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Chapter 1
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The jungle. Dense. Hot. Humid. From every branch sang the humming of insects, the hue and cry of creatures in the trees, steaming leaves. Underfoot, Victoria and Nelson trod across moist damp soil and loam. They had suffered through flash storms, sheeting rain, and intense heat along their journey and they had nearly reached their destination. Sunlight dappled through the overhead canopy. In the distance came on indistinct cries and whistles from rainbow-colored birds.

Six days. Six arduous days plowing through the thick tropical brush. They were close. So close. Their journey was nearly at an end. The Temple of La Vaca. The Celestial Bovine. People said it didn’t exist. People said that it was a myth. People said that the cow was only introduced to Central America by European conquerors. People, Victoria knew, were wrong.

They had come so far in their six days. Their trek had taken them deep into the thick dark forests of Central America, much like the conquistadors of old, searching for hidden treasures. Searching for something that only they would know about. Something that had been lost for centuries.

Professor Victoria Templeton pushed her spectacles back up onto the bridge of her nose. In this heat, they had an infuriating habit of slipping down her face. She turned to her research assistant, Nelson Purves, and held up her hands.

“Let’s stop here a moment, Nelson,” she said, breath coming raggedly from her mouth. It had been a hard march for the pair of them. A historian and her research assistant were not the most suited for arduous treks through dense jungle, but this was the only way for Victoria to see if the rumors were true. The Temple of the Celestial Bovine, the Forgotten God, the Missing. Long since rumored, never proved. But she, Professor Victoria Templeton, was going to find it. Prove them all wrong. Make her name in the intellectual circles. She had to prove Professor Tarquin wrong. Prove the Historical Committee, that group of fuddy-duddies wrong.

Nelson, her assistant, gratefully squatted down on his haunches. He was tired. So tired. He had manfully taken the larger pack on their departure from the camp that morning but had instantly regretted it. In fact, he was regretting the whole trip. He wasn’t built for this. He was built for chasing references in shadowy libraries, hunting for clues in endless microfiche, and cross-checking data across spreadsheets. Indoor work. Safe work. Easy work.

Six days in the jungle had taken its toll on the pair of them, neither suited for physical exertion. Neither of them was at peak physical fitness, far from it. Nelson was slightly overweight, the beginning of a middle-aged paunch beginning to show around his belly. He had never worked out, preferring instead gentle walks to keep fit. Victoria, a woman in her late thirties, was skinny and scrawny, her mousy gray hair pulled into a ratty ponytail, her makeup still fresh, despite spending most of the morning walking through the jungle in the heat. They were the two least likely people you would imagine to undertake such a trek through Central America’s dangerous jungles.

Victoria dropped the backpack she was carrying to the ground. She reached into the backpack and extracted an ancient wooden object, ten or twelve inches long and covered in ornate carvings. This was her clue to the location of the temple. The carvings had never been read before, but her discovery of how to translate them had opened the door to this madcap quest. She ran her fingers over the carvings.

“Not too far now, Nelly,” she breathed. “Just imagine when we find it. Just imagine the Historical Committee’s response.”

Nelson nodded. Yes, the Committee had forever rejected Victoria’s plans. She was going to show them all. He’d heard it all before. How Victoria had been rejected, humiliated for her theories. How it had driven her here, to this jungle, and him with her. Sweat poured down his back and he swiped at his forehead. His shorts clung to his skin, pooling around his thighs and calves. He wanted to be home. He wanted this trip to be over. This was their final day in country. They were flying back to the University the next day either having found the lost temple or not. He couldn’t wait.
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“In fact,” Victoria continued, rising and approaching a curtain of green vines. “It should just be right... HERE!” With a swipe of her machete, she cut through the thick vines. Sunlight streamed onto the path and Victoria cried with triumph. “Yes. Here, Nelson! Here!”

Nelson stood, abandoning his pack, and joined his boss at the edge of the clearing.

A space of around 150 yards extended before them. Silent and green, the air was still and heavy with the smell of the jungle. Now that they were closer, Victoria could make out faint, hooting calls of birds in the distance.

The clearing was strewn with rocks and bricks amid overgrown bushes and trees. In the center of the clearing stood the remains of a temple, almost a pile of rubble, but the sense of its creation could clearly be discerned. An adobe brick structure, outlined with pillars, crudely carved steps leading thither. The temple itself was built of mud-brick, with hand-carved pillars all around. Many of the pillars were cracked, crumbling and breaking under their own weight. The top of the temple had long since collapsed, leaving the atrium exposed to the air. Trees had grown thick around the temple, their boughs reaching out over the ruins. Several of them bore the familiar bright red blossoms.

“This is it, Victoria!” Nelson called.

“Yes,” she replied. “This is the place.”

“It looks like a nice spot, too,” he observed.

Victoria smiled and threw up her arms. “Let’s do this.”

The pair headed towards the ruins of the temple. In the dim light of the day, they could see how overgrown the roots and branches of the trees had become, entwining with and binding the temple. The jungle was alive, surrounding the ruins in a green canopy, only broken by the blue of the sky. Victoria ran her hand through the thicket. “I think this is it.”

She shivered with anticipation. All those years of supervisors and colleagues laughing up their sleeves at her. All those years of persisting. All those years of belief. Finally, it had paid off.

“Let’s go up,” Nelson encouraged. " Take in the lay of the land. I’ll get pictures.”

Nelson began to document the site as comprehensively as he could, snapping pictures with his camera. Victoria picked her way across the site, climbing the few steps to where the temple’s atrium would have sat. Approaching the top, her eyes widened.

“Nelly, come quick!”

Nelson darted across the clearing, climbing the steps two at a time, joining Victoria at the top of the stairs.

“Look,” Victoria breathed. “Look!”

Nelson looked at what Victoria was pointing at. A small six-inch carving of a cow, made of some sort of wood, perhaps mahogany. Placed on the ground, underneath the plaque.

“Nelson, this is amazing,” Victoria breathed. “Look.”

The hieroglyphs on the plaque were impossible to make out. The text was too worn and twisted to be easily translated. Nelson took a photo, documenting all the detail.

“This proves everything,” Victoria said. “The Temple of La Vaca. That the cow was here, was adopted as God, was worshipped. All my work. All my hard fuckin’ work, Nelly! This is it.”

Victoria’s heart sang. She had done it. She had triumphed. She had won. If only they didn’t have to go back. If only they didn’t have to get back to start the new semester. If only they could stay here, meticulously documenting all the discoveries.
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