Lost City of Psychic World,
by Py, 6/27/2004,

--------------------------------

Risk factor, Lisa and Helen had debated that for a while, this being a shared adventure for them. Entering Psychic World's Jungleland was easy enough, they each lay on a bed with a metal band and various sensor devices on their head, then the switch is thrown by an entry portal clerk and POOF your here in the interactive dream state controlled by the computer. Still, since they had wanted to have a joint adventure rather than just meet in Jungleland at random and on their own coincidentally intersecting courses, they had needed to agree on choices. Risk factor could be different for each of them, but they wanted to stay on the same footing, and had chosen 7 which was slightly higher than most people use on average. Of course either one of them could increase their own factor later, but they had agreed not to unless they both did it since they would be together. The one thing they couldn't change was that the computer could interact deeply with their minds, thus conforming their adventure to each of them, so certain things were more likely to occur to one than the other.

After entering the Psychic World's version of the dreaming state, they had left the building as normal to be greeted just outside the sliding door by several dark skinned natives, a guide and 3 bearers. Their guide was a muscular and attractive female, as were 2 of their bearers, the last being a tall male with more muscles than brains. They dressed in animal skins of various types, their guide in a bikini type outfit, their first bearer in a one piece garment similar to a swimsuit, and the 3rd topless similar to the male exposing her moderately large breasts, and all were barefoot. The guide carried a machete, the others carried supplies in sacks slung over their shoulder. Bearers hadn't been a necessary touch as Psychic World adventures weren't that long, but they both had agreed it made a nice realistic touch. They had been warned that anything might happen with their bearers and guide as with real ones, they might get frightened of something and run away, or if conditions were right even turn on them, which was fine as far as Lisa and Helen were concerned since it increased the realism. These of course were simulated people made by the computer, but they seemed absolutely real as did everything else. Both women had been to Psychic World before and had been quite pleased with the realism of things around them, each having died several times in various ways, and they had learned to participate and enjoy as much as possible.

As to their own clothing and equipment, normally the computer handled all that, but they had wanted something specific this time. Helen had a nice figure with good sized breasts, she was a bit shorter than Lisa and had shoulder length Auburn hair. Green eyes stood out on white skin that lacked a tan due to her computer job and spending a lot of overtime indoors. She wasn't as flashy as Lisa either, and had chosen light green cotton safari shorts and a matching but low cut short sleeve top, and some heavy black leather boots of course since where they were going was thick jungle. She wore a white pith helmet, and a machete strapped to her belt along with a lightweight but potent gun.

Lisa on the other hand was a small time actress looking for her break into the big time, how they had managed to meet and become close friends baffled people, but it had been this way since they were children. She was a bit taller, had long blonde hair, a great tan with no lines anywhere, beautiful blue eyes, perfect hourglass figure with large breasts and tiny waist, and a flawless face including full red lips and perky nose. Helen's own nose was good although she felt her mouth was a bit wide, yet her face was natural. Lisa was mostly natural, but the doctor's had given her a nose job after she had broken it and it hadn't healed well.

Lisa's chosen outfit, naturally it was totally impractical for where they were going but looked great. She had chosen a Lara Croft look, blue denim short shorts, bare midriff tank top in a similar shade of blue, slender black leather boots, and fingerless mitts on either hand. Her long blonde hair hung loose to her shoulder blades, and she refused to wear a pith helmet. Helen's feeling was that it wouldn't hurt since this wasn't real, she had heard many others came to places like this less prepared and being Psychic World it wouldn't harm her to dress badly for the jungle, except some pain when her hair got caught in tree branches. For that, Helen had made sure that some elastics had been included in the pocket of her shorts. As to Lisa's weapons, she had a machete on her left hip and a revolver on her right, not the best arrangement since she was right handed but as usual Lisa wanted it that way, and damn practicality!

The first leg took a bit over half an hour, during which time Lisa's hair got caught in surrounding tree branches several times. Each time Helen had to cut as little of the hair as possible to get her loose, all the time teasing her about it until finally offering the elastics. Lisa wasted no time in accepting them and fixing her unruly hair into a long blonde pony tail. Their guide knew the location of the lost city somewhat but hadn't been to the general area they were going to for years. So they had a map to follow once they got close, but for now she led them down various paths. They saw many forms of animal life, sometimes just foraging, other times startled and moving away. Even after having been here before the women marveled at the realism, more than once they saw animals preying on each other or barely escaping being eaten. Lisa was fascinated when they saw a green tree boa snatch and begin constricting some sort of small monkey, Helen had to nudge her to keep moving. The jungle was hot, humid, full of the constant background noise of various animals which weren't all necessarily native to the same continents of the world, and more than once they had to sit and rest.

"You had them add this when I wasn't looking!" Lisa said accusingly. "No, honest!" Helen protested. "Must be here all the time, or just a random thing!?" Helen looked to the guide, "Can we go around?" The guide shrugged, "Long time." Helen sighed, "We don't want to take a long time." she said to Lisa. "The possibility of one of us dying before we reach our goal would go up, and it's not a huge hazard anyway." Lisa nodded, "Yes, and we've got the rest of our time to explore anywhere we want after we get there."

Ahead of them extended a rope bridge made of wooden planks and thick but clearly older rope, suspended over a chasm at least 100 feet deep. At the women's insistence the male bearer went first, he was the heaviest of all of them and the weight he carried added to that. The feeling was if he could make it they all could. Some of the boards were missing and others oddly aligned, but slowly he made it without a hitch. The bear breasted bearer went next and arrived on the far side, followed by Lisa who found the weakest board a little more than halfway across and fell through. The model/actress was dangling under the bridge and holding onto a bottom side rope as best she could, screaming her head off as her legs swung back and forth. None of the natives were going to do anything so Helen began slowly walking out to help. Just before reaching her Helen lay down trying to spread her weight out as much as possible, then reached into the gap, "Grab my arms!" she ordered. "I'm slipping!" Lisa replied. "That's why I said grab my arms!" Helen repeated. "Can you hold me?" Lisa questioned. "We'll find out." Helen said casually. "Or you can fall and I'll have to find the lost city without you." Lisa looked briefly angry, then her face changed to determination as she grabbed Helen's arms. The wood under Helen creaked and threatened to break sending them both for a fall, but inch by inch with her help Lisa crawled up onto the bridge. After that Lisa finished the walk first, followed by Helen several paces behind.

The guide came next, a few boards cracking, one splitting and falling but she managed to hold a rope and save herself, and she was finally over. The last bearer came next, the upper rope on one side noticeably pulling apart as she went. They tried to hurry her without causing panic, the rope abruptly broke sending her sprawling and hanging by a lower rope of a now tilting bridge. Lisa nudged Helen, "Well Miss Amazon of the year, crawl out there and save her." Helen nudged her back, "I'm not going to save her, you save her!" Lisa crossed her arms, "I'm not going to save her, besides she's not real." They both knew it was folly to try anything, they didn't need the supplies, and she wasn't a real person, not to mention the waste of time for a rescue attempt, but they found themselves stringing vines together for a rope anyway. Before they could use it though the woman who was trying to climb up and move towards them a bit, suddenly found the board she grabbed snapping. The woman screamed and fell for several seconds while Helen and Lisa watched. "Oooooo, that's gotta hurt!" Lisa commented.

From there they marched onward through more thick jungle for a time until they reached the village next to a river. There guide spoke to the chief in some language neither of the women knew or recognized, but it sounded like in the old jungle movies. "What if the guide had died?" Lisa asked. "I suppose somebody here would speak English." Helen said with a shrug. They bartered for a large dugout canoe capable of carrying all 5 of them, using items in the packs brought just for this purpose. Small trinkets of jewelry and spare knives, they gave away a lot but they didn't care since it was simulated stuff just like everything else here.

They passed through areas of wide slow water where hippos warned them off with open mouths, and crocodiles watched them from the shoreline or floating in the water near them. At times like these Lisa and Helen kept their eyes on the wildlife, and they all worked a little harder with the wooden paddles they had. A lion's roar, a jaguar's yowl, an elephant's trumpet, they heard all these distant sounds. They also saw piranha in a shallow area stripping the meat off some creature that had fallen into a still pool near the river where they had congregated, birds of all types sang in the trees, a huge swarm of butterflies the size of their hands or larger flew near them, and a large hungry looking snake looked down from a tree branch at the canoe as they passed under it. "This has to be our most beautiful trip so far!" Helen said as the butterflies flew off. "Beautiful, and deadly." Lisa agreed and added. "Many beautiful things can be when roused." Helen pointed out. "Say like a lion or a leopard." Lisa nodded, "Yes, but I was thinking more like, a woman when her now X-husband cheats on her, like mine did with me." Helen chuckled and Lisa continued, "He's probably still nursing wounds from all the stuff I through at him, and some of it was sharp!" They each laughed more strongly but briefly.

Their laughter ended abruptly as a crocodile lunged slightly out of the water, grabbing the arm of the native guide. She shrieked as the sheer weight of the huge beast pulled her into the river. She had been sitting near the back and most eyes had to turn back to see, the bare breasted woman was last and tried to grab for her but missed. "Whoopsie." commented Lisa. "We'd better keep our hands and arms more in the canoe." Helen noted. "It's not too much farther." "How do you know that?!" Lisa said with mild irritation. "Because she told me before falling over." Helen replied. "She gave me full instructions before she left, thank goodness. Perhaps, having done so the computer decided losing our guide would spice up the adventure." "And feed a crocodile." Lisa retorted.

They traveled onward while the women occasionally shot at crocodiles that came too close, finally reaching an area where the river was thinner and trees blocked out more sunlight. The crocodiles were far less common here with the decreased direct warming of the sun, and they tended to be smaller and less inclined to come near the boat. Snakes still could be found, and they tended to be larger. True they needed sunlight also, but with greater surface area of body they apparently had an easier time here. The creatures seemed less interested in their canoe though and with 8 shots of their spare ammo gone they were happy to stop shooting.

They continued upstream until they began passing tall sticks on the shoreline, Lisa pointed at one, "What sort of fruit or whatever is that greenish yellow thing on top of that stick?" Helen looked more closely, "Not fruit, It's a skull, and their are more on the others. Probably been their a while that's why it's turned yellow, this is where the cannibals live." Lisa gawked, "Skulls?! Cannibals?!!" Helen smirked, "Don't worry, they mostly don't bother travelers, just eat people from other tribes." "Mostly?! Oh that's great, I can feel so much better while their eating me!" They cook people before eating, and kill just before cooking." Helen said dryly. "Lisa crossed her arms, "Oh, they cook people first, I feel much better knowing that! They'll at least spare me the cooked alive part of the experience!"

"There's a fallen tree blocking the river!" Helen noted. "Oh Great!" Lisa said with a frown. "How do we get around that? I mean, it's too low for us to pass under, and it's way too big to move?" "We get out!" Helen explained." While Lisa was trying to figure it out the bearers and Helen brought the canoe to the shore, and Helen jumped out landing on the muddy shoreline which almost sucked her down to her ankles. Lisa tried to avoid the muddy spot and landed in slightly deeper water. "Watch out for piranha's!" Helen immediately said, Lisa jumped out of the water and landed in the mud, "You saw piranha here!" "No." Helen said with a chuckle. "But they could have been there." "Ha Ha." Lisa said mockingly with hands on hips.

With some effort they worked together and carried the canoe onto land and around the obstacle, although this required some vegetation clearing with machetes first. Just as they were about to climb into the canoe again, some twigs in the jungle snapped. They looked and immediately many natives became visible, moving through the undergrowth towards them, one blowgun dart striking the bare breasted woman who immediately fell. Quickly they were in the canoe, the man pushing as hard as he could before jumping in himself, the women crouching low and firing their guns at anything on the riverbank that moved.

Eventually the assault of blowgun darts lessened and died away, the undergrowth had slowed their pursuers so even with only one rower going upstream they managed to escape, although having killed a few of their attackers may have discouraged them. Also fortunately for them the heavy undergrowth around the river made getting a clear shot difficult for the natives, or else they might all be dead now. Shortly after she had fallen their last female bearer had apparently recovered enough to start screaming, her cries were receding into the jungle and could barely be heard now. "Looks like their going to have dinner tonight." Lisa commented as the 2 women began to relax and help with the paddling. Helen sighed, "Yep, just you, me, alone in the jungle with a tall, dark, muscular man with no more grey matter than he needs who seems willing to take our orders, whatever they may be." "How do we order him when he doesn't speak English?" Lisa questioned. "For that matter he doesn't speak much of anything! I admit that's normally the best sort of man, but it seems to pose a slight problem here." Both women laughed nervously as the tension broke, the man just looked from one to another in puzzlement.

--------------------------------

After a short trip further upstream, all 3 of them paddling except for briefly as Helen and Lisa removed and stared at several darts which had hit packs and the inside of the canoe, they arrived at a huge rock. It was oddly shaped. nearly 8 feet tall at one point and 20 or 30 feet wide. Helen said this was where they stopped, so the canoe came ashore. They brought it well onto the riverbank, Lisa commenting that they were still close to the cannibals, and Helen assuring her that they were on the outskirts of their territory and they were busy right now anyway. So they moved along down a winding path through the jungle trees, Helen in front and the man in the rear.

The path inland was clear but it took a while requiring several rests as they traveled up and down hills. At one low point they found another smaller fallen tree over an 8 foot wide river. They took turns crossing, and the women watched the last bearer lose his balance and fall in. He screamed in some foreign language as he tried to get up from the shallow river, but it became quickly obvious that he was sinking. "Oh great, quicksand." Helen said while rolling her eyes. Lisa just watched with wide eyes as the man sank lower and lower in the river. He was frantically reaching for something in various directions, trying to grab the log but he had fallen too far from it, and looking to the women with pleading eyes. "Shall we save him Lisa?" Helen asked. She repeated the question twice then nudged the blonde. "Huh, what, save him? Why bother, we don't need him now." Helen sighed, "Cold, definitely cold!" Lisa shook her head, "For crying out loud, it's Psychic World, I'd throw him a rope in the real world!" "That's better." Helen stated. "Eventually." Lisa added in a whisper.

Because Lisa wanted to they stayed to watch as the man sank to his chest, then his neck, and finally the shallow water over the sand rose to cover his face. They left while his arms were still flailing, talking about the lost city and hoping that this was the right path, and that they wouldn't take any wrong turns.

Finally they arrived at a half collapsed, vine and moss encrusted stone wall, and climbed through a portion with a scoop shaped hole in it which was enough now for them to see through. They couldn't see much before climbing through due to vegetation beyond the wall, and saw little more once through. Any wooden structures were long since gone, searching though they found a few small stone structures, including what seemed to be a well although it was filled with decayed debris and grass from the long time that had passed. Finally they found what they were looking for near the center, a large stone pyramid which was a temple to the gods that these people had worshiped. "Which gods were they?" Lisa asked. Helen shrugged, "I don't know, Hachachacha?!" Lisa grinned, "Right, I thought I recognized a Hachachacha temple, but wasn't sure."

The entrance was only a wooden door carved with various religious symbols, and once some debris blocking it was removed it swung wide to admit them. They entered using torches they had made from dry tree branches and vines, having thought to have lighters included in their supplies at the beginning of their adventure. They immediately had to choose a direction, left or right, "Left!" Lisa said in a confident voice. Helen nodded, "Left it is, I'll go first and you watch my back." The passage was complex, taking many turns and side passages required constant awareness of their surroundings. This meant making sure they didn't get lost, and having not brought anything to mark with they used the left wall method, always following the left wall would guarantee they didn't get lost. Or it would providing walls didn't shift, but then no method would be guaranteed. Most of the turns led a short distance and ended nowhere, and they would have become overconfident except for the occasional human bones they found. The dirt of course didn't continue far beyond the door thus they walked on stone, and in places they did seem to rise up and double back meaning different levels. At one turn Lisa went first and found herself jerked backwards violently. "Hey, what gives?!" she snapped at Helen from her seat on the floor. Helen just pointed to the side passage where a number of large rocks had fallen down which would have crushed anyone. Lisa looked with wide eyes but said nothing as she stood and dusted herself off, then relit her torch from Helen's. "Thanks." she finally said. "That would have hurt!"

At another location Helen led and found herself being tackled from behind, "Owww, that stone is hard!" "Sorry, had to do it!" Lisa replied. Helen turned over and was about to ask why, except as Lisa retrieved the torches she could see the darts which had come out of holes in the wall and then fell to the floor. "Almost made a pincushion of yourself." Lisa commented. Helen gulped, then stood with Lisa's help. She rubbed her face and felt a little bump, Lisa looked closely, "A nasty bruise on your forehead, no blood though. It'll be gone once we're out of here." "Ow, it hurts, especially when I touch it." "So don't touch it." Lisa remarked casually. "Come on, we've still got an appointment to keep."

Along the way in the beginning they had found some small rodents and insects, but quickly that had slowed but still continued, meaning the pyramid had ventilation ducts of some sort. A few small creatures could gain access that way and some would die in the pyramid, but mostly insects would. This accounted for some of the dust on the floor. They found paintings on the walls, images of native people and animals, definite signs of human sacrifices indicated. They were so intrigued by some of the images that Helen almost stepped into a pit but Lisa caught her. They looked down, "At least 14 feet deep." Helen commented. "Probably their used to be some sort of wood covering over the hole and it rotted away over the years, and my guess is that what we're after is on the far side around that corner ahead." "So, how do we cross?" Lisa asked. "We don't have time to get wood and I doubt we could get anything large enough through these twisting passages."

The decision was obvious, neither wanted to try and balance on a 2 inch wide strip of stone ledge on either side, and the pit was only a jump across. Admittedly a large jump, but it could be done. "Besides, although everything seems real remember where we are, if we goof up there's always next time." Lisa prompted. Helen frowned, "Falling would be painful though, I don't know if I should." Helen answered. "Your the college track team star with those long athletic legs, I'm short and not particularly athletic. Perhaps I should have had them make me taller, or a bit more muscular?" Lisa shook her head, "Well I'm going fraidy cat, and I'll win the prize all to myself! If you want to just wait here for me to get back, be my guest." "It's not a real prize!" Helen protested. "And it's not real if you die." Lisa added. "Except the pain of course. You aren't afraid of that are you, the thrill of success is worth the risk, that's why we came here!" She smirked, "It wouldn't be a challenge without the possibility of real pain since we can't get hurt otherwise, come on, you only live once!"

Lisa stood back from the pit surrounded by darkness. She could see Helen and the passage ahead, her partner's torch providing enough light, her own she had already tossed to the far side. Lisa took off at a run, going as fast as she could and watching for the pit's edge. Too far from it would lengthen her jump, wait too long and she could plunge into it's depths. She also had to consider the ceiling, it was high enough providing she made sure to go for distance only and not height in the process. She had tried to measure off the run but that wasn't an accurate method in her opinion, and had gone through a stretching routine for her legs. Now as she approached the pit she blocked all other thoughts from her mind, making her leap mere inches from the near edge and trying for a shallow diving jump.

She landed with more than 2 feet to spare, hitting the stone floor on the far side in a prone position, skidding and rolling briefly. "Lisa, Lisa, are you alright?! Lisa!" Helen yelled. Lisa coughed and slowly pushed herself to a sitting position. Helen could see dark marks on the woman's palms and arms suggesting bleeding, and a dark mark on her forehead was either blood or a bruise. "Piece of cake!" the blonde called back. "Your turn now, remember how I told you to do things!" After Lisa had lit her torch again with her lighter Helen dowsed hers and threw it to the far side. Moving away from the edge far enough for a good running start, Helen went through some leg stretches similar to Lisa, feeling silly at the same time. She ran at her best speed, her heavy boots making more noise than Lisa's slender ones. She leapt about 6 inches short of the near side, remaining vertical rather than diving as Lisa had.

Helen began to shriek as it seemed likely that she was going to miss, the sound cut off in a whoosh of air as she hit the far side of the pit. Her hands instinctively clutched at the top though, but were unable to grip anything. "I got you!"Lisa yelled as she dove for Helen's forearms, but she was a little too slow and she saw them pulled over and down as gravity claimed Helen. Lisa forgot where she was and panicked, "Helen, are you alright!" No sound came for a few moments threatening to send her panic up a notch as she continued to call, but then an answer came, "I'm fine, I think. It's a sandy bottom down here, and it cushioned my fall." She screamed, "Oh shit! Scratch that, I think I broke my leg, it hurts like hell and it's at a slightly odd angle."

"I'll look for some rope or something." Lisa yelled. Helen yelled her agreement, then found her dark hole becoming completely black as Lisa's torch moved away. Fortunately Lisa had thought to toss her own torch down to her, without light Helen thought that she might go crazy. Feeling around for it was going to be the slightly difficult part though, she had heard a faint thud as it struck the sandy bottom so Helen thought she could find it without too much trouble, even without resorting to her lighter since crawling would be hard enough with a bad leg. Problem was the sand was very wet, her hands sank easily several inches if she put weight on them. In fact, her legs seemed to sink as she tried to crawl, searching for her torch. As she searched she suddenly realized that her legs were completely under the sand, and in her crawling position it was hard to pull them out. If she put pressure on the broken one to free the other then she failed and it hurt like hell, and if she tried it the other way around she might free her broken one but then what?! Helen decided to ignore her legs for the moment, she could still make slow headway, feeling all around for the torch in a sweeping motion with her arms.

Her hands brushed something wooden and grasped the torch, with a smile of accomplishment she retrieved the lighter from her pocket and relit it. Holding the torch over her head to light as much of her surroundings as possible, Lisa saw smooth walls all around reaching to the top, and sand surrounding her to the walls in all directions. She looked down and gasped, she had been so focused on the torch that the sand had climbed to her upper thighs without her realizing it. She briefly tried to move her legs, getting nowhere except to cause herself a lot of pain. "Lisa, Lisa!!" she yelled. "Help Lisa, get me out of here fast!" Slowly the sand climbed the rest of the way up her legs, embraced her hips and clutched at her waist. As her screams grew a bit panicked it climbed to her belly, then her ribcage, the area of light lit by the torch she held shrinking as it sank with her. Helen completely forgot where she was as the sand climbed her breasts and began making breathing difficult, She instinctively tried to power her way out and felt a sharp stab of intense pain from her leg.

This caused Helen to begin sobbing between her ever weakening cries for help, the sand climbed her neck and she turned her face up as it began to flow higher. She put everything she had into one last scream as the sand rose up her cheeks, coughing as it began flowing into her mouth. She tried to spit it out between gasps for air, then she was too deep for that, and shortly after that her nose was under as well. The rest of her continued to sink, the only signs of her continued life were odd shiftings in the sand, and the torch flame still flickering in her grip. Under the sand once again in darkness the pain in her lungs steadily grew as she held her breath, Helen struggled with every muscle she had to escape oblivious of pain in her leg. Finally she was forced to exhale and sand poured into her mouth. All her skin except her arm was submerged with only some hair remaining when her hand seemed to convulse, then the torch fell out of it's now limp grip. After some feeble struggles no more odd movements of sand occurred, the flame not quite going out illuminating the scene as any remaining traces of Helen were slowly sucked under.

Lisa left the area of the pit, frantically hoping to find something to use to rescue Helen. She already had reminded herself that this was only Psychic World, but she wanted to save her friend anyway, if nothing else from the pain of a broken leg. She wasn't at all sure how to get her out with that leg, perhaps if she climbed down with a rope and out again with Helen on her back. Lisa thought that she was strong enough to do that, if not perhaps Helen could just hold on or loop the rope around herself and be pulled up. Still, none of that mattered if she didn't find a rope, or something.

Everything was decayed though, she thought that something as unlikely as a rope in this ancient temple wasn't too much to ask for in a jungle with other oddities such as animals from different parts of the world, but so far no luck. She slowed as a ramp going up led her to the remnants of wooden doors which had rotted away. A short passage of darkness lay beyond, on the walls to either side were symbols. Lisa gingerly made her way through the few rocks and chunks of wood covered in dust from the decaying door, and boldly stepped forward.

Near the center of the short passage she barely had time to notice a rock shifting under her foot, as it triggered wooden bars in a grid pattern in front and behind her, which slid down from grooves in the ceiling. Instinctively she threw her weight against the one in front, when it failed to yield she tried the one behind. Lisa sighed, "The only wood in this place that hasn't fallen apart, and it's this stupid trap!" She crossed her arms while being careful of the torch, "Now, if I can get out of this, the wood pieces would be perfect for rescuing Helen." That thought went no farther though as a curious sound caught her attention. She looked around and saw nothing, then studied the engraved symbols on the walls for possible meaning that might serve her. Looking at one group of symbols she swore they moved, and again ever so slightly a moment later. Then the noise made sense, "Holy shit, this trap is going to flatten me!!"

Lisa threw all her weight against the bars several times, they shook and bent but didn't give. She swore in frustration and collapsed to the floor sobbing. Something caught her attention though, not the slow scraping sound as one wall moved towards her, but the glow of the gate where her torch had accidentally set it on fire. She slowly stopped her sobs as the meaning dawned on her, then she stood and began lighting the bars in the direction she wanted to go, and the other bars afterward just in case that was her only choice. She had set the bars on fire in many places, the wood did burn but spreading was slow. The wall was approaching slowly but it already filled half the area she had to move in, Lisa coughed as the air was becoming thick with smoke. At this point it was unclear if she would be crushed before passing out from smoke inhalation or after, escape seemed the least likely of the possibilities. She set more fires hoping to speed the process, threw her weight against the burning bars where they weren't on fire with no luck, then in desperation tried to push the wall.

When she could stand with her shoulders each touching a wall the bars gave a little. She pushed as hard as she could, as panic again rose. Forced to stand with her back to one wall and her chest almost touching the other, the bars finally began to give. She pushed with frantic efforts, suddenly the bars fell. Immediately she scooted sideways out of her trap, stepping on the fallen bars and managing to avoid setting herself on fire as she escaped. Standing at a safe distance Lisa coughed and tried to regain her strength, after quickly checking that she herself wasn't on fire. She doubled over and felt like throwing up, the torch on the floor still burning but she didn't care. When she looked through the haze of smoke Lisa could see that the gap between the walls was an inch or less, she shivered then muttered, "In my line of work it pays to be thin, but that is ridiculous, and my poor boobies, I kinda like them filling out my shirt!"

--------------------------------

Turning to grab her torch and heading away from the trap that had almost flattened her, Lisa wondered how she was going to get back to Helen. She planned to explore for another way out, their had to be more than one way to get where she was. On her walk down a corridor she could see a large jaguar symbol at the end, just before a left turn. However of more immediate interest was the open hole in the pyramid. It was ragged, and parts of an old tree lay on the floor surrounded by large amounts of dust, presumably from the decaying tree. There were a few stones, apparently the tree had fallen and hit the pyramid causing it to collapse. She knew from experience that a hurricane could do that, but it must have hit just right to make a hole that large. It was big enough for her to crawl through but not to stand in. Briefly she did stand with the front half of her body outside. She looked down what had to be 5 stories in height, the pyramid was of the step variety and with some effort she could go down, then circle around to the front and reenter as before. Lisa briefly looked up at the remaining height of the pyramid wondering if she had to go all the way to the top, or if she should return to Helen now. Looking at the wall of trees before her about 30 feet away, she remembered many of their conversations. Lisa would go on, retrieving the gem was her main goal right now, Helen would be fine.

Continuing down the short corridor she took the corner, took a few steps, then stopped and stared with wide eyes. The room was huge and gems of all types lay in piles next to other large piles of gold and silver. Some had been in containers which had mostly or totally rotted away, but some piles were several feet tall, a few taller than her, and probably had just been put their without. "Jackpot." Lisa said with a sneering grin. After finding a place on the wall where her torch could fit, she couldn't help playing a bit, finding a large pile of gold nuggets and jewelry and jumping on it to roll around. She finally got up though and began looking at her surroundings. Some items lay on the floor, she needed to be careful not to slip on them. The single torch couldn't light the entire room, she had to occasionally move it from one spot to another, the torch holders on the wall and on stone columns apparently having been used originally for this purpose. Still the flickering light, various reflections from the different objects, and shadows cast by the piles of precious objects all conspired to make the scene very eerie.

Finally she found it, at the far end of the room from her entry, the 'chokeahorse' diamond. Bigger than both her fists put together, it was what they had come for. Sure the rest of the stuff was unexpected and quite valuable, but she had no way to carry it out. The diamond would fit into her pack and be easily carried. Of course she and Helen had only dreamed this hole situation unfortunately, but she wouldn't feel fully successful until she got out of here with it. Not necessarily all the way, but at least down the river to where they had begun. Alone she could make it out swiftly, with Helen having a broken leg probably not, but once down the river she thought the rest would be easy.

Lisa dropped her pack to the floor, opened it and prepared to take the diamond. Then she remembered moments like this in the movies. She looked for signs that removing the diamond would release some giant stone ball, trigger a trap door, cause some hidden blade to cut off her head, or something like that. She found nothing, but did find a sign just above the diamond. It showed a depiction of a diamond next to what had to be a curse symbol. Lisa giggled, "Touch the diamond and you are doomed!" she said in a deep voice. "Just another stupid fake curse gag to defend a treasure from superstitious idiots." With no further thought she snatched the diamond , quickly moving out of the way just in case. Nothing happened though, and she squatted down and put the gem into her backpack.

She considered, if this were real she'd probably take time to grab a few more gems, returning once she had money with better preparations made. But, she had the diamond, there was nothing left to do but get Helen and get out. Lisa was reaching for the pack to swing back on, when a faint noise from behind caught her attention, she froze and listened. It was close, how could anything get so close without her hearing it?! Then she remembered the darkness and piles of treasure, clearly something had! She hoped it was just a small monkey or other harmless thing, but considering where she was that seemed unlikely. Lisa cautiously tested for her gun and machete, then slowly rose to her full height. The something moved, it seemed big, and from the sound of things it was not planning to go away.

Lisa whirled to confront the noise, and came face to face with her greatest fear, a giant snake. Instantly her heartbeat and respiration shot up, it was at least 25 feet long or more with a head larger than her own, the thickness of it's body near the middle was as wide if not wider than her hips, and much of the body which tapered at both ends was piled upon itself and slowly moving in different directions simultaneously. It was various shades of mottled green, it's scaled form all the more frightening in the dim and flickering light. Two black serpentine eyes stared at her, a slight flicker from the torch light made them seem to move briefly, and the long forked tongue slowly traveled in and out once to taste the air, but Lisa swore it was licking it's chops.

Lisa held out her machete and pointed her gun at the head which was hovering above the ground about 2 yards away, "Nice snake, good snake." she cooed. As she moved sideways it's head moved to follow her, while at the same time it's body continued to pull in towards the center. She tried to climb a large pile of treasure, but with her hands full she couldn't. The story was similar in the opposite direction, and her path forward blocked by the snake. Rearward offered some hope but it was totally black back there, or almost. She assumed her eyes would adjust but would the serpent give her the time to do so, she doubted it and stumbling in the dark she'd be an easy target for a heat sensing snake. There seemed no way out, she glanced at her backpack, "So, you are cursed, I take it back!"

Lisa decided her only choice was to try and slip by to her left, this would take her a little closer to the serpent but not as close as the other side would. She moved slowly at an angle, always facing the serpent to keep it in sight, as she came even with it the lighting improved slightly, the S curve of the elevated front most portion told her it was about to strike. Having no room to retreat quickly she fired her gun, the noise echoing in the huge room. Lisa's first 2 shots missed and plowed into stone in the dark areas, ricocheting off and eventually coming to rest in piles of treasure. The 3rd struck the serpent a glancing blow before passing beyond and suffering a similar fate. The snake spurred on by suddenly being hit struck, Lisa twisting out of the way by sheer luck. She slipped on some loose treasure though falling onto her face and side in a small pile of it, the gun slipping from her grasp and sliding across the floor into a shaded area and well beyond her reach.

Ignoring the pain Lisa quickly tried to rise to her feet, only to be knocked forward into the same pile of various jewelry. Lisa screamed as the serpent which now bit into her leg, effortlessly pulled and rolled her into several coils of it's muscular length. She swung her machete as it did so, several times cutting slightly into the tough serpentine scales. She knew almost instantly that she could do better if she could continue to cut on a single spot, but the serpent kept moving it's lengths and she could never hit the same place twice. Lisa screamed loudly in despair as a coil went around her head almost blocking her eyesight, and another hit the machete knocking it out of her grasp. A few more coils and she was nearly immobile from head to knees, except for her arms as her gloved hands alternated between reaching for her machete or something, and pushed feebly on the coils of muscle around her chest which were thicker than one of her own thighs.

Lisa still screamed, calling for help from Helen or anybody, but the fury of motion was done. Now there was only the slow rippling of serpentine muscle and slight shifting of coils and knots taking up slack as they constricted, mixed with the feeble struggles of the creature's human prey. Lisa knew it most likely wouldn't take long, a minute or two until she couldn't breathe enough to remain conscious, yet she was terribly afraid to die this way. It was one thing to drown, she imagined that would be faster as it simply happened all at once. In this though she would feel for some time as her breaths were crushed out of her, possibly 10 or 15 long minutes if the snake was feeling sluggish today or longer. So far it was taking it's time somewhat was her only clear thought on the matter as the coils tightened. This might have given her hope normally that someone may save her, but in these conditions she feared it just meant it would take longer to die.

Lisa struggled awkwardly to her knees, wasting energy but she had little choice. Her legs were wrapped enough that even without the weight of the snake to drag forward it would still be almost impossible to move, however she managed a little by falling that way then struggling to her knees again. The serpent slowly and seemingly indifferent to her struggles continued to tighten it's grip with each of her exhales, she gasped loudly and shallowly as her hand stretched and fell a good arms length short of the machete. Lisa exhaled, felt the rippling muscles around her move, then found she could not inhale more than a wisp of air.

She panicked, fell to one side and frantically pawed at the still tightening coils, her arm movements rapidly slowing until they were still. Her head still moved slightly as she tried to breathe, the pounding of blood in her head and that of her heart felt absolutely real to her, as well as the pain in her chest which seemed to grow stronger with every second without air. One breast still partially free moved slightly as her body twitched, the serpent's grip continued to tighten as her head motions slowed, her wide eyes becoming fixed in position. Finally she stopped moving, the serpent would continue until the prey was completely dead before swallowing, but for Lisa it was over.

--------------------------------

Nearly 2 weeks later Lisa stopped by Helen's apartment, pressing the doorbell which set off a lion's roar rather than the type of chime normally heard. Helen opened the door and smiled at her friend, "Come in quickly, some wild beast might get you out there in the hall!" Lisa entered as Helen closed the door behind her, "Sounded like the wild beast is in here." Helen clasped her hands, "So, did you get them?" Lisa smirked and pulled out some tickets, "Two tickets to Psychic World, reservations at the time we discussed! I'll have you know it wasn't easy getting them, I had to sleep with my last cameraman to get him to part with these!" Helen froze momentarily, "Your kidding, right?!" "Right!" said Lisa with a smirk. "I just bought them in the usual way, although it was difficult to get a good time. They had to call some people and ask if they would be willing to switch, or else it would have been another week to one of our alternate scheduling choices!"

Helen giggled nervously, "Lucky us, so it's your turn to choose, what scenario are we doing?" "Lisa smiled, "I don't know what exactly will happen of course, that wouldn't be any fun, but I do know we're going on a safari." "Hunting lions?" Helen asked. "Not exactly." Lisa pronounced in a slow drawling voice. "we're going to be the hunted!" Helen paused and her face fell, Lisa hesitated and suggested that it could be changed. Helen smiled, "No, your choice this time, and it sounds like fun! Person who lasts longest buys the pizza?!" "As always!" Lisa agreed.

They sat and discussed things that had occurred since their last meeting a few days ago, talked about movies and computers, and finally worked their way back to last time at Psychic World. They had already shared the events that the other hadn't been around for, Helen describing her death drowning in cool heavy and moist sand, and Lisa describing the vise-like grip of the snake that had squeezed the life out of her. "At least you got to see the chokeahorse diamond right there, I only got to see it when the entry clerk let me view you on a monitor screen." Helen said. "So." Lisa began. "If you saw that then you saw the snake, how did I do?" Helen nodded, "Not bad for someone who's petrified of them!" Lisa crossed her arms, "I was never petrified, just a little tense around them!" Helen stared at her for several seconds in silence and Lisa shook her head briefly, "Okay, a lot tense! But I don't think it'll be so bad the next time, I even handled a few small one's at the pet store."

"Without fainting!?" Helen asked with amusement. "Very funny!" Lisa retorted. "What about you, sinking in quicksand and in the dark, well dark except for that torch? I know you hate dark places." "Well, I still do!" Helen replied. "But maybe it's not quite so bad now. I mean, I faced my fear and now the real dark doesn't seem quite as bad, even when I don't have a flashlight." She shrugged, "Well, I haven't thrown out my night light yet!"

They sat on the couch, Lisa crossing her long legs, "At least the next time you can try to have a more gruesome death than me, if you don't manage to survive that is." "More gruesome?!" Helen replied in surprise. "Wait a minute Lisa, clearly I had the more gruesome death this time!" "What, falling into a hole and sinking to your doom, that isn't nearly as gruesome as slowly being squeezed to death by a giant snake!" Lisa said casually as if there could be no argument. "On the contrary!" Helen said defiantly. "You had a chance to escape, your opponent wasn't unbeatable, and although you did have dim flickering light to make the scene a bit spookier as with me, at least you had hope." She paused then added as if remembering suddenly, "And you weren't fighting to survive with a painful broken leg!" Lisa uncrossed her legs and went nose to nose with Helen, "I guess we'll just have to settle this woman to woman." "Duel?" Helen replied. Lisa snarled, "Your choice of weapons, I'll get some short stay special event Psychic World tickets!"

The End
