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            Foreword

          

          “Africa is mystic; it is wild; it is a sweltering inferno; it is a photographer’s paradise, a hunter’s Valhalla, an escapist’s Utopia. It is what you will, and it withstands all interpretations. It is the last vestige of a dead world or the cradle of a shiny new one. To a lot of people, as to myself, it is just ‘home.’” – Beryl Markman

        

      

    

    
      This is a retelling of Edgar Rice Burroughs’s classic story Tarzan of the Apes.  I make no claim that I have written it better, but I believe that this version will find a home with modern readers who love adventure and steamy romance.

      When I set out to write a modern version of Tarzan, there was one thing I wanted to do, which was tell a love story. As Burroughs always said “There is no Tarzan without Jane.” That quote always stayed with me, and I wanted to make sure that the readers saw my heroine Eden for what she is, a partner to Thorne, my vine-swinging hero, someone who is his true other half.

      You will find that much of Love in the Wild varies from Tarzan not just names but also the location which here is set in Uganda rather than coastal Africa.  I have emphasized real towns, real jungles and researched thoroughly the society which characters like Thorne’s friend, Bwanbale lived in, to make an accurate portrayal of the current culture.  The friendship between Bwanbale and Thorne is a crucial one. Thorne representing ancient man who thrives on instinct and Bwanbale representing the nobility and open-heartedness of modern man. Eden is also crucial to Thorne’s character. She represents the outward manifestation of his heart and soul. I enjoyed playing with symbolic imagery, such as the power of water to represent healing and rebirth throughout the novel. The themes of gold and power are also important to consider as you read. At the end of this book, you will find a small group of book club discussion questions to engage in further discourse with your fellow readers.

      I wanted to make a more mystical connection to the jungle than the original story. The ancient tribe from the jungle that speaks to Thorne is fictional, but the ancient tribe of the Batwa which is mentioned within the novel is real and the members of that tribe have been displaced from the jungle which was their home for thousands of years. I chose to give the animals of Africa a voice, as seen through brief glimpses of the character Keza, the gorilla who raises Thorne. I believe it is important that the reader see these animals as powerful and important forces in the world by giving them a voice within these pages which I hope will inspire readers to care more about them in the real life.

      I hope as you turn the page and begin this journey you will sit back, enjoy the story, and let yourself believe, for a moment, that magic still exists in the world…

      

      
        
          [image: Thorne and Eden]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Prologue

          

          Uganda—present day

        

      

    

    
      “Get on your knees,” a cold voice commanded.

      Eden Matthews sank to her knees. Half a dozen men and women next to her did the same. One woman was sobbing, and a man was begging for his life. But Eden saw no mercy in the eyes of the man who stood in front of her holding a gun to her head.

      All around them the jungle was quiet. Even the animals and insects seemed to have sensed the danger and elected to stay still. She stared at the barrel of the gun, her gaze fixed on the circular black hole, then forced herself to look her soon-to-be-murderer in the eyes. The man was unshaven, mid-forties, his clothing splattered with blood and mud. Behind him were four other men with stony, empty black eyes, all armed. They were a mix of white and black men, and the heavy weapons they carried meant they were most likely rebels. Or worse—poachers.

      “We were supposed to be safe,” one woman whispered to herself. “This is a national park. We have permits . . .”

      Permits didn’t matter to men like these—these were the true monsters of the jungle.

      “Keep your mouths shut,” the leader snapped. She didn’t dare take her eyes away from him. His gun swung a few inches to Eden’s left at the older woman who’d spoken.

      Eden’s heart was beating so fast she was amazed she hadn’t had a heart attack. These men wouldn’t let them go. They were going to kill them and leave their bodies in the Ugandan jungle, never to be found. The gorillas she had come to photograph had fled before these men had arrived, as if they had sensed the danger. If they were poachers, and the gorillas had been their intended target, Eden at least hoped the majestic creatures were far away and safe.

      “Cash, what we gonna do with them, eh?” one of the men asked their leader.

      “Shut up—I’m thinking,” he growled. His eyes swept over the group of visitors and their two Ugandan guides.

      “The boss wouldn’t like witnesses,” the other man added.

      “True.” The one called Cash stroked his beard, and then, with terrifying slowness, he swept the gun to the forehead of the man at the far end of the tourist group and fired. Eden jerked as his body fell face-first onto the leaf-covered ground.

      Several more bangs echoed in the small clearing, and more bodies fell.

      Eden wasn’t able to close her eyes. Fear had so immobilized her that she simply couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. She could only watch.

      “Maybe we keep one alive?” Cash volunteered to his men with a cruel laugh. “These other bitches were old. But this one, she’s fresh and young. We can have our fun with her first. The boss would never need to know.”

      Lungs burning, Eden sucked in a breath, her back aching from being stiff on her knees.

      “Yes, I think we’ll keep her.” Cash lowered his gun, but Eden didn’t relax. Whatever hell was about to come next for her would be far, far worse than a quick death.

      Blood roared in her ears, so loud that the trees actually seemed to tremble and the ground to vibrate.

      Wait, no. That sound wasn’t in her head. It was coming from somewhere else, somewhere distant, but near enough to frighten the men closest to her.

      “What the fuck was that?” Cash demanded.

      “Mnyama,” one of the men murmured in Swahili. “Mnyama Anakuja!”

      Eden didn’t speak much Swahili, but it sounded like he said, The beast is coming.

      “A silverback?” Cash asked.

      The man shook his head. “No. The pale ghost.”

      “Pale ghost? What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Two of the men exchanged glances and just ran. They vanished into the moss-covered hagenia trees that formed the canopies high above them.

      Cash spun around, firing shots in their direction before he turned back toward Eden. The roar echoed again, sending birds into flight and small monkeys in the trees scampering away.

      “We should go!”

      The other men clambered away at once, but Cash shouted at them. “Not until I kill this one.” He pointed his gun at her again.

      Eden closed her eyes tight. She imagined her parents’ faces back in Arkansas, could see the door of her childhood home. She choked down her despair and longing to be there in that moment and not here—anywhere but here.

      The gun went off. Eden experienced a second of stunned surprised because she still felt the jungle air thick with moisture and smelled the heavy scent of sweat around her. She was dead, so why did she still smell the jungle?

      “Ah!” Cash’s scream came a millisecond later, followed by a sickening crunch.

      Eden didn’t dare open her eyes as she heard the sounds of violence—screams and snapping bones.

      The beast was here. Her stomach churned as she swallowed down the rise of bile in her throat and her breath escaped in rapid pants of terror. She would be next. The long silence that followed made her brave enough to open her eyes, slowly taking in the scene of carnage. Cash lay dead a dozen feet away, his neck twisted right around. That was something.

      The other tourists she had come with were all dead, but they had been left untouched by the beast. She swallowed hard as tears blurred her vision.

      The sound of footsteps behind her and a huffing noise caused her to flinch and close her eyes again. Body heat and hot breath on the back of her neck sent a chill down her spine and stirred her hair. The beast was still here. She was next.

      Please, let it kill me quickly.

      A grunting noise, similar to the ones made by the gorillas, came from behind her. Something touched her ponytail. She gasped and threw herself to the ground on pure instinct, her hands crunching into the leaves beneath her. The beast moved somewhere in front of her. When she dared to look, her lips parted but no sound escaped.

      A man crouched in front of her, ten feet away. His tan skin was covered with blackened, drying mud, making him look more monster than man. His long dark hair hung in loose tendrils down around his shoulders. His eyes were a vivid dark blue, and they narrowed on her as his full lips pressed into a hard frown.

      In one hand the man held a blade. His other hand was curled into a fist. She watched the corded muscles of his forearm ripple as he shifted and moved. There was a lithe grace to his nearly naked body as he shifted back and forth on his bare feet. A loincloth of animal skin covered his groin but left his legs bare to her view. He chuffed at her softly, like a jaguar. But the strangest thing, perhaps, was a band of gold that rested on his brow like a crown, the precious metal shaped into small leaves like a laurel wreath.

      He gestured with his balled fist to the man on the ground and grunted again.

      Eden blinked, unsure what to do or say. This man had saved her. But who was he? Where had he come from? Why was he grunting instead of speaking?

      “Hi,” she whispered, and he halted in his gestures. “Do you understand me?”

      The man tilted his head to the side, and his nostrils flared. It was hard to read his face with the mud streaked across it.

      “Hello?” She tried to greet him again. The word hello was also used in Swahili, in case he spoke that rather than English.

      He slowly straightened to a towering height, and she got to her feet as well. Eden kept her distance, not knowing what to expect with this wild man.

      She tried some Swahili and continued to stare at him. “Kiswahili?”

      Suddenly his head turned, and he scanned the forest. It was still eerily quiet. Eden knew his attention was focused elsewhere, yet she had a sense he had missed nothing, including her movements. The man threw his head back and let out a roar, the same roar that had sent Cash’s Ugandan men running for the hills. They had known the danger of whoever this man was.

      She asked him if he spoke Swahili. “Unaongea Kiswahili?” Unfortunately, she didn’t know enough of the language to truly have a conversation.

      Her savior shot her another distracted look before he grunted again at the forest and whistled sharply. There was an answering whistle far to her left. The man turned her way, and with lightning-quick reflexes, he grabbed her.

      Eden screamed, but a second later the air was knocked from her lungs as he threw her over his shoulder. He began to run, dodging through the trees and leaping over the taller bushes and vegetation like an Olympic hurdler. The impact of his feet jarred her and sent a punch to her stomach. She was going to throw up if he kept this up much longer.

      Where was he going? What was he going to do to her? Why didn’t he communicate? He acted . . . well, he acted more like an animal than a person. A wild man. It made no sense.

      Eventually he stopped running. He rolled her off his shoulder and onto the ground. She couldn’t stop it—her stomach emptied its contents, and she lay gasping on the ground at the base of a particularly thick-rooted hagenia tree. She clawed at the ground, trying to catch her breath and stop the shaking of her arms and legs.

      Her head spun, and she gazed up at the distant light, barely able to make it out through the trees above. She saw something jutting from the base of the tree, going all the way up. Small pieces of wood, like tiny steps in the trunk, created a path all the way up the tree. The wild man grasped her hand and pulled her to her feet. He then gestured for her to climb onto his back. Was he kidding?

      She shook her head violently. “No, no, I’m not—”

      He lunged for her, and she shrieked, holding up her hands.

      “Okay!”

      He pointed at his back, and he faced the tree, waiting patiently.

      It was weird climbing onto this stranger’s back, but she did it. He used the wooden steps the way a mountain climber would use footholds. She nearly closed her eyes as they reached ten feet and kept on going. The tops of the trees looked to be another ten or fifteen feet away.

      As they reached the heavy foliage above, the man pushed upward, and the foliage moved away in a nearly perfect square shape, just large enough to accommodate their two bodies. He continued to climb, and Eden gasped.

      The tree went up another fifteen feet, through a hole in the roof that was sealed with mud. All around them was wood—chopped timbers worn smooth into planks, forming a structure around her and the man like a tree house.

      A tree house? Here?

      He crawled across the floor and tapped her legs. She slowly let go and touched her feet down. The wooden floor was as solid as a rock. Eden stared around at the tree house. It had to have been built nearly twenty feet off the ground. The bottom of it was completely camouflaged from below.

      “What is this place?” she asked, mostly to herself. She saw a wooden door with a simple flipped latch made with thick rope. A small window-like opening allowed for some minimal light.

      The man grunted at her and pointed to a corner of the little structure. Eden saw nothing there. The man moved toward her, and she immediately backed into the corner he pointed to. She fell back, landing on her bottom, and he held up a palm and made that soft chuffing noise again. Did he want her to stay there? He opened the trapdoor and started to climb down the way they had come up.

      “Wait! Where are you going?” She started to move, but he grunted and huffed at her, and she halted. He pointed to the corner, and she shifted back to the corner wall, clutching her camera to her chest. He gazed at her a long moment, those blue eyes solid and inscrutable as he watched her. Then he disappeared from view, pulling the trapdoor down behind him.

      Eden wasn’t sure how long she sat there staring at the door. After what felt like forever, her muscles relaxed and the tension in her body slowed and seeped out of her. She slumped onto the floor on her side. Her body trembled, and a rush of tears came hard. She cried as the recent events all came back to her. The dead faces of the men and women who’d traveled deep into the impenetrable forest with her. Everyone eager for the experience of a lifetime.

      Sweet Maggie, humorous Harold, and all the others whom she’d formed a bond with in so short a time. All dead. Their lives had been snuffed out because they had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      And what about her? She was alive, but was she ever going to get out of the jungle? And who was the beast of the forest who’d saved her? Who was the pale ghost?
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          Twenty-two years ago

        

      

    

    
      Amelia Haywood sat in the small Cessna, her tiny son, Thorne, in the seat beside her.

      She grinned and pointed at the dense miles of spreading Ugandan forest far below them. “See? Look at the jungle.” Thorne squirmed and stretched up in his seat to peer out the oval window. Amelia stroked a hand down his dark hair. It was silky as a baby’s, even though Thorne was three years old as of last week.

      Thorne pointed a tiny finger at the window. “Mummy!”

      “Yes, Thorne, that’s the jungle.”

      “Monkey!” He looked down at the child’s picture book in his lap, where it said, M is for monkey. Then he focused back on the window.

      “Jacob, how much farther is it?” Amelia asked her husband.

      Jacob turned to face her from the seat next to the pilot. His dark hair and vivid blue eyes were a mirror image of their son’s. Thorne looked like her a little too, around the mouth, especially when he smiled. That pleased Amelia, because Jacob always said it was her smile that he dreamed about whenever he closed his eyes. Amelia had never imagined she could love someone as much as her husband, but she did. Jacob and Thorne were her entire world.

      “We’ve got about another hour until we get to the airstrip,” Jacob guessed.

      Charlie, their hired pilot, nodded. “He’s right, about an hour.”

      “Tomorrow we’ll see the monkeys,” Amelia said to her son. She turned the book’s pages until she got to the letter G. A picture of a gorilla was below the letter.

      “Gorilla.” She spoke the word slowly and clearly.

      Thorne planted his palm on the picture and said loudly, “Monkey!”

      “Gorilla,” she said again.

      The child turned serious eyes to hers and then said, “Go-willa.”

      “Close enough.” Amelia chuckled and reached up to finger the necklace at her throat. It was a small gold chain with a gold ginkgo leaf. Jacob had given it to her on the night he proposed. She’d gotten a ring, of course, a lovely princess cut diamond that was a family heirloom, but Jacob had said he wanted to give her a gift that was special, and this most certainly was.

      From the beginning she and Jacob had been a perfect match, both in love with wildlife and conservation. Because of his family’s wealth, they had been able to build a center near Bwindi Impenetrable Forest for park guides and guests to rest and relax before making the trek into the woods to see the gorillas.

      They had also donated a large sum of money to support anti-deforestation efforts and a police force to protect the shrinking population of mountain gorillas. For the first time since she had been pregnant with Thorne, they were able to return to Africa, the cradle of civilization.

      For as long as Amelia could remember, she had felt a pull to this beautiful continent. It was one of the few places that still held mysteries unseen by human eyes. It wasn’t a desert plain—it was mountainous, with depressions and shallow lakes, waterfalls, and rivers.

      Amelia had studied the varied geography on the continent while at university. The mountains fed the major rivers, causing the waterways to bleed into undulating savannas until they fell in a series of rapids and waterfalls into narrow gorges and coastal plains.

      The rivers themselves were not navigable for any great distance. Travelers, traders, soldiers, and explorers from ancient times to present day had all failed to penetrate the interior heart of Africa.

      Amelia could feel that heart beating, steady as a drum, calling her to come closer, to seek out answers deep in the misty mountains. Legends were born and made here. Amelia wanted to be among them, to explore and discover, conserve and protect.

      Thorne continued to turn the pages of the book, speaking the words softly to himself in his toddler voice that was sometimes more gibberish than real words. He was a quiet child. He spoke little, but she knew he was smart. He was already learning to recognize the letters and their sounds, and he was even sounding out a few simple words in his picture books.

      The plane suddenly dropped a little. Amelia’s heart jumped in her chest, but then she chuckled. Thorne squealed in delight.

      “Heavens, what’s the matter, Charlie? You didn’t let Jacob take over flying, did you?”

      Charlie held tight to the controls. “No, we seem to have hit a draft.”

      The plane jerked, and Amelia checked her seat belt and Thorne’s, making sure they were secure.

      “Are you buckled in?” Jacob called back to them.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Hold on—”

      The plane’s engine suddenly sputtered, and the plane tipped down. The engine reengaged for a brief few seconds before giving out again. But it was too late. The plane dropped out of the sky toward the jungle below.

      The next few seconds happened in flashes. Smoke—screams—plummeting—trees—crash—silence.
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      Amelia coughed as she woke in the thick darkness. For a second, she couldn’t remember what had happened. She strained to see anything as her eyes adjusted to the dark. A soft whimper beside her made her flinch.

      “Mummy . . .” Thorne’s voice came from somewhere beside her.

      “Hold on, darling,” she said and unfastened her seat belt. The inside of the Cessna was becoming clearer as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. They must have landed below the canopy of hagenia trees.

      She unclipped Thorne’s seat belt and felt around his tiny face. “Are you hurt, my love?” she asked, searching for any injury. He shook his head.

      “Jacob! Charlie!” she called out.

      There was a cough at the front of the plane. “Darling?” Jacob’s voice, rusty sounding, came back to her.

      “Charlie?” she called out again, but no sound came from the pilot’s chair. A massive tree had pierced the window between the two seats in the front of the plane.

      Her husband reached over and clapped a hand on Charlie’s shoulder, giving the man a gentle shake. He didn’t respond. Jacob picked up the man’s wrist and put two fingers against his skin.

      “No pulse,” Jacob said. He turned Charlie’s head slightly, exposing the part of his skull that had been caved in by the tree limb. “Christ . . .” Jacob closed his eyes briefly and exhaled a heavy sigh.

      Amelia covered her mouth with her hands as grief squeezed her heart. Poor Charlie.

      Jacob unclipped his belt and climbed through the narrow aisle over fallen luggage toward them. “Are you and Thorne okay?”

      “Yes, we’re all right.” She pulled Thorne onto her lap. “What happened?”

      “The engine gave out.” Jacob ruffled a hand through Thorne’s hair and kissed Amelia on the forehead. “Thank Christ you’re all right.”

      Jacob turned to the door on the side of the plane and twisted the handle. After a few seconds it groaned and gave way. A wave of heat and humid air filled the cabin. Jacob stuck his head out into the jungle.

      “I think we’re still a long way from the airstrip. It looks like the plane made it all the way to the ground, but we won’t have to worry about it being unstable if we move about the cabin.” He pulled his head back inside and glanced around. “Look for the first aid kit. There might be a flare gun and some supplies.”

      Amelia tucked their son back into his seat and helped Jacob search the cabin.

      “At least we have food,” she said. They had brought a few weeks’ worth of provisions. She had insisted on having dried edibles packed on the plane before they left London.

      “I found the satellite phone,” Jacob said with a relieved sigh. “I’ll call Cameron.” He dialed his younger brother’s number back in London.

      “Damn. It went to voice mail,” he muttered. “Cameron, it’s Jacob. Our plane crashed somewhere west of the Bwindi airstrip. I need you to call the number of the forest guides that I sent you in an email last week. Have them start looking for us right away. Make sure—” Jacob stopped abruptly. “Bloody hell.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The message shut off.” He ended the call and turned off the phone to preserve the battery.

      Amelia located the first aid kit and Jacob’s handgun, which was safe in its case with a box of ammunition.

      “I want us to sleep inside the plane. It’s the safest place. I’m going to move Charlie’s body outside and bury him, if I can. When they find us, we can retrieve his remains then. I’ll find the multitool. It should have a pickax on one end.”

      Amelia nodded in agreement. She didn’t like thinking about Charlie’s body being out there where it might attract animals and insects, but they had to stay safe. A corpse close to them would only increase the risk of predators, not to mention infection and disease.

      “Let me help you.” Amelia checked to make sure Thorne was in his seat. She cupped his face and gazed into his big blue eyes. “Stay here, honey. Mummy and Daddy will be right back.”

      She joined Jacob at the front of the plane. The cockpit window was smashed into fractured pieces like frosted glass. Charlie’s limp body sagged back in the seat, and Jacob leaned forward and hugged him as he lifted him up. Then he moved the body toward her. Amelia shivered as she took the man’s wrists and backed her way out of the plane’s door. She and Jacob carried the pilot a good distance from the plane, but they kept the plane in their sight as they laid him down.

      Jacob dragged his fingers through his dark hair and met Amelia’s gaze. “We can’t dig a deep grave, not without shovels. The small ax will have to be enough. It has a sharp-edged scoop on the other end.”

      Amelia had no words. It was an unspeakable tragedy to leave their pilot’s body to the elements and wild animals, but what choice did they have?

      She reached out and clasped her husband’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m sorry, Jacob.” She could see the pain in his eyes. He was a man with a heart deeper than the ocean. He loved all living things and valued all life.

      Jacob led her away from Charlie’s body back to the plane. They stopped just outside the cabin, listening to the cadence of the jungle, the hum and chirp of insects, the blend of wild, exotic birds and monkeys, oblivious to the disaster that had just happened. Jacob and Amelia exchanged a long, meaningful glance. It was as if the jungle was beginning to swallow the plane and the three surviving passengers whole.

      Jacob gently gripped her hips, pulling her to him, and she wound her arms around his neck. He embraced her, hugging her to him, and brushed his hand up and down her back.

      “We’re going to get through this. Cameron knows were alive. He won’t stop looking for us. Until then, we can have a proper family adventure. Just think: Lofty and Cameron would have a good laugh if they were here with us.”

      Amelia chuckled shakily. “Lofty thinks everything is an adventure.” She thought of Jacob’s old schoolmate, the Earl of Lofthouse, whom everyone called Lofty, and the idea did give her a bit of spark back. Lofty was a delightful man with a sense of humor and a taste for expensive brandy. He, Cameron, and Jacob had been thick as thieves as boys.

      She nodded. He was trying to keep things light, but emotions rolled through her like a building storm. Her husband and child were in an ancient forest, possibly unreachable for any rescue, and she didn’t know how to protect them. Danger was everywhere.
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      The next two weeks of living in the downed plane were not easy. Jacob Haywood kept a close eye on his wife and child, making sure they were safe at all times.

      He also purified their water from a nearby river by mixing it with a solution that contained iodine and chlorine dioxide tablets, which killed off some giardia parasites. Thorne always made a face when he had to drink the tablet-treated water, but he would look at Jacob, and with a little weary sigh he would drink the water. The boy never complained, even when his small belly grumbled with hunger. Most days Jacob felt like a failure. He and Amelia both had staved off eating whenever possible to give more food to their son, but it was time he started trying to hunt. Uganda had an antelope species called the kob, which lived in these forests. With any luck he could find some, or fish in the river that he’d found not too far from them.

      “Darling?” Jacob retrieved his gun from the case inside the cockpit where he’d hidden it out of Thorne’s sight for safety.

      Amelia was sitting in one of the seats with Thorne, reading the jungle alphabet book to him. “Yes?”

      “I’m going to go hunting, and maybe I’ll fish in the river. Stay here with Thorne. I should be back in a few hours.”

      She stood and lifted Thorne into her arms. “Jacob, I don’t know if that’s safe.”

      He was almost too big to hold like that, but Jacob had the sudden urge to have his child in his arms. He held out his hands, and Amelia passed him the toddler. Thorne rested his cheek on Jacob’s shoulder as he cradled the boy, pressing his own cheek on the child’s head.

      A realization dawned on him as he swayed the little boy in his arms. Someday he would be holding Thorne for the last time. At some point the boy would be too big, too old for this. Was this the last time? Would Jacob even be aware of it when that last time he held his son came and went? A chill crept along his arms and the back of his neck. It felt like someone had stepped over his grave.

      He held Thorne a moment longer before he gave him back to his wife. Amelia offered him a wistful smile, but her eyes were heavy with concern.

      “I’ll be back soon,” he promised and kissed her quick and hard.

      “Be careful,” Amelia warned as he stepped into the jungle that awaited him outside the security of the downed Cessna.

      The trek into the jungle took nearly an hour. He glimpsed a few simian-shaped shadows above him, swinging or jumping between the trees. But he didn’t aim his gun at them. He knew the dangers of ingesting monkey meat, so he would only kill them as a last resort. He climbed over the rocks, wound his way through tightly growing moss-covered trees, and chopped down thick vegetation with a machete they had brought along on the plane.

      He was nearly at the river—it was only another quarter of a mile—when he heard something moving through the brush. There were some low-level foothills that had caves nearby. He had discovered a cave a week ago but hadn’t gone too far in. Ebola was often found in African caves. He didn’t want to risk contracting that virus.

      Whatever was heading toward the cave was definitely big. It might be a kob. He abandoned his path toward the river and followed the sound at a safe distance.

      When the sounds ahead of him stopped near the black cavernous entrance to the cave, he halted, holding his breath, but a second later, he exhaled in a rush as he heard human voices.

      “This is the one, Holt,” a man said. “I saw the gold myself.”

      Gold? Jacob wondered how they had found gold here.

      “Bloody natives,” one man grumbled. “Burying gold in a bleedin’ cave. What’s the point of it? Well, get to work. I want to see it.”

      Jacob peeled a branch out of the way of his face and saw a group of men entering the cave. They didn’t look friendly. The guns they were carrying and their general unkempt appearance, added to their talk of hidden gold, made them dangerous. They were not the sort of men Jacob could ask for help.

      He slowly backed away, but not before he saw one man emerge from the cave carrying a crate. A dozen golden objects—from plates and cups to other unidentifiable items—were visible as they jutted out of the top of the wooden crate. The man set the crate down nearby, and when he left, Jacob crept closer and grasped the nearest object he could find and ducked back into the shelter of the bushes and examined it. It was an uncut diamond as big as his fist.

      Good God.

      Whoever these men were, they had stumbled upon an archaeological find of great importance, and they were looting it dry. The items they were stealing belonged with the descendants of the people who had put them there or, if such people no longer existed, in a museum.

      I should leave now, Jacob’s inner voice warned him. But the thought of such injustice . . . no. He had to leave. He couldn’t put his wife and child at risk. Not for this. He was about to put the diamond back into the crate when he felt it go warm beneath his palm, and a strange humming filled his head. Flashes of light, whispering . . . voices he couldn’t quite understand, but he sensed what they wanted.

      Keep the diamond. Run now!

      He sank back into the foliage, tucked the diamond in a pocket of his cargo pants, and turned to run, only to barrel straight into a man. They both stumbled back. Jacob saw the man loosely clutching a rifle, and he acted fast. He threw a punch that would have made his boxing days at Cambridge look tame. The man hit the ground, out cold, and thankfully not having attracted any attention.

      Jacob shook out his fist, stretching his fingers before he leapt over the fallen body and started to run. Once that man woke up, he would tell the others to come after him. Jacob had to get to Amelia and Thorne.

      Jacob had gotten a quarter of a mile away when he heard faint shouts behind him. He picked up his pace. Above him, birds were chattering madly and monkeys screamed in warning. It was like the entire jungle was crying out that danger was coming.

      He reached the plane and burst inside. “Amelia, grab Thorne! We have to get out of here!”

      His wife grabbed their child. Jacob threw the remaining protein bars and water tablets in a bag and slung it over his shoulder. They had made it a hundred yards from the plane when they stumbled right into the path of a silverback gorilla. It thumped its chest with its fists, making a loud pok—pok—pok sound as it snarled and charged them.

      Jacob shoved his wife behind him and bowed his head.

      “Don’t look at it. Keep your gaze down,” he warned Amelia.

      She covered Thorne’s head with one hand as they backed up. The male gorilla advanced a few more paces. Jacob’s breath came fast as he tried to think and remain calm. The gorilla was pushing them back toward the plane—back toward the gold thieves. He reached a hand behind him, and Amelia laced her fingers in his in silent support.

      Suddenly the gorilla’s attention lifted above them to something behind them. His lips curled back in a fresh snarl, and he started to charge at whatever he’d seen behind them.

      A volley of bullets struck the animal’s chest. Blood misted in the air, and the beast collapsed dead at Jacob’s feet.

      “No!” Despite their current peril, his heart ached for the gorilla’s life. With horrifying dread, he and Amelia turned around to face the true danger of the jungle.

      “Jacob,” Amelia whispered, her hand still in his and her other arm holding their child to her chest.

      They faced the group of armed men. A white man, young, possibly twenty or so, seemed to be the one in charge. His pale-blue eyes were so cold that they made Jacob shiver. Jacob knew that he and his family were not going to survive. There was no mercy in those eyes, only cold calculation.

      “Please,” Jacob said. “Please leave us alone. We won’t tell anyone anything.” He moved protectively in front of Amelia and his child. He would, without hesitation or thought, give his last breath to protect them.

      “How did you get this deep into the forest?” the young man asked. “The tours don’t come this far east.”

      “Our plane crashed. We were headed for the airfield near the forest guide station.” Jacob nodded toward the direction they’d come from.

      The man jerked his gun at them. “Show me.”

      Jacob took Thorne into his arms, and Amelia stuck close to him as they walked back to the crash site. He and his family stood with the Cessna at their backs as the armed men conversed in hushed tones.

      “Amelia, we aren’t getting out of this alive.” He shot her a quick glance before facing the men again.

      “Why can’t they just let us go?” she asked.

      “Because I saw the gold and diamonds they were looting from a cave.” He caught her gaze and put a hand lightly, almost casually on the slight bulge of his pocket where he had the diamond.

      “Gold?” she echoed. “All of this is for gold and diamonds?”

      The greed of men ran deep, like the fissures of rocks that exposed the veins of the gold they coveted so badly. And with every ounce of greed, twice the blood would be spilled. Jacob knew better than to bargain with men like these.

      The thieves faced them again. The youngest one, the one with the cold eyes, raised his gun at Jacob.

      “We’ve had a little vote. You aren’t worth leaving alive.” That was Jacob’s only warning before the gun fired.

      “Jacob!” Amelia cried out.

      The bullet tore through his chest. He reached up slowly and touched the wound as his blood bubbled over his hand. Amelia’s voice was distant to his ears now as he fell back against the side of the plane and sank to his knees.

      Above him, the exotic birds shrieked a warning that came too late. He choked. The sense of drowning was so frightening, yet he couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. His vision paled at the edges rather than darkened, as though he was slowly being surrounded by a light, soothing mist. Dimly, he wondered if that was why a person’s eyes clouded. It was like death stole over them like an inescapable fog.

      It was so hard to think now. He clutched at the last few seconds of his life, and his mind drifted to thoughts of autumn leaves caught upon the wind, carried to places far and away.
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      Amelia shoved Thorne behind her. The child was stiff and silent with fear. Jacob lay motionless a few feet away. The light in his eyes guttered like a candle in a mighty wind and finally went out. She had no time to grieve—her maternal instincts overrode all else.

      “Please, we won’t tell anyone. My son’s only three. I need to take care of him.” Thorne curled one arm around her leg, holding on for his tiny life.

      “It’s nothing personal. No loose ends.”

      “Please don’t. Not my baby!”

      The man almost smiled. “Don’t worry, love. I don’t kill children.”

      The man with blue eyes raised his gun again, and Amelia stared him down, defiant to the last as he fired. She collapsed to the ground, Thorne hugging her arm, sniffling as he tried to stay quiet.

      “Please don’t. Not my baby . . .” She tried with her dying breath to shelter Thorne at her side. It was so hard to breathe. So very hard . . .

      “A mother’s love—how touching,” the man mused thoughtfully as he gazed down at the child. He met Thorne’s gaze, and then looked toward Jacob’s body. “Search his pockets. I don’t want to leave anything someone could use to identify him.”

      One man searched Jacob’s pockets and held up the fat uncut diamond. The man with blue eyes holstered his gun and took the diamond, holding it up with a possessive gleam darkening his eyes.

      “Put their bodies inside the plane. I don’t want anyone to think they survived the crash, assuming anyone even finds the wreck.” He walked away, and the remaining men came toward Jacob.

      “What about him?” one of his men asked and nodded at the toddler.

      The man with the blue eyes turned back. “He is not to be harmed. Put him in the plane with his parents. I don’t kill children, but he’ll die out here soon enough. Let nature run its course.” Amelia was breathing shallowly now, her limbs cold and numb.

      “Don’t touch . . . him!” she gasped, choking on her own blood as the men lifted up her beloved husband. “Don’t . . .”

      Then they came for her. She was already slipping away. Such a funny thing, dying. Once the pain faded, all that was left was quiet silence, like falling asleep on a sunny Saturday afternoon. But it wasn’t easy, letting go—not when she left her child behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Adroa Okello held his rifle loosely, a canvas bag of gold slung over one shoulder as he stood inside the crashed plane. Others had carried the bodies in and set them in the chairs. But the boy, the helpless child, wouldn’t be parted from his mother. He sat curled on her lap, one hand resting on her lifeless arm, his body trembling as he murmured, asking her to wake up over and over.

      Adroa wanted to help the boy. He was no killer, but he’d been paid good money by his boss, the Englishman called Archibald Holt, but who he called Death Eyes in Swahili when he was out of hearing. Adroa had a wife and his own children to feed and he couldn’t risk crossing Holt.

      The child sniffled, his vivid dark-blue eyes so wide and full of tears that Adroa could not bear it. He was the last of Holt’s men inside the plane now. No one would see what he was about to do. He swung the canvas bag off his shoulder and removed one of the gold trinkets they’d stolen from the cave—a gold circlet of leaves like a crown. He held it out to the child. Holt would never know a piece like this had gone missing. And perhaps the gold would distract the child for a little while.

      “Be good now,” he told the little boy in English and patted the child’s silky dark hair. “Stay inside, you hear? Someone will come for you.” He didn’t want to lie, but what else could he do? Save the boy, and Death Eyes would kill him. Kill the boy, and Death Eyes would kill him.

      The boy gazed up at Adroa mutely, his tiny fingers curling around the leafy golden crown. A sudden eerie feeling stole through Adroa. He felt the presence of his ancestors in the shafts of light penetrating the canopy above. Many thousands of years ago, his people had lived in this jungle. They’d built great cities among the trees, and the cave had held their sacred treasure. All of that had been a myth to Adroa until he’d set foot in the cave with Holt and the others a few weeks ago. The glint of gold beneath their pale flashlight beams had almost blinded him. And he’d sensed the anger of the ancient ones in the cave, felt their righteous fury deep within his blood and bones. But they were dead, dead and gone, and had no use for treasure now.

      Perhaps it was his imagination, or perhaps it wasn’t, but he was sure that he heard a whispered warning among the trees as he left the crashed plane. The whispers murmured that a ghost would rise, crowned in gold, a lord of the jungle returning to avenge his family.

      Adroa stumbled back and raced into the jungle to catch up with Holt and the others. He tried to banish the image of that child from his mind, but he knew it would haunt him for the rest of his life.
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