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“Well, these should help me survive for a little while.”

Aurelia had salvaged everything she could from the sinking plane, diving into the swamp and pulling out the first aid kit, the survival pack, and all the rope she could get her hands on. Before she could dive back in for more, the fuselage sank into brown muck, disappearing forever into the murky depths of the swamp.

“I only regret that couldn’t pull out more. Still, if I can build a temporary camp by nightfall—“

Crack!

“Ugh...” She twisted her torso and stretched her arms above her head. “At least my back didn’t act up before I got the supplies out. Still, this is going to make things tough. Some people laughed at me for planning a jungle expedition at my age.” Aurelia massaged her lower back. “Well,” she smirked. “Looks like I’ll get a chance to prove them wrong.”

Drawing her machete from its muddy sheath, Aurelia wiped the blade on a large leaf and stared at her reflection in the shining metal. The bags under her eyes were a little larger this time. The crows feet radiated a little further out of the corners of her eyes. No one else was going to do this for her. She hacked through the tangle of vines, dragging her supplies behind her. Once she reached high ground, she started building a platform.

“The fewer army ants in my sleeping bag, the better.”

She chopped the fallen braches to the right length. “Plenty of wood...just like...Brazil,” Aurelia panted. “I’ll build a platform and a...roof. That should keep rain off me—“

Plip!

A raindrop hit Aurelia’s hand. She paused. She looked up. Another drop hit her forehead, followed by a shower. Aurelia ducked under a tree and unwrapped her plastic emergency poncho.

“Don’t worry, Aurelia. You’ve faced worse rainstorms than this.”

A thunder crack shook the forest canopy. Aurelia huddled under her poncho and waited. 

The rain didn’t stop for hours. Aurelia had no choice but to continue working in the rain. The shiny Mylar poncho didn’t keep her dry for long. She was soaked from head to toe, but the poncho held in most of her body heat. The rain kept away the insects as well. She managed to finish a rudimentary platform with an equally rudimentary roof. It kept Aurelia and her supplies out of the mud as she lay on top of it.

“Okay,” Aurelia grimaced. “Not exactly easy on the old back...” She shifted this way and that, trying to keep the knots and the splinters out of her spine. She used her machete to smooth the platform down chop all of the pointy parts out of the way. By then, it was pitch dark. The jungle always turned dark early. The thick canopy shut out most of the light by late afternoon. The shrieks of birds and howler monkeys surrounded her on all sides.

“I need a fire.”

The emergency stove, only as big as a can of tuna, provided some warmth. She also turned on the emergency beacon.

“I hope someone picks up the signal, quickly. I’ve been planning this expedition for years and I’m not going to let getting stuck in the jungle delay it. All I wanted to do was find a suitable excavation site,” she murmured. “But thanks to that bird strike, it looks like I’ll be visiting Cocotal sooner than I thought.” She took off her glasses and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I should be so lucky. The effort is already so precarious. I just hope that I haven’t dashed the whole thing to pieces. It’s been forty years since my first expedition...I trekked into the jungle with little more than a pickaxe, a week’s worth of rations, my trowel, and a history book. I was unstoppable then...”

Aurelia suddenly shook her head. “What am I saying? I’m unstoppable now! When I walk out of this jungle I’m going to show my colleagues that nothing can stop me, and everyone will see that I’m the same Aurelia Lyon that I’ve always been!”

Grumble!

Aurelia opened up the survival pack and ate a pack of dried biscuits. She counted five more packets, along with three MREs, and a box of water purification tablets.

“I’d better go looking for food tomorrow,” she said. “This is the jungle. You I can find food here.” Still, she dipped her canteen into a nearby puddle. She squinted through her glasses to make sure that she got the instructions on the purification tablets right.

“Could have used these on my first expedition...” She dropped a single tablet into the canteen and shook it up. By morning, the water would be clear.

She pulled her mylar poncho over the top of her shelter. When the rain stopped, she got to work building a fire. She needed it to keep away keep away the creatures—great and small. Soon, the mosquitoes were out. The small amount of smoke helped, but Aurelia rolled over on her makeshift platform, covered, her face with a her poncho, and struggled to sleep.

The next morning, Aurelia unpacked her folding rifle and trekked out into the jungle. 

“It’s a shame we can’t get bigger survival guns for treks out into the jungle,” Aurelia sighed. “If I had known I was going to crash, I would have brought my .45’s. Still, beggars can’t be choosers. This .22 would probably annoy a jaguar before it sank its teeth into my thigh, but it might make a meal of a plump, juicy jungle rat.”

Suddenly, there was a low rumbling sound coming from the undergrowth.

“Better keep it down,” Aurelia whispered. “Be very, very quiet,” she smiled. “I’m hunting jungle wats...”

Aurelia encountered no jaguars, but she found no rats, either. Every time she saw one, it scampered into the thick vegetation. Her shoulders were too sore for her to lift the rifle quickly, and her glasses made it difficult to aim.

“I’m not in the mood for jungle rat, anyway. At least there are plenty of fruits to pick. I could live off these for a while, but I better make sure that they’re not poisonous.”

The method for checking for poison was simple. First, Aurelia rubbed the fruit on her skin and waited. If the skin broke out into a rash or blisters, then the fruit is no good. Still, clear skin didn’t mean a clear path. After that, Aurelia nibbled at the fruit, and then waited longer. If she didn’t vomit or get a stomach ache, then ate a little more. Even then, she had to be careful. Too much of any fruit could cause a stomachache or the dreaded diarrhea.

“Diarrhea means death out here,” Aurelia told herself. “All the rain in the world can’t cure sick bowels.”

She sat on her platform for an entire day, testing different fruits, throwing away the dangerous ones and saving the ones that might be safe.

“Well,” Aurelia said. “I few of these fruits seem promising. Once I figure out which fruits I can trust, I can at least have something to eat before the rescue crew finds me.”

She checked her transmitter, making sure that was still broadcasting the emergency beacon.

“Haven’t seen or heard a plane all day,” she shrugged. She stood up and stretched her back. “I’d hate to think that this excursion into the jungle was my last.”

Aurelia wandered the jungle for days, hunting for food, gathering firewood, searching for materials to build up her shelter. Her food supplies from the plane were dwindling, and even though she’d found fruits to eat, she didn’t think she’d have enough to survive. She ranged further and further into the forest, carefully marking her trail so that she didn’t get lost.

“One wrong turn, and I could disappear into the jungle forever.”

She kept an eye out for the native peoples too, but from the moment that she crashed, she saw absolutely no sign of them.

“This part of the jungle may not be inhabited, but I need to be cautious,” she reasoned. “Jungle tribesmen won’t be seen if they don’t want to be. If I do something to put them in danger, or trespass on sacred land, I won’t be welcome for long.”

Still, there were times when Aurelia thought she saw someone out of the corner of her eye. She would look and find only an oddly-shaped tree trunk. Sometimes she heard rustling in the undergrowth, only to hear the beating of wings of a hoatzin bird, or the squeal of a peccary, all of which were too fast and too distant for her to shoot.

“Hello? Is anyone out there?” Aurelia called out in the native language, but there was no reply.

When Aurelia returned to the shelter, she found the emergency transmitter sitting in the mud, trampled.

“Bollocks!” Aurelia picked it up but found the antenna had snapped off. “Some animal must have come wandering through the camp. I knew I should have put it somewhere safe. Damn it...”

She tried to fix it with tape from the emergency kit, but she had no idea if the transmitter was still transmitting. “I’ll have to assume that it’s dead,” she sighed. “It’s just as well. If I don’t find any more food, I’ll be 

One day, Aurelia wandered deeper into the jungle than ever before. Her boots were caked in mud and her clothes were getting worn and tattered. Her knees ached terribly.

“All of this...hiking...is wearing me down. My knees, my hips...my back...” She rested as often as she could to ease the pain, but she couldn’t rest forever. She plunged deeper into the jungle, her joints creaking and aching louder every hour. As she looked for food, however, she stumbled across an ancient rock face.

“By Jove!” she exclaimed, rubbing her sore limbs. “This isn’t a naturally occurring feature. It’s a ruin!” She cut away some of the vines with her machete. “Why, this is a carved stone! These blocks are traces of a grand civilization. Why, I might have just blundered my way into the city of Cocotal, after all!”

There were no petroglyphs or any
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