peaceful at the same time. Welcoming, and ever so comforting
as well.”


          As they stood by the window, and it
started to rain outside, Melissa simply wrapped her arms around her lover’s
neck, and held her tightly.


          “You say the most amazing things.”


          “All true, I promise,” Jane murmured.


          They stood like this for a little
while, and then Melissa started to giggle. Jane pulled back to look at her. She
loved to see that joyful expression on Melissa’s face.


          “What?” she smiled.


          “Do you realise we’ve never even been
on a date yet?”


          “You mean anaconda stew inside a hidden
cenote doesn’t count?” 


          “Nope,” Melissa laughed.


          “Well, let’s fix this right away,
then,” Jane decided. “My treat, and you get to choose the restaurant. The more
expensive the better, as far as I’m concerned. I think we deserve a real treat.”


          Melissa seemed to consider the offer
for a brief moment.


          “That’s awfully tempting, darling, but
I’ve got an even better idea,” she replied then.


          That evening, she cooked Jane the
lasagne that she had promised her when they were in the jungle. Or rather, they
took their time enjoying cooking together. At home, simply dressed in sweats
and extra-thick socks, whilst sipping a very nice bottle of Australian Shiraz
which just happened to be Jane’s favourite.


          “Seems you’ve done your research well,
Ms Douglas,” she remarked in an amused tone.


          “Of course, I have,” Melissa shot back,
grinning. “You’re my favourite subject, Dr Grayson.”


          It was lovely inside of the spacious
yet cosy apartment, as night gradually started to fall over the New York
streets below, and the rain intensified. Much later on, they lay on the couch
in front of the high bay windows, under a warm quilt. Feeling nicely full and
sleepy, and just happy to be in each other’s arms. “Do you think about it much?” Jane murmured after a while.


          She did not have to explain what she
was referring to.


          “Sometimes,” Melissa said. “But I try
not to. I think if you could die from such an intense feeling of fear, then it
was close to be happening to me. I would not have survived this without you,
Jane. I mean it. Now, I just want to spend as much time as we can together.”


          “Good,” Jane whispered. “Because I am
not planning on going anywhere anytime soon.”


          The next few weeks simply flew by.
Melissa was working on her documentary, and Jane started writing again one day.
It just happened to be fiction this time, and even though her agent was far
from enthusiastic about the shift at the beginning, as soon as he could read
the first few chapters, David changed his mind immediately.


          “Jane, if you keep going like this,
Hollywood will be calling soon. You mark my words.”


          As it turned cold, and snow blanketed
New York, every day for Jane was spent in more or less the same way. Getting up
early and spending some time writing or working, visiting with Matt, and taking
long walks through Central Park with her partner. Cooking together, staying up
all night, just talking, and simply enjoying life. It was amazing, and Jane had
never felt so happy.


          “If there’s a Heaven, then this must
be it,” she reflected to Matt one evening. 


          Then, on December 12th,
they all gathered at the Lyceum theatre on Broadway for the awaited premiere of
Melissa’s documentary. It was clearly a big deal for everyone involved.
National Geographic and Discovery Channel VIP turned up. David Santos was there
too, of course, and Melissa rushed into his arms as soon as she saw him. 


          “David, I could never thank you
enough!” she exclaimed. 


          He seemed pleased, and even moved by
her reaction. 


          “No, Mel, you did all the work,” he smiled.
“I thank you.”


          James and Kiera had flown over from
Iquitos, and it was awesome to see them again. They chatted for a while, and
then all took their seats inside the theatre. Melissa was feeling quietly excited
but also a little nervous. Jane had not seen any of the material yet, and she
had declined an invitation from Melissa to get involved in the production.


          “I know it’ll be great, my love,” she simply
said. “This is your project, and I absolutely trust your vision. No need for me
to get involved, and mess things up.”


          The lights went off, and for the next
ninety minutes, Jane could not tear her eyes from the screen. She could not
even remember most of the footage that was included. But all of the best bits
were in there. In fact, a few times it even made her forget to breathe. The
sense of pace was amazing; the way that Melissa had built the story, with a
sense of intrigue, anticipation, excitement, and much humour as well was
absolutely breath-taking. All of the facts were spot on, and presented extremely
well. Everything about the documentary was perfect, from the choice of music
and voice-over down to the very last image. When the lights came back on, Jane
turned to Melissa. She was speechless at first, but in a good way. Melissa herself
appeared extremely hesitant. In fact, she was wringing her hands, and squirming
in her seat.


          “Did you like it?” she asked a little
haltingly. “Is it okay?”


          “Okay?” Jane replied with a delighted
chuckle. “Melissa, okay is not the word. I don’t think you realise how talented
you actually are. Listen, this is amazing work! Simply awesome! Damn, I knew
you would do something good, but this is beyond anything I could ever have
dreamed of. Thank you! I love you so much.”


          Her emotional response brought tears
to Melissa’s eyes, as the entire theatre suddenly stood up, and started
clapping. Jane jumped to her feet as well, beaming, and she joined in with
everybody else. David Santos went up on stage, and grabbed a mike. He waved at
Melissa. 


          “Melissa Douglas,” he called. “Come on
down here, and enjoy your moment. This is for you, darling, and bloody
well-deserved.”


          “Go,” Jane encouraged. 


          “Come with me,” Melissa urged her. 


          They made their way up onto the stage,
and Jane stopped on the side next to her agent as Melissa stood in the middle,
looking up toward the audience. They gave her a great standing ovation. Melissa’s
face was bright red, and she was literally sparkling. This was such an emotional
moment for her. Jane watched on, feeling incredibly happy for her lover, and
ever so proud as well. As the applause started to die down, David passed her
the mike.


          “Say a few words, Mel.”


          Melissa was glad for the opportunity
to do so.


          “Well,” she started, “first of all, I
would like to thank you all for this awesome moment. As an artist, it’s always
a big deal to put your work out there, you know? So, thank you for appreciating
it. I appreciate you all very much.”


          People laughed, and a few started
clapping again.


          “I would like to thank everybody who
worked on this project with me,” Melissa continued. “There are too many to list,
but you know who you are, guys. I could not have done this without you. Now,
there are two people especially I’d like to thank. Matt? Matthew Davies, where
are you? Come on down!”


          Matt joined them on the stage. Everybody
stood up again to clap and holler, and he waved at them with his good hand and a
cheeky grin. Melissa hugged him.


“Matt is the most selfless guy I know,” she
told the audience. “He’s funny, kind, incredibly supportive, and he made me
feel safe in the jungle, every step of the way. He was like a brother to me on
this expedition, and I will forever love him as one. Thank you, Matthew.”  


          Jane nodded. It was a beautiful
tribute to her partner, and well-deserved as well. Then, Melissa turned to her,
smiling warmly. 


          “Now, I would like to introduce the
woman behind the quest,” she said. “And say a few words about her, too. When I
first met Jane, I thought that she was the rudest, most annoying, irritating
person in the entire world.”


          Everybody laughed, including the rude
woman in question, of course. A few claps and whistles rippled through the
crowd. Melissa was doing extremely well with this, Jane reflected. The audience
were enjoying themselves tremendously. David looked really pleased. Awesome. With her eyes still locked onto
her partner’s, Melissa continued.


          “Then, I quickly got to know her
better,” she said. “Now, I can tell you that not only is she an amazing writer,
and a brilliant, talented archaeologist, but she is also the kindest, most
caring, brave, beautiful human being I have had the privilege to meet. And the
woman I love. Ladies and gentlemen, Dr Jane Grayson!” 


          Huge applause exploded throughout the entire
theatre. Jane stepped forward, smiling and blushing furiously now, too. She embraced
Melissa, and they kissed briefly. It was clear that Jane would be expected to
say something. She was prepared for it, and more than happy to take the mike.
Then, as she took centre stage, and opened her mouth to speak, there was a sudden
scream in the audience.


          “Gun!” somebody shouted. “It’s a gun!”


          “GET DOWN, GET DOWN!”


          As panic ensued, Jane spotted a flash
of something close to the stage. There was movement down there. All of a
sudden, Melissa stepped in front of her, and grabbed onto her shoulders.


          “Jane, get back!” she screamed. “NO!”


          There was a single shot. Melissa
collapsed.
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A
few days before Christmas, Matt announced that he thought he had spent enough
time recovering in the city. He had started to get a little bored, and now he had
decided to leave, and go back to Peru. James had offered him a nice job working
with him in Iquitos, handling most of the jungle guiding trips for his holiday
venture. This was the perfect opportunity for someone like Matt. And he would
be able to check on the pyramid, too.


          “I really miss the forest, Jane,” he
admitted. “And the work. Didn’t think I would after what happened, but I do.”


          They sat together in a small café on Fifth
Avenue, not far from Central Park and the National Geographic office. Jane was
not really surprised at her partner’s news. She had suspected for a little
while now that he may be getting itchy feet. Still, she had hoped that he would
stay a bit longer. 


          “I’ll miss you,” she murmured.


          She looked at him, and flashed him a
bright smile, but she could not stop herself from welling up at the same time.
He grabbed her, and pulled her hard against him.


          “Hey, I’ll miss you too, sister.”


          He hugged her tight, then chuckled
through his own tears.


“And that famous jungle curry of yours even
more, of course.”


          Jane laughed. 


          “Oh, but of course,” she grinned.


          It had been two weeks since the night
of the premiere, which had started out amazingly, and ended up in disaster.
When Melissa had been shot, Jane had missed all the rest. She did not see the
audience rush for the emergency exits. She did not see Matt, as he jumped off
the stage and tackled Mark Lester, who was trying to aim a second shot at her
this time. She did not see what happened as her partner wrestled him to the
floor, and hit him in the face with his good fist, repeatedly, until James
jumped up behind him and pulled him off an unconscious Lester. Don’t kill him, Matt, James had yelled. He needs to pay for what he’s done.


          Jane had been oblivious to all this,
then. She had supported Melissa as her lover slid slowly to the floor, and stared
in horror and disbelief at the growing bloodstain on her shoulder, from the
bullet that went right through it, and shattered her clavicle. All that Melissa
could ask was if Jane was okay, over and over again, as blood poured from her
wound and all across the floor. There had been so much of it. When Melissa had
closed her eyes, and started to drift off, Jane had been convinced that she was
going to lose her. It had been the most terrifying experience of her entire
life, even worse than the crypt. The rest of the night was a blur. The
paramedics insisting that she move away from Melissa; the hellish ride to the
hospital inside the ambulance with her; waiting for hours with Santos, Matt,
Kiera and James, whilst Melissa underwent surgery; and finally, huge relief at being
told for sure that she would be okay. 


          “Are you going over to see her now?”
Matt enquired.


          Jane shook herself. There was no need
to dwell on all that stuff anymore. Lester was out of their lives for good. Not
long after being arrested, he had committed suicide inside his cell. Jane was a
little disappointed that he would not spend longer in jail. At the same time,
she had been reminded of the curse of Thept. She wondered about it for a while,
and then decided to forget it. Whether the statue ever turned up or not was not
her concern either. Her friends were all doing fine. And Melissa had been
recovering at the speed of light. It was all that really mattered to her now.


          “Yes, I’m going over to the office to
pick her up,” Jane replied, smiling. “I’ve got a surprise for her.”


          Matt promised to come and see them
before his flight the following day, and after he left her, Jane hurried toward
the National Geographic building. Melissa was just walking out of it when she
got there, and her face lit up at the sight of Jane.


          “Hey, you,” she beamed. “I didn’t know
you were coming.”


          “Well, I thought maybe you’d like to
walk back through the park with me.” 


          “You know I would love to!”


          Melissa laced her arm through Jane’s,
and they started walking slowly. One of Melissa’s favourite things to do was go
for those long walks with her lover, especially when it had just snowed
recently, and the entire park looked so pristine and clean.


          “How is your shoulder today?” Jane
enquired.


          “A little stiff, but definitely
getting a lot better.”


          “Great. I’m glad.”


          Melissa had been the first to spot
Lester in the audience. She had deliberately jumped in front of Jane, and taken
the bullet that had been meant for her. Jane’s mind still reeled whenever she
thought of it.


          “How was your meeting?” she asked.


“Great. Michael Kiernan has offered me a
job.”


          “Really? That’s awesome, Melissa! Well
done, my love!” 


          Jane was really pleased at the news.
She knew it was what Melissa had been hoping for since the beginning. And she
deserved it so much.


          “Yeah, it’s great,” Melissa agreed,
smiling softly. “I told him I would think about it.”


          They had reached the Cherry Hill
fountain, and Jane came to an abrupt stop right in front of it.


          “What? You didn’t take it?” she asked,
surprised.


          Melissa looked up to her, a little
sheepishly it seemed.


          “Well. I’m not sure it’s right for me…”
she murmured.


          Jane felt extremely puzzled at that.
She rested her gloved hands on the side of her lover’s face, and leaned over to
kiss her lips. Melissa’s cheeks were rosy from the cold. Her eyes twinkled with
a mixture of joy, expectation, and reluctance.


          “I thought you wanted this more than
anything in the world,” Jane remarked. “What’s not right about it that makes
you hesitate?”


          “I want to be with you, Jane,” Melissa
blurted out.       


          “Me too. Does that mean you can’t take
the job?”


          “Yes!” Melissa exclaimed, frustrated
that Jane did not seem to understand. “I don’t want a position that takes me
away from you for weeks at a time! Or even months… I would hate that! It would
make me miserable, and crap at my job.”


          “Well, I’ll come with you then,” Jane
shrugged.


          It seemed like such a no-brainer to
her.


          “But I don’t want you to sacrifice
your career for me…”


          “There’s no sacrifice,” Jane
interrupted, smiling. “I love being a writer, Melissa. So, I could do that bit,
and you would handle the photography. Easy.” 


          “Are you sure?” Melissa insisted.


          She was beginning to look excited now.


“I’m sure,” Jane replied without a
moment’s hesitation. “I told you that I would retire from archaeology after I
found the temple, right? Well, I did, and now I am switching careers. We make an
excellent team, you and me. I think Kiernan would be keen to have us both on
board.”


“But what about your message to the
world?”


          “I can still spread the message through
my fiction work.”


          Melissa held hard onto her lover, and
she looked deeply into her sparkling green eyes.


          “You would do this for me?” she
murmured. “Really?”


          “For us,” Jane corrected softly. “Of
course.”


          It had started to snow again, and it
was getting dark. All around them, the park lights were coming on, creating small
pockets of warm and inviting colour through the late-afternoon fog. It gave the
entire place a beautifully dreamy and romantic atmosphere, which was not lost
on Jane. It also seemed as if they were the only ones out there at that
particular moment. Her heart started to beat a little faster. It looked like
this would be the perfect moment to do what she had been dreaming of doing for
the past several days now, simply waiting for the right opportunity. And after
the conversation they had just had, this was clearly it. Smiling broadly, looking
at Melissa, she pulled off her gloves, and threw them in the snow. She fished a
little black box out of her jeans pocket.


          “What are you doing?” Melissa asked,
puzzled.


          “There’s something I want to ask you,”
Jane said.


She got down on one knee in the
ankle-deep snow. Melissa froze, and her hands flew to her mouth in genuine
surprise. She stared at the little open box that Jane was holding up to her,
and the gold wedding band that it contained.


“Oh, Jane…” she gasped.


She started to giggle, and tears of
happiness welled up in her eyes at the same time. She looked like she could barely
wait to hear what her partner would say next. Jane had been hoping for just that
kind of a reaction. She took a deep breath. This
is it, she realised with a sudden thrill of excitement. The one and only time I’ll be doing this.
Melissa continued to gaze at her, looking gorgeous as snow got into her hair, and
her eyes sparkled with pure love and joy. Jane flashed her a brilliant smile.
Her voice was clear, and strong, when she asked the woman she loved the most
important question of their entire lives together.


“Melissa Douglas. Will you marry me?”
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