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	Sometimes taking the road less travelled does not always lead to a happy adventure, but towards an unremitting and inescapable nightmare, and cheery optimists who stray from the well-trodden path can lose not only their optimism but also lose their minds and ultimately their lives…
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Chapter 1

	 

	The heat hit Jack Rourke the moment he stepped out of the tuk-tuk and, like throughout the country of Cambodia, the heat wasn’t gradual or forgiving. It wrapped around him like a wet blanket and pressed down hard, stealing his breath and slicking his skin with sweat before he’d taken three steps. Siem Reap didn’t ease you in. It made its point straight away.

	He paid the driver, shouldered his bag, and stood still for a second, letting his body catch up with his head. Just past forty-five years old but feeling like sixty-five. Too many years spent in a hard physical profession. The knees complained, the lower back too, but nothing that mattered. Across the road the river slid past, brown and sluggish, carrying debris and the faint smell of mud and fuel. It looked like it had nowhere to be and all the time in the world to get there. Jack crossed the road and pushed through the gate of the guesthouse. It was cheap, anonymous, and close to the water. That was enough. The owner sat behind a small desk, fan blowing papers around his ankles, barely glancing up as Jack signed the register. No questions. No interest. Siem Reap saw men like him every day—older foreigners with backpacks, cash, and no visible purpose. The room was on the second floor at the back. Jack unlocked the door and stepped inside, letting it close behind him before he flicked the switch. The light buzzed, then settled. The room was basic. A narrow bed with a thin mattress pushed against the wall. A small desk marked with cigarette burns. One chair. No wardrobe. A ceiling fan that rattled when it turned, like it might give up at any moment. Jack checked the lock on the door, then the window. Solid enough. He dropped his bag, opened the window, and let the outside air creep in. The river smell followed—damp earth, algae, something faintly rotten. He sat on the edge of the bed and listened. Traffic. Voices. A dog barking somewhere below. Nothing out of place. He lay back for a few minutes, not sleeping, just letting the travel drain out of him. 

	            Jack stared at the cracked ceiling and let his mind wander somewhere it didn’t usually go. Backwards. To the things he rarely unpacked unless he had to. The marriage, for one. Fifteen years, gone quietly and without drama. No shouting. No betrayal. Just distance, long absences, and a man who always chose the next job over the woman waiting at home. His wife had wanted weekends, routines, dinners that didn’t get cancelled at the last minute. Jack had wanted horizons and risk. In the end, neither of them had been wrong. They’d just been incompatible. He’d walked away with a bag and a handshake and never looked back. The sea had come next. Or maybe it had always been there. Years diving on wrecks off the Sri Lankan coast, chasing rusted hulls and half-buried cargo holds. Tankers sunk in storms. Colonial freighters lost to reefs and bad charts. Hard, dangerous work, but honest in its own way. You went down, you did the job, and you came back up. Or you didn’t. Jack liked the clarity of that. Down there, there was no room for doubt or regret. Just pressure, darkness, and the slow, measured sound of your own breathing.

	He’d spent years like that. Long contracts. Shallow relationships. Money made and money lost. Always searching, even when he pretended he wasn’t. It wasn’t the treasure that drove him. It was the idea that something forgotten was still out there, waiting for the right person to find it. The temple mystery had come into his life quietly. A fragment in a journal. A passing reference in a French colonial report that contradicted everything around it. A rumor shared by a drunk academic who’d sworn he was serious. A complex deep in the Cambodian jungle, in Mondulkiri province far from Angkor and the tourist trails. Older than it should have been. Built with stone not found anywhere nearby. Decorated not with gods or kings, but symbols no one could quite translate. And rich with precious stones, if the stories were true. Abandoned suddenly. No records of destruction. No signs of war. Just empty buildings swallowed by jungle. Jack had followed the trail the way he always did—slowly, methodically. Old French surveys. Satellite imagery. Oral histories that didn’t quite line up but overlapped just enough to matter. Partnering with Professor Edward Hale, a Cambridge academic with a lifelong interest in the ancient world, and who kept a notebook full of travelers tales, obscure references and hieroglyphics. Mondulkiri kept coming up. Again and again. Remote. Poorly mapped. Easy to ignore. The last expedition that had gone looking hadn’t come back. Officially, they’d turned around. Unofficially, no one had heard from them again. Equipment never recovered. No bodies. No explanation. It was written off as misadventure, the jungle doing what the jungle always did. Jack didn’t believe that. He’d spent too long in dangerous places to trust convenient endings. Things disappeared for reasons. Sometimes human ones. Sometimes worse.

	He opened his eyes and sat up, pushing the thought away. Overthinking didn’t help. It never had. What mattered was that he was here now. Close. Closer than anyone had been in decades. Whatever was waiting in that jungle, it had waited a long time. And Jack Rourke had a habit of finding things other people gave up on. He stood, splashed water on his face, and headed back outside. The local market was in full swing despite the late afternoon heat, vendor stalls crowding both sides of the narrow street. Motorbikes threaded through gaps that hardly existed. Stallholders shouted to one another. Fruit lay piled in impossible colors, while slabs of meat hung in the open air, flies clinging to them in black clusters despite the stallholders waving small palm leaf fans. Jack moved slowly through the crowd, not browsing, not buying. Watching. Scanning. He bought a bottle of water from a boy who looked too young to be working. The water was warm, but it did the job. Sweat ran down Jack’s back, soaking his shirt and sticking it to his skin. This wasn’t sightseeing. He reminded himself of that. He was here to work. The Red Angkor restaurant at the end of Sok San Road, chosen for his evening meal, was quiet when he arrived. Two tourists sat at one table, studying maps and speaking too loudly. Ceiling fans turned lazily overhead, barely stirring the heavy air. The smell of coconut, fish, and lemongrass drifted from the kitchen. Jack ordered fish Amok and another bottle of water. Three dollars. Cheap, filling, and familiar. He ate slowly, methodically. The fish was soft, the sauce rich without being heavy. He didn’t rush it. You never rushed meals when you were working. You never knew when the next one would come, or what state you’d be in when it did. Outside, a tuk-tuk backfired. Jack’s shoulders tightened before his brain caught up. The reaction annoyed him, but he let it go. Some instincts stayed with you for life. When he finished, he paid in cash and stepped back out into the street. The heat felt thicker now, like it had weight. Sok San Road was already coming alive. Bars lined both sides, doors open, music spilling out even though the sun was still above the horizon. Neon signs flickered uselessly in the daylight. Girls sat on stools or leaned against doorframes, watching the street with practiced boredom.

	He spotted Tom Callahan straight away, in a hole-in-the-wall bar, the Butterfly Bar. Tom was tall, broad, and loud, with a shaved head that caught the light. Sleeveless shirt. Cargo shorts. Heavy boots. Ex-military, special forces by the look of him, though he never said which unit and no one asked. Jack had hired him to watch for trouble and deal with it if it came too close. Shady background, edges worn hard, but the sort of man you needed in a tight corner. Tough. Ruthless when required. But not someone Jack entirely trusted. Tom stood at a pool table inside the bar, cue in hand, swaying slightly. Two local girls hovered close, laughing too hard at jokes they didn’t understand. Tom bent over the table, took a shot, and missed badly. “Shit,” he said, grinning anyway. Jack stepped inside and ordered a beer. The bar smelled of stale alcohol and sweat. A fan rattled overhead. Someone cursed at a dartboard. Tom looked up, recognised him, and broke into a wide smile.

	“Jack!” he shouted. “You old bastard.”

	“Playing well?” Jack said, flatly. 

	Tom laughed and shook his head.

	 “They cheat. I swear it.” 

	Jack took the beer, cold and welcome, and watched the room while Tom talked. The girls smiled at Jack. He nodded back. They didn’t speak English. It didn’t matter. Tom slung an arm around one of them and said something slurred. She giggled and replied in Khmer. Tom nodded like he understood. He didn’t.

	“You’re drunk,” Jack said.

	“Working on it,” Tom replied, raising his bottle. “Jet lag.”

	“You’ve been here two days.”

	“Still counts.”

	Jack took a mouthful of beer and kept his eyes moving. No one paid them any attention. 

	“The rest of the team arrives tomorrow,” he said. “On the early flight.” 

	Tom waved him off. “Plenty of time.” 

	“You need an early night.” 

	Tom laughed again, louder this time. 

	“Relax. I’ve done worse on less sleep.” 

	Jack studied him properly then. The thick hands. The old scars on his forearms. The way his eyes flicked to the door every so often. Even half-cut, Tom was capable. Dangerous, when he needed to be. But there was a fine line between useful and unreliable, and Tom walked it too easily.

	“You’re security,” Jack said. “I need you sharp.”

	“I’m always sharp,” Tom said, leaning in, beer on his breath. 

	Jack didn’t argue. There was no point. He finished his beer, set the bottle down, and stood.

	 “I’m heading back. Be ready in the morning.” 

	Tom slapped him on the shoulder. 

	“Don’t worry so much.”  

	Outside, the noise followed him into the street. Music thumped. Laughter spilled out onto the pavement. Jack walked back toward the river as the sky darkened and storm clouds began to stack up in the distance. The air felt heavier now, charged with the promise of rain. He thought about Tom. About hiring him. About how quickly the wrong man could turn a tight operation into a mess. Jack stopped at the guesthouse gate and looked back once toward Sok San Road, bright and careless in the gathering dusk. Then he went inside and locked the door. Tomorrow the rest of the team would arrive, and once that happened, things would start moving. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	They met in the guesthouse courtyard just after eight, before the heat really started to bite. Jack watched them arrive one by one from the shade near the river, coffee in his hand, posture loose but eyes alert. First impressions mattered. He’d learned that early in salvage work. People showed you who they were before they ever spoke.

	Liam Chen arrived first, tall and slightly awkward, with a daypack slung over one shoulder and too much enthusiasm in his step. First year geology student at Sussex uni after a couple of gap years spent on the surfing beaches of Indonesia. Early twenties, maybe younger. Streaky blonde hair, clean-shaven, sharp eyes behind cheap sunglasses. He looked around like he expected the place to surprise him. Maya Kinsley followed a few minutes later. Mid-twenties, African American, hair pulled back tight, boots already worn in. She moved with quiet confidence, the kind that came from competence rather than bravado. Stanford had sharpened her, but the field had finished the job. She was on a break from her PhD, officially writing her thesis on ancient ruins, unofficially chasing the kind of firsthand evidence that never made it into journals. She gave the courtyard a brief, assessing glance, clocked the exits without thinking about it, then met Jack’s eyes and nodded once. Jack nodded back.

	Dr. Anna Kovács arrived together with Professor Edward Hale. The contrast between them was immediate. Anna wore light trekking clothes, practical and faded, her pack neatly organized. Calm face. Steady eyes. She was in her late forties, compact and wiry, built for endurance rather than display. She had trained in a London teaching hospital, long nights and harder days, before walking away from a safe career into field medicine. Ethiopia had been her first posting with Médecins Sans Frontières. After that came years in the African bush—conflict zones, disease outbreaks, places where help arrived late, if at all. She had stitched wounds by torchlight, treated malaria in mud huts, watched people die when she had nothing left to give. It showed in the way she moved. Economical. No wasted effort. No nerves on display. This was not adventure tourism for her; this was just another job in a difficult place. Jack liked her immediately. If things went wrong—and they always did—she would be the one you wanted nearby. Hale, on the other hand, looked like he’d dressed for a conference and regretted it halfway through. Linen shirt already showing sweat. Leather satchel clutched like it contained something precious. Professor Edward Hale was thin to the point of gauntness, his beard streaked with grey, giving him the look of a man who spent more time with books than with people. He taught in the Earth Sciences department at Trinity College, Cambridge, though at the moment he was officially on sabbatical. Unofficially, this expedition was the only thing he cared about. For more than a year he and Jack had been in near-constant contact—emails, scanned maps, fragments from journals, translations of half-forgotten texts. Hale had been the one to connect the dots, to suggest that the lost temples spoken of in Cambodian folklore might not be myth at all, but misidentified history. Jack brought the logistics and the nerve. Hale brought the knowledge, and a notebook that never left his hands. He was dedicated to the point of obsession. Prone to long silences, to hermit-like stretches of introspection where the world seemed to fall away, replaced by lines of text and imagined landscapes. When he did speak, it was precise, careful, as though each word mattered. Languages came easily to him. French, German, and passable Khmer, along with fragments of tribal dialects he had picked up through years of study—Bunong, the jungle tribe dialect of the Mondulkiri region, among them. It made him invaluable out here, though Jack sometimes wondered if Hale had spent too long in the past, chasing ghosts across maps while forgetting how dangerous the present could be. Still, without Hale, there would be no expedition.

	Tom Callahan came last. He heard him before he saw him. Heavy boots on stone. A muttered curse. Sunglasses hiding bloodshot eyes. He looked rough, even by his own standards. Shaved head stubbled with overnight growth. Hungover, or still half drunk. Possibly both. Jack felt a flicker of irritation and crushed it.

	“Morning,” Jack said.

	There was a brief round of greetings. Handshakes. Names repeated. Tom nodded at everyone and said little. Anna offered a polite smile. Liam tried too hard to sound confident. Maya just watched. Jack waited until they’d settled around the table before speaking.

	“This is Professor Edward Hale,” he said, nodding toward the older man. “He’s the reason we’re here.” 

	Hale straightened, clearly pleased by the introduction. He placed his satchel on the table and opened it with care, like a magician preparing a trick.

	“I won’t bore you,” Hale said, starting to do exactly that.

	 “But I think it’s important we all understand the significance of what we’re attempting.” Jack let him talk. This part mattered. Not the facts so much as how people reacted to them. Hale pulled out a folder, thick with papers yellowed by age and photocopying. 

	“The legend of the temple complex first appears in French colonial journals from the late nineteenth century. Surveyors, missionaries, administrators telling of rumors and stories they had heard. Men with no reason to invent tales. The stories all refer to ruins far east of Angkor, deep in what is now Mondulkiri.” 

	Liam leaned forward. Maya crossed her arms. She listened without interrupting, her expression unreadable. Ancient sites were her world, but she wasn’t the type to fall in love with stories. She dealt in layers, context, and proof.

	“These journals mention laterite. A material not found anywhere near Angkor or the surrounding regions, and they describe a complex built from what they call ‘pierre verte’—green stone. Not sandstone, unlike the Angkor temple complex.”

	“Jade?” Liam asked. 

	Hale shook his head. 

	“No. Denser. Harder. More like an igneous composite. The descriptions are vague, but consistent.” 

	Jack watched Tom. Tom wasn’t listening. He was scanning the courtyard, eyes behind sunglasses never still. Hale continued. 

	“What makes the site unique is its alignment. These were not temples dedicated to deities in the traditional Khmer sense. No bas-reliefs of gods. No religious iconography. Instead, the journals mention astronomical markers. Structures aligned with solstices. Star paths. Celestial events.”

	“So an observatory,” Anna said.

	“Possibly,” Hale replied. “Or something older. Something outside known cultural frameworks.”

	Maya frowned. 

	“According to who?” 

	“According to indigenous Bunong oral history,” Hale said, tapping the papers. 

	“Stories passed down for generations. They speak of a city swallowed by the forest. Abandoned after ‘the sky changed.’ They won’t go near the place. Consider it taboo.”

	“Taboo doesn’t mean real,” Tom muttered. 

	Hale ignored him.

	 “Multiple expeditions have attempted to locate the site over the past century. Most turned back. One, approximately fifteen years ago, never reported back at all.” 

	That got everyone’s attention.

	“They disappeared?” Liam asked.

	“No confirmed explanation,” Hale said. 

	“Officially, they failed to make contact and were presumed to have aborted. Unofficially…” 

	He let the sentence hang. Jack stepped in.

	 “No remains recovered. No gear found. Nothing.” 

	Silence settled over the table. 

	“So why Mondulkiri?” Maya asked. “It’s a huge area.”

	“Because it’s empty,” Jack said. 

	“And because nothing else fits the geographic descriptions. And as you say, its huge, enough to hide the sort of temple complex we are looking for.”

	Hale nodded. “Satellite imagery shows anomalies. Geometric shapes in clearings inconsistent with natural growth. Rock formations that don’t match surrounding geology. We’ve narrowed it down to three probable regions.” 

	He spread a map on the table. Red circles marked rough areas deep in the interior. Liam’s eyes lit up. 

	“This could rewrite parts of Southeast Asian history.”

	“Or get us killed,” Tom said flatly. 

	Anna looked at Jack. 

	“You mentioned disappearances.” 

	“I didn’t want to,” Jack said. “But you needed to hear it.” 

	Tom shifted his weight.

	 “Who else knows about this?” 

	“Enough people,” Jack said. “That’s why we move carefully.”

	Hale gathered his papers.

	 “Skepticism is healthy. But dismissing this outright would be a mistake. The evidence isn’t conclusive, but it’s compelling.” 

	Doubt lingered in the air. So did something else. Curiosity. The dangerous kind. Jack stood. 

	“We leave tomorrow for the capital, Phnom Penh. When we are there we will pick up the supplies we will need for the expedition, and I’ve arranged some vehicles to get us most of the way. Today’s for rest. Ask questions now, because once we’re moving, we keep moving.”

	Liam looked uncertain. 

	“What do you mean, most of the way?”

	“There is a very good chance we will complete at least part of the journey on foot, if the jungle trail gets too tough for vehicles,” Jack replied.

	Liam said nothing, just looked down at his boots.

	Tom pushed back from the table. 

	“I need coffee.” 

	Jack watched him go, then looked back at the others. They were all in now. Whether they realized it or not.

	Tom Callahan lay on his back in the dark, staring at the ceiling. The fan above him turned in a lazy circle, clicking once every rotation. Click. Pause. Click. The sound got under his skin. He didn’t bother getting up to fix it. Sleep wasn’t coming anyway. The room smelled of stale beer and sweat. His head throbbed dully, but the alcohol had burned off hours ago, leaving him wide awake and sharp in all the wrong ways. He’d closed his eyes half a dozen times already. Every time, the same thing happened. Sand. Heat. Noise. The desert came back without warning, just like it always did. Iraq, flat and endless, the air shimmering above the road. The convoy moving too slow, bunched up tighter than it should have been. Tom could feel the weight of his kit again, the bite of the straps into his shoulders, the taste of dust on his tongue. Then the explosion. Not sound at first. Pressure. Like the world inhaled and forgot to breathe out. The IED tore the lead vehicle open, metal peeling back like wet paper. Fire. Smoke. Screaming. Someone yelling his name through the chaos. Tom rolled onto his side, but it didn’t help. The memory played on, sharp and unedited. Training took over in the recall, same as it had back then. Movement. Shouting. Return fire. Adrenaline drowning out fear. And then the man. An Iraqi male, mid-twenties, appearing from behind a wall too fast, too sudden. His hands moving toward his chest. Tom didn’t remember deciding. He never did. One second there was a shape, the next there was recoil and the man was on the ground. Dead before he hit it. 

	Afterwards, they said the Iraqi was unarmed. No weapon recovered. The court martial dragged on for months. Lawyers. Statements. Reconstructed timelines. They said Tom should have waited. Should have verified. Should have been sure. Being sure got you killed. They cleared him in the end. Officially. Unofficially, nothing ever really cleared, and his time in the regiment was short lived after that. But some things just stayed with him. The man’s face did. So did the look in the eyes of the kid from his unit who bled out in the dust beside him five minutes later. Tom squeezed his eyes shut. Guard duty. That was what Jack thought he was here for. Security. Watching perimeters. Keeping academics alive while they played explorers in the jungle. Tom almost laughed at that. Almost. He wasn’t stupid. He knew why Jack had hired him. Because Jack saw what others missed. Because Jack understood risk. And because Jack needed someone who could act fast and hard when things went bad. But that wasn’t the whole reason Tom was here. He rolled onto his back again and stared up at the fan. Click. Pause. Click. The other job sat heavy in his mind. No written contract. No paper trail. Just a quiet conversation in a bar weeks earlier, half a world away. A man who asked the right questions and listened carefully to the answers. Another expedition, better funded, better equipped, waiting to see what Jack Rourke turned up. See how real the legend was. See how much Jack found. Tom wasn’t there to steal anything, but just to observe. To report. To make sure no one else walked away with something too valuable to ignore. If Jack found nothing, the problem went away. If he found something extraordinary… then other people would step in and take it.

	Tom told himself it wasn’t betrayal. It was insurance. That was the word he used when the guilt crept in. Insurance against getting killed for myths and stones and history books. He turned his head toward the window. Somewhere outside, the river moved through the dark. Insects buzzed. A motorbike passed, engine whining, then faded. Jack Rourke thought he’d seen it all. Thought he understood men like Tom. Maybe he did. Or maybe he was about to find out how wrong he was. Tom closed his eyes again. This time, the desert stayed away. For now. Tomorrow, they would start moving. And once they did, there would be no easy way out for anyone.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	By late afternoon the heat had turned heavy and mean. They had agreed to meet at a place called A Taste of Khmer, tucked down a side street away from the river. It was the sort of restaurant that survived on habit rather than reputation. Plastic chairs. Wobbly tables. A greasy menu laminated so many times the corners had gone cloudy. Tom took a seat with his back to the wall without thinking. Old reflex. The waitress looked bored before they’d even ordered. She slapped menus down and wandered off without a word. Tom scanned his. Frog. Paddy rat. Chicken that could have been anything once it lost its head.

	“Fried rice,” he said when she came back. Everyone else followed suit.

	“Safest option,” Liam said, trying to sound relaxed.

	Tom snorted. “Safe’s relative.”

	The food arrived fast. Too fast to be fresh cooked. Greasy, hot, but edible. Tom ate without tasting much of it, eyes flicking between the others as the conversation started to fray.

	“So let me get this straight,” Liam said, fork paused halfway to his mouth. 

	“If this site exists, it predates Angkor.”

	“Potentially,” Hale said. “Which is why—”

	“—it would rewrite regional history,” Liam finished, excitement creeping in. 

	Maya shook her head. 

	“Or it turns out to be nothing. Or misinterpreted data. Oral histories aren’t GPS coordinates.” 

	“They’re not nothing either,” Hale snapped. “Dismiss them at your peril.” 

	Anna cut in calmly. 

	“Arguing theory won’t matter if we don’t come back healthy.” 

	Tom watched Jack. Jack let it run.

	“What about ownership?” Maya asked. 

	“If this is real, who controls it? Cambodia? Universities? Private backers?” 

	Jack’s jaw tightened slightly. 

	“That’s not our problem. We document. We survive.” 

	Hale bristled. 

	“It absolutely is our problem. Discovery comes with responsibility.” 

	Tom set his fork down. 

	“Responsibility doesn’t stop bullets or infections.” 

	They all looked at him.

	“Mondulkiri isn’t a field trip,” Tom said. 

	His voice stayed level, but there was steel under it now. 

	“No rescue. No headlines. Once we’re out there, we’re on our own.” 

	Silence settled over the table.

	“Cell coverage will be patchy at best,” he went on. “Likely nothing once we push deep. Nearest hospital is basic and hours away, assuming roads don’t wash out. If someone gets seriously hurt, that’s it.” 

	Anna nodded slowly. She’d already worked it out. 

	“That’s my job. That’s why I am here.”

	“We carry enough supplies for two weeks minimum,” Jack said. 

	“Food, water purification tablets, medical, comms. The jungle eats gear. And people.” 

	Liam swallowed. 

	“You make it sound cheerful.” 

	Tom met his eyes. 

	“I’m not trying to make it sound anything.” He finally spoke. 

	“That’s why I’m here.”

	 Hale leaned back, clearly unhappy. 

	“You’re describing worst-case scenarios.” 

	Tom shrugged.

	 “Worst-case gets ignored until it’s standing on your chest.” 

	The waitress dropped the bill without a word. As they stood to leave, Tom felt it again, as he did on most security jobs. Too many expectations. Too many unknowns. And him sitting right in the middle of it, playing his part. Guard. Watcher. Something else entirely.

	Jack caught his eye as they stepped out into the street.

	“Early start,” Jack said.

	Tom nodded. 

	“I’ll be ready.”

	It wasn’t a lie. It just wasn’t the whole truth.

	The riverside was quiet at night. Jack walked slowly along the bank, hands in his pockets, letting the heat bleed out of the day. The air was still thick, but cooler now, carrying the smell of water and rotting vegetation. Lights from the far bank shimmered on the surface, breaking apart with the current. He stopped near a low railing and leaned on it, scanning without really meaning to. That was when he saw them. Two figures stood on the opposite bank, half-hidden by shadow and trees. Talking in low voices. Standing close. Jack narrowed his eyes, trying to pick out details, but the darkness swallowed most of it. One of them shifted slightly and the movement caught his attention. Broad shoulders. Solid stance. A familiar silhouette. It looked like Tom. Jack stayed where he was, not moving, not reacting. Minutes passed. The river slid by. Somewhere a motorbike revved and faded away. Then the second figure stepped back into the trees and vanished. A moment later, the larger shape did the same. Jack waited another full minute before turning away.

	At the guesthouse, the courtyard was empty. He went straight to Tom’s door and knocked. Once. Then harder. No answer. Jack stood there, listening. Nothing. He was about to turn away when he heard footsteps on the stairs behind him. Heavy. Unhurried. Tom came into view, one hand on the rail, the other dangling loose at his side. His eyes were clear. Too clear. 

	“Out for a walk?” Jack asked. 

	Tom smirked. 

	“Had a few beers. If that’s okay with you.” 

	The sarcasm was deliberate. Jack held his gaze. 

	“Where?”

	“Bars. Same as everyone else.” 

	Tom shrugged. 

	“You checking up on me now?” 

	Jack didn’t answer. He stepped aside.

	 “Get some sleep. Tomorrow’s a big day.”

	 Tom’s smile faded just a fraction. 

	“Every day is a big day to you, Jack.” 

	Jack watched him go into his room, then turned and walked down the corridor to his own. The door was closed but unlocked. A feeling of caution hit him instantly, sharp and cold. Jack pushed the door open slowly and stepped inside. The room looked the same at first glance. Bed untouched. Bag where he’d left it. But the air felt wrong. Disturbed. He crossed to the desk and opened his bag. Nothing seemed to be missing, but it had definitely been searched. He checked the rest of his belongings. Cellphone, passport still there. Cash untouched. He moved to the desk and opened his laptop. The screen was dark, but a warning flashed when he powered it up. Multiple failed login attempts. Someone had tried to access the files. And failed. Jack sat on the edge of the bed and let the implications settle. This wasn’t a curious thief. Whoever had been here knew what to look for. They wanted his notes. His research. The pieces he’d spent years assembling. Jack didn’t know whether he should be relieved or worried. All his research was on the laptop, intact and secure, key files backed up to a cloud server he could access from anywhere in the world. He hadn’t lost anything. And yet someone had searched anyway. And taken nothing. The question was who. And more importantly, why. 

	Whoever it was, they were close. Close enough to watch. Close enough to wait. Jack closed the laptop and stared at the door. The river drifted past outside, indifferent as ever. Somewhere down the corridor, another door closed softly. He was no longer convinced this expedition was alone. And he began to understand that whoever was following them wasn’t interested in sharing what waited in the jungle.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 4

	 

	The 12-seater bus groaned under the heat as it crawled out of Siem Reap on the highway to the capital, Phnom Penh. Five hours of motion ahead, the air-conditioning droning and wheezing against the midday sun, struggling to keep the cabin anything close to bearable. Jack slouched in his seat near the window, shirt sticking to his back, eyes fixed outside as the world blurred past. Locals filled the other seats, chattering in a language he didn’t understand, children occasionally squealing or squabbling over nothing, their voices echoing in the narrow space. The smells of fried snacks, damp clothes, and engine oil mingled, settling in the corners of the bus like a reminder that comfort wasn’t part of this journey. Tom was already asleep, head lolling to one side, occasional snores punctuating the drone of the engine. Jack envied the man, envied anyone who could actually turn off their mind for a few hours. Outside, the rice fields rolled past, flat and green, framed by tall palm trees that swayed lazily in the breeze. Jack followed the horizon with tired eyes, noting irrigation canals, distant farmhouses, the occasional water buffalo plodding through a paddy. There was rhythm here, even in the heat, even in the chaos of motion. He found it soothing in a way he didn’t expect.

	Across the aisle, Maya and Liam sat close together, shoulders brushing. Their heads inclined toward each other as they whispered in low tones, careful to stay under the murmur of the locals. Jack noticed and wondered—just briefly—if they had been together the night before. A tiny, unimportant thought, almost amusing in its triviality, but it passed through him anyway. Professor Hale was lost in a thick research book, glasses perched low on his nose. The pages rustled as he turned them, oblivious to the heat, to the chatter, to the monotony of the road. Anna Kovács sat opposite him, Kindle in hand, absorbed in a fantasy romance she’d probably read before. She occasionally smiled, brow furrowing in concentration, completely detached from the world around her. Jack knew enough to recognize the habit—she read to escape, and the romance genre let her wander far from reality, from the war zones she had worked in, and from the relationships she’d left behind when she returned to the city.

	The driver had a habit of overtaking recklessly, weaving around scooters and trucks with only the narrowest of clearances. Jack’s hands twitched on the armrest once, the instinctive tension of his past work in dangerous places rising, but he said nothing. Tom slept through it all. Hale grumbled quietly under his breath each time the bus narrowly avoided disaster, muttering scholarly expletives in his own language. By late afternoon, the bus rolled into Phnom Penh. Jack breathed a little easier as they passed through the congested streets and turned toward Street 136 near the riverside area, where they disembarked. Their pre-booked guesthouse loomed modestly on the edge
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