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Shepherd of Paradise

The wind whipped around Kate O'Dair, stirred
by the rotor blades of the rising helicopter. She and her co-host
Carly Hagen waved at the craft as it took off, filmed by their
camerawoman Leslie Granger.

Kate waited for the noise to die down before
she turned to face the camera. “The chopper will come back in five
days to pick us up, until then we're completely cut off from
civilization.” She gave the lens a confident grin. “But we're used
to that, here at Legend Hunters.”

She walked across the barren rock of the
plateau, giving the future viewers at home a good look at the tall
cliffs ringing the lush, green valley. “We had to use the chopper,
because the local tribe wouldn't let us use the only entrance to
what they call the Cursed Valley. However, they don't claim the
valley itself, so we can get in this way.” Kate looked down the
natural wall. “Now we're going to do Carly's favorite pastime,
rappelling a sheer cliff.”

The blonde gave a long-suffering sigh. Her
blue-eyed co-host wasn't the outdoors type Kate was, but she was
easier on the eyes, and a trained medic. Not that Kate was ugly,
she knew she wasn't. More than one man had commented on how
striking her green eyes were. But her slim build, short, dark hair,
and barely there breasts, just didn't have the sex-appeal the
network wanted. That was also the reason she could get away with
wearing loose clothing while Carly was stuck wearing a tight tank
top.

Leslie was the polar opposite of Carly.
Quiet, tall, butch, and short, spiky hair that changed color from
month to month but never tried to imitate a natural one. This trip,
she had elected to die it a pale orange. Leslie wasn't just the
camerawoman, she was also the sound-technician, and Kate's
friend.

“Ladies first,” Carly replied.
Kate nodded and put her backpack down so she could haul out the
climbing gear. The blonde knew that this part might get put in a
montage, or ignored all together, so she took the opportunity to
revisit her pet peeve of the day. “We wouldn't have to do all of
this if you had just negotiated with the tribe. “No” means come up
with a better price, not leave right now.”

“Actually, that's exactly what
their “no” meant. If you had done more than merely pretend to
listen, you would know they take the dangers of that valley very
serious. If we'd tried to sneak past their guards, they would have
stopped us. And if we try to leave through that pass, they will
kill us.”

“You're joking.”

“No, I'm not.” Kate stepped into
the harness and proceeded to check every link. “They really believe
that anybody that enters that valley becomes cursed, and they don't
want that curse to spread outside the valley. Those people feel
they have a responsibility, and they take it very
seriously.”

“That sounds like it's more than
simple superstition,” Leslie grumbled.

Kate shrugged. “Hard to disprove a curse when
you kill anybody who might have found out the truth, before he can
tell anybody about it. They believe, but that doesn't make it true.
After all,” she looked over her shoulder at her camerawoman, “how
many of these legends we went looking for proved to be true so
far?”

Leslie gave a thoughtful nod at that and Kate
finished her preparations for the climb down. Tying one end of the
rope securely around an outcrop, the TV host began her slow descent
while the camera looked down on her. Her slow progress gave her
time to think and reflect.

Legend Hunters was her baby, or excuse, to go
to places like these. Kate was a survivalist who had missed the
boat on the survivalist-show fad. So when she noticed paranormal
investigation shows were in these days, she'd simply incorporated
that angle into her idea for a small, all-women crew that would
visit exotic places like this one.

The network had gone for it, but had only
given her an equally small budget. Most of their trips had been to
the Americas out of necessity, but Kate really wanted to come here.
She'd be the first outsider to see the valley, to put its natural
beauty on film. That was a lot better than some non-existent ghost
or imaginary curse, but she was willing to play along if it gave
her an opportunity like this.

After an exhilarating fifteen minutes, Kate's
feet touched the ground. “I'm down, give me a minute to get my
camera and then you can come down, Carly.” The blonde waved back to
show that she'd heard her, and Kate pulled the small, hand-held
video camera out to get some shots of Carly climbing down. After
the medic, it was the turn of their equipment to be roped down
before Leslie followed suit.

At last everything was down, and once their
camerawoman was set up again, Kate crouched down to draw a simple
map of the valley in the soft earth. “We're about here,” she tapped
one point of the jagged oval that represented the mountains
surrounding them. “We know there's a river running through the pass
and the valley, before it goes underground.” She drew a line from
right to left. “According to what we heard in the village, there's
a cave system here that is the source of the curse, and that's
going to be our target. So we'll cut across the valley, then follow
the river to the caves.”

Leslie and Carly already knew this, of
course, because the plan wasn't based on anything they'd heard in
the village. Flying by the seat of your pants might look good on
television, it was no way to produce a TV show.

“Sounds like we got got a lot of
walking to do,” Carly replied. “We better get going or we might end
up stranded here.”

“That, or we'll have to take our
chances with the Yoranpe.” They gathered up their gear, shouldered
their backpacks, and set off.

 


***

 


They navigated through a field of chest-high,
broad-leaved ferns and into the jungle itself, where Kate had to
break out the machete to clear a path for them. She kept her eyes
out for tracks, they'd tell her what kind of animals they were
sharing the jungle with, but there didn't seem to be that many. At
least, not as many as there should be if humans never went into
this valley.

The sounds of this jungle were off, too. This
wasn't Kate's first trip to New Guinea, and she thought herself
familiar with its nature. This jungle felt different, though. There
was the buzzing of insects and snatches of birdsong she'd heard
before, but it sounded subdued. And there was a constant rustling,
seemingly coming from all around them. 'Could be animals scattering
from our approach,' Kate mused. 'Except it isn't coming in bursts,
and it isn't growing fainter.'

Behind her, Carly was huffing and puffing, so
Kate decided to take a break in the clearing she could see up
ahead. “Why don't we don't we do our talk about that botanist
there?” she proposed.

“Sure,” her co-host agreed. The
three of them planted their gear down, and Leslie checked over her
camera while Carly took a breather. Kate did the same, though she
managed to be less obvious about it.

They drank from their canteens, leaning
against the trunks of fallen trees while sunlight filtered through
the canopy above. “You know, we're not actually the first
westerners to visit this valley,” Kate started.

“We're not?” Carly managed to
sound genuinely surprised. The blonde really was a better actress
than her.

Kate shook her head. “There was
a botanist in the 19th century, a Dutchman by the name of Louis van
Zutpen. Him, his wife, and a small party, traveled to this part of
New Guinea, but were never heard from again. According to the
tribe, they snook past their guards and into the valley, where the
curse got every one of them. Except Louis' wife; they claimed they
killed her when she tried to leave.”

“I suppose it's a good thing
then that we don't have any men with us, unless …” Carly turned to
the camera. “If you got some big secret to share with us, Leslie,
now might be the best time.”

'A better actress, if not for her tendency to
go off-script like that,' Kate lamented. “I was going to keep this
to myself, but you got me, I'm a woman,” she said deadpan.

The blonde chuckled at the joke, and
stretched. “So, did they eat her too?”

“No, which is the other weird
part of the tale. The tribe did practice cannibalism at the time,
but they burned her body on the spot. They're really afraid of the
curse.” A curse that didn't seem so laughable now that she was
here. Again, Kate was struck by the odd atmosphere this place
had.

Her eyes tracked one of the many thick vines
crisscrossing through the branches above them. A green, leafless
cable, she'd never seen that species before. “Let's go,” Kate said
after looking at her watch. “I want to set up base camp near the
river and we only got a few hours of daylight left.”

 


***

 


They could hear the river when they saw the
first flower; a long, beaker-shaped blossom with bright yellow
petals that gained a reddish tone near the base. It was attached to
one of the vines Kate had seen everywhere; this one was hanging
from a tree near a game trail they were now following. The trail
looked old to Kate's eye, probably hadn't been used in a long
while.

She could smell the aroma it emitted as she
passed it, a pleasant sweet odor with a hint of spiciness. Carly
must have liked the smell as well, because she went over to the
flower and bent over to get a whiff. The blonde had just started to
breathe in when the base of the flower shuddered, and blasted out a
cloud of glittering, yellow pollen, right in Carly's face.

Kate couldn't help it. She laughed while her
co-host wheezed and shook her head in a fruitless effort to get rid
of the dust now covering her face. “Please tell me you caught
that,” she asked Leslie.

Her friend patted her camera. “Every second
of it.”

Carly had given up trying to get rid of the
pollen and now simply stood there looking a little spaced out.

“You okay?” Kate tried, but the
blonde didn't react. Growing concerned, she approached her co-host
and gently gripped Carly's shoulder. The blonde's only reaction was
to turn her head slightly and blink at her. “Carly?” Kate tried
again, moving her face closer to try and see how the blonde was
doing.

The sweet smell was stronger now, and Kate
got to taste it as well when Carly's lips landed on her own.
Stunned, she stood there while the blonde actually kissed her. The
flavor was sweet and seductive, Kate's tongue darted out to gather
more of that sweet taste.

Realizing she was frenching Carly, Kate
pushed herself away, and held her co-host at arm's length when she
tried to renew the kiss. Looking Carly in the eye, she could tell
the blonde didn't realize what she was doing. There didn't seem to
be a mind there.

“Don't worry, I caught that
too,” Leslie chimed in, one eye glued to the viewfinder.

“Of course you did.” Kate shook
her head. Turning her attention back to Carly, she retrieved her
canteen from her hip with one hand and awkwardly unscrewed the cap.
Once that was done, she threw a splash of water right in the
blonde's face.

Spluttering, Carly backed off and finally
seemed to see Kate. “What did you do that for?” she asked
indignantly.

A little mystified, Kate shrugged. “To get
rid of that stuff on your face, you know, from the flower?” This
was getting weird.

“Flower?” The blonde looked back
at the flower and the confusion cleared away. “Oh, right, I went to
examine it and …” The confusion returned again. “And … it did
something?” she asked Kate.

She nodded. “Shot some sort of dust, probably
pollen, straight into your face. But I don't think it was plain old
pollen, because you started to act a little funny after that.”

Kate didn't quite know how to say it, but
Leslie was far too amused to dance around the subject. “You got
zoinked, then you kissed Kate. I got it all, right here.”

“I did what?!”

“The pollen,” Kate interjected,
hoping to defuse the situation before it could escalate, “must
contain some sort of psychotropic compound. It might also be
responsible for the legend of the curse,” she said aloud for the
benefit of the camera. She nodded to herself, she liked that
explanation. “Better bag a sample for analysis.”

Kate took care to approach the flower from
the side, she had no desire to get blasted too, and lopped off the
flower with her machete. Carefully, she put the blossom in a
plastic bag and sealed it, before handing it over to a somewhat
apprehensive Carly.

“We better be careful from here
on out. The flora and fauna of this place haven't been recorded by
science yet, no telling what we'll encounter.” Receiving two nods
in reply, Kate was satisfied they'd been properly warned and got
back on the trail towards the river.

 


***

 


It turned out they weren't the first to
decide the riverside would make a good camping spot. The clearing
was overgrown with tall grass, but here and there a few bits of
civilization could be seen. Simple things, like a circle of stones
that once contained a campfire, or a green piece of bronze that
once might have been an oil lamp.

“I think we found van Zutpen's
campsite.”

“We're not going to sleep here,
are we?” Carly wondered apprehensively.

“I want to do a bit here,” Kate
told her friend, before turning to the blonde. “Actually, we are.
For the same reasons they picked this spot. It's
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