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MEXICO

Chapter 1
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WEARING WHITE SHORTS, I lay on the edge of the cenote, an ancient sinkhole holding mysteries too numerous to try my mental capabilities at the moment. I had put my Nikon on the ground beside me to rest. The sun seared my skin. Sweat glistened on my body. The heat was relentless, pressing down on the parched earth and its inhabitants with a merciless hand. I had been wandering aimlessly through the area for days, my body aching with exhaustion and my mind numb with desperation. Suddenly, something tugged at my arm. I dismissed it as a reflex to the heat, imagining it to be a mirage or a hallucination brought on by dehydration. But then, it happened again, stronger this time, lifting me off the ground.

I feared I would be dropped if I made any sudden move, so I stayed still as I was lifted higher and higher into the cloudless sky. My heart raced with a mixture of awe and fear as I realized I was floating alongside a group of wrens, their tiny wings fluttering effortlessly as they performed loops and dives. Looking down, I felt a surge of vertigo as I saw the vast expanse of the desert below me, stretching out in all directions, its unforgiving terrain waiting to reclaim me violently.

Panic set in. Spiraling downward, I thought what sort of hole I would make on the earth. I touched ground, but the wind was still pushing me. I ran as fast as my legs could carry me so the gush didn’t swallow me. Soon. It dissipated, and I stopped.

Panting and out of breath, I picked myself up and checked my body for damage. Embarrassed at my airborne attics and being manhandled by some invisible force, I scanned around for witnesses. There were only the ciabo trees and silence.

After much-needed contemplation, I decided to go back to work. I would wait until my brain cleared before I pondered an answer to my strange abduction. Aliens or just the spirit of the land.

I picked up my camera. I had seen something while aloft. I couldn’t remember, but it caught my attention.

As I trekked 100 yards, the hot sun beating down on my back, a foul smell suddenly enveloped me. My eyes watered and my stomach churned, threatening to empty its contents. Frantically, I looked around, searching for the source of the putrid stench. And then I saw it: a patch of tall reeds, swaying in the gentle breeze. Without hesitation, I plunged into it, my boots sinking into the soft, damp earth as I pushed through the thick foliage.

I made my way through the dense reeds. A sudden sight stopped me in my tracks. A towering smokestack loomed above me, spewing thick black smoke into the sky and casting a dark shadow over the surrounding landscape. The sign beside it boasted the name “Mayan Dog Food Company”, but as my eyes scanned to the right, I was met with an even more gruesome scene. A row of ghostly figures stood before me; their once vibrant colors bleached by the relentless sun. It dawned on me that I had unknowingly been sleeping and frolicking within a graveyard. The ground beneath my feet was littered with rotting carcasses of horses and decaying skulls, their empty eye sockets staring up at the heavens in silent agony. The air was thick with the deafening buzz of huge shiny bottle flies, drawn to the stench of death and decay that permeated the area. Overwhelmed by the sight and smell, I couldn’t help but gag uncontrollably.

I unsnapped my camera and walked from one side to the other, taking pictures of the carnage. They would come in handy for something someday. If nothing else, they would prove to my friends that I wasn’t exaggerating about it. 

I darted back and forth, my camera in hand, capturing the surrounding area in all its glory. Flashes of monkeys and jaguars jetted from one tree to another, their powerful bodies blending in with the lush foliage. Were they real or my imagination? I focused harder, trying to capture the essence of this wild and untamed place.

But as I peered through the lens, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the trees were moving, shifting positions as if playing a game of hide and seek with me. I concentrated on one spot, trying to steady my hand and capture the perfect shot. Suddenly, a blur moved toward me, a dark figure emerging from the dense jungle.

I couldn’t make out any details, but I knew it wasn’t talking. And in that moment, I decided it was best for me to stay silent as well. The figure came closer, and I held my breath, unsure of what to do. But then, as if sensing my fear, it took on a more defined shape.

Legs appeared first, followed by a serape that fluttered in the arid breeze. And finally, a head materialized, revealing an oval face and short black hair with bangs. I ran towards it, ready to capture this mysterious figure on film. 

“Hi,” I smiled. I recognized a woman when I saw one. 

She didn’t reply. I thought that was strange. From the way she looked, I’d think she’d love to talk to somebody. 

She passed me on her way to the cenote. I noticed bleeding cuts covering her legs and arms. Her sharp, almond-shaped eyes were on high alert, scanning her surroundings with an intense gaze that seemed to pierce through any facade. 

“Aren’t you a sight,” I hooted. 

“You too.” 

“You speak English.” 

“Ditto you.” 

“No. I mean I didn’t expect to see anyone out here, lest someone who spoke English.” 

“I didn’t expect to be here.” 

“Where did you get those cuts?” 

“You try to walk through fifteen bad miles of jungle.” 

“What were you doing in the jungle in the first place?”

“My team and I were tracking something.” 

“Tracking something? Is it bigger than a Bigfoot? What do they have around these parts?”

“It doesn’t matter now. What’s your name?” 

“Joe. Joe Hatter.” Suddenly, I felt as cheeky as James Bond. 

“Hatter? As in ‘mad as a’?” 

“Getting there. I’m on vacation. Actually, I’m here to soak up atmosphere and inspiration. I’m a painter.” 

“Of houses?” 

“Used to until I figured I had learned all I could from that profession. So, I decided to try something a little more artsy.” 

“I’m Zkylar with a Z. I’ve never heard of you.” 

“Maybe you haven’t been reading the right magazines.” 

“It sounds like you’re tired of the materialism.” 

“Or tired of not getting enough of the materialism.” 

“But you said you’ve been in magazines.” 

“Barely.” 

She cut off the conversation and walked to the cenote. I followed her silently, still stunned by her sudden appearance. 

She gazed into the crater. 

“A long way down, isn’t it?” I tried to be helpful. I could barely see the water. 

I stood at the edge of the cliff, gazing down at the turquoise waters below. The sun was setting and the sky was painted with hues of pink and orange, giving the landscape an ethereal quality. 

I looked back up at her. To my surprise, she flung the serape over her head in a swift move and dived off the edge. I didn’t have time to react. Did she commit suicide before my eyes? My cell phone didn’t work out here. I could take the Jeep, but I didn’t want to leave her. If she didn’t come up soon, I would go and fetch help.

I heard a splash. Relief flooded through me. Did that mean she was okay?

I stupidly peered into the cenote, not knowing what to do. If she could dive into the abyss, so could I. But if she committed suicide, she didn’t want me to follow her, did she? We didn’t even properly meet. She could have been a hallucination. Popping down the rabbit hole. It could have been the peyote buttons I had consumed last night. 

I wandered around, getting dizzy. It could be the sun. I squinted at the horse graveyard again. Maybe I could do something with it. 

I glanced back and saw her at the cenote, pulling on her serape. 

“How did you do that?” I asked, walking back to her. 

“What?” She possessed a nice, melodic voice. 

“Get back up here. You didn’t climb.” 

“There’s a passageway in the rocks.” 

“I wonder why I didn’t see it.” 

She shrugged. “I think it’s been there a couple million years.” 

A sense of humor. She was even more pretty wet.  She shook her short jet-black hair, and her bangs fell into place. 

“Where did you come from?” I asked. 

“That’s kind of personal.” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“From there.” She nodded toward the jungle. 

“Before there. And where did you get those cuts?” 

I pointed to her legs, her arms. They weren’t there anymore. I scrutinized her face. 

“What cuts?”  she asked innocently.

“You were covered with them.” 

“I’m a fast healer,” she replied without dropping a beat. “And the water has great miraculous, medicinal properties.” 

Something was wrong. But the middle of nowhere didn’t seem the place to ask questions. 

“Can I bum a ride off you?” 

“My pleasure.” I smiled at the thought of escorting her. “Where are you going?” 

“The nearest town. Then I’ll decide what I’m going to do. I can wait until you finish your painting.” 

I laughed. “I haven’t started it yet. We might as well be going. The sun is going down.” 

We got into the beat-up Jeep in which I had driven down from San Francisco and headed into the sunset. 

“Afraid of driving in the dark?” Zkylar asked. 

“When I’m a stranger in a strange land.” I especially hoped she got the reference. 

“I’ll drive. I have an uncanny sense of direction.” 

“No thanks. If I get lost, I’ll ask you then. You have to handle this baby gently.” 

“Don’t you think I can handle your baby? I have nursed babies older than yours over rougher terrain.” 

“You’ve raced them?” 

“I have.” 

“I’m impressed.” 

“Thank you, thank you. Sometimes I enjoyed myself.” 

“And the other times?” 

“I had business on my mind.” 

“It sounds like you lead an exciting life.” 

“Some may think.” 

“Did you crack up your little racing car?”

We were closing in on some criminals.”

I didn’t know whether to believe her. She reminded me of a Scheherazade furiously weaving stories to save her life. She could be running from someone. Or she could be a mule for a drug cartel. Or I could be the storyteller. 

“How were you tracking whatever you were tracking?” 

“Plane.” 

“Did it crash? Are the others dead?” 

“No, it didn’t crash, and they are not dead yet.”

“Yet?” I wanted to make sure I’d heard her correctly.

She nodded her answer.

“How did you get separated from them?” I quickly pressed.

“The other woman broadsided me, and out the door I went.” There was anger in her voice. “If they wanted to be alone, all they had to do was ask and I would have thrown them both out.” 

“Sounds like a rowdy bunch. Who was in charge?” 

“I was. I must have lost my knack for perception.” 

“So, they threw you out of the plane. That’s cold. Did they at least supply you with a parachute?” 

“I don’t think my survival was a top priority for them.” 

“You mean they tried to murder you? How high were you?”  

“A hundred kilometers as the crow flies.” 

“I’m not a scientist, but crows can’t fly that high, and neither can you. You’re bumping against outer space. No way you could survive jumping out of a plane.” 

“Pushed,” she reminded me. 

“You’d burn in the atmosphere.” 

“I almost did.” 

“How did you do it?” 

“Followed the manual. Tuck and roll, roll, roll,”

I tried to keep my voice low. It only raised a little. 

“That’s impossible. What manual are you talking about?” 

“Oh, you wouldn’t know it. If you did, I’d have to kill you.” 

I swerved off the road and then back again. 

“Tell me you’re joking.” 

She giggled. “Afraid?” 

“Who were you and your buddies chasing?” 

“Agents who stole very important government blueprints.” 

“Whose government?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The U.S. doesn’t have a plane like that.” 

“We stole it from the Russians.” 

“Where did they get it from?” 

“That’s what we were trying to find out, and we were within three minutes of intercepting them. But my teammates felt it was the right time to solve a touchy triangulation problem.” 

“And you had no idea?” 

“I didn’t think we were going to hash it out while we were on duty. They completely masked their thoughts from me.” 

“Who are you?” 

“What do you mean?”

That again. 

“How do you know all this?” 

“I’m a spy prodigy. My father used to hide cassette tapes in my diapers as we went through customs in Pakistan.” 


“What was on the tapes?”

She shrugged, a gesture that seemed to carry the

weight of years spent not caring.



“I don’t know. I was too young to be consulted. Rumors of small wars, maybe. Family secrets. I pooped on them once.” 

I tried to imagine the scene: a toddler, oblivious to the importance of magnetic tape, making a mess while the adults argued in the next room. 

“I pity the poor investigator who had to pick through them,” I said, half-joking, half-serious. 

She grinned, a little wickedly. “Even then I liked to pile it on. You know, make things complicated.” 

My internal alarm bells rang. The story was getting stranger by the minute. My shit detector went off the meter, and it wasn’t mustard baby poop. There was something about her tone—too casual, too rehearsed. Was she hiding something, or just enjoying the game? 

I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “So, you’re saying the tapes were ruined before anyone could listen?” 

She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Ruined is a strong word. Let’s just say they were... compromised. If there was anything important on them, it’s long gone. Or maybe it was never there to begin with.” 

The room felt smaller, the air thicker. I wondered how many stories had been lost to accidents, or to deliberate sabotage disguised as childhood mischief. 

“Do you remember anything else about them?” I pressed. 

She shook her head, but her eyes sparkled with mischief. “Only that everyone made a big deal about keeping them safe. And that I was very good at getting into places I wasn’t supposed to be.” 

I made a note: never underestimate the destructive power of a curious child—or the secrets families try to hide.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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I WAS DETERMINED TO experience the true essence of Chichen Itza on a budget, opting for the most economical lodging available. After much deliberation, I settled for a quaint hotel located at the edge of town. The wooden stairs protested with every step, their age evident in the creaks and wobbles. As we ascended, the clerk craned his neck to observe Zkylar’s progress, unfazed by the peculiarities of our chosen accommodation.

Navigating past a sizable black spider allegedly harmless, as I had been assured - Zkylar displayed remarkable composure. Upon entering my room, we were greeted by a scene of chaos as cockroaches scattered in all directions 

“Quaint,” Zkylar remarked dryly.

“I spare no expense,” I replied with a hint of sarcasm.

“Does it have a bathroom?”

“Fitting my life V.I.P status.” 

“Mind if I take a shower?”

“Mi castillo es tu Castillo.” I proudly tried to impress her.

She ran into the bathroom, and I heard the sound of running water. Her oversight in leaving the door ajar sparked a fleeting thought that perhaps an invitation lingered within.

Grabbing a bar of soap from my knapsack, I ventured into the bathroom to find her behind translucent plastic curtains. 

“I brought this for you,” I muttered shyly as I extended my arm through the veil.

“Thanks. Almost had to resort to streaking you for some soap,” she teased, her laughter echoing off the tiled walls.

“I wouldn’t have minded,” I confessed sheepishly.

I backed off and within minutes she joined me, clad in only a towel.

“What are you going to wear?” I asked.

“I still have my serape.”

“I have a change of clothes, but they won’t fit you.”

“I’ll make them fit.”

I went to my suitcase and retrieved trousers and a Berkeley sweatshirt. I handed them to her, and she disappeared again into the bathroom.

What came out was a street urchin with rolled-up trousers and an oversized sweatshirt concealing her femininity save for her bangs.

The streets of Chichen Itza were alive with sounds and scents for all the senses. Christmas lights were strung in the summer heat. The air was heavy with the aroma of simmering spices and sizzling meats, while the lively rhythms of Mariachi music filled the air. It was a festive atmosphere, one that drew in tourists from all over, seeking a taste of authentic Mexican culture.

As we made our way through the bustling streets, Zkylar led me past the flashy souvenir shops and tempting fast-food joints, like a siren’s call that threatened to distract me from our true purpose. But Zkylar was determined, and she led us towards a small, unassuming restaurant that promised to deliver the true taste of Mexico.

I suddenly experienced a sense of lost, but what did I lose? I remembered and padded my pockets.

“Oh, Christ,” I let out sheepishly. “I left my wallet  back in the room. 

“Do expect me to pay.”

I heard Zkylar singsong, but when I looked for her, was gone. She had been standing beside me a moment ago. Our arms had touched.

I craned my neck and looked for her. I spotted her on the other side of the street .She deftly wound her way through the crowd, her lithe figure slipping between bodies like a shark gliding through water. She finally fixed on a man talking animatedly with his wife. She sauntered over, and her hand passed dangerously close to his back pocket.

Oh no no no. Don’t do it. I melded down to a pool on the sidewalk. This once I hoped she could read my thoughts. He was going to think she was coming on to him; or worse, we would be jailed for pickpocketing.

In a second, she broke through the crowd in front of me ,brandishing a smile and a weather-beaten brown wallet.

“Let’s go eat.”

“What’s that?” I asked, suspicion creeping into my voice.

“Dinner,” she replied, her grin widening.

I stared at the wallet, trying to piece together what she meant. “Where did you get it?”

She jerked her thumb over her shoulder, gesturing vaguely toward the crowded plaza behind us. “Over there.”

Before I could protest, she flipped open the wallet and began picking out the bills, her fingers nimble and practiced. She counted them with a devilish precision, her lips moving silently as she tallied the total.

“Put it back,” I said, my voice low but urgent.

She looked up, unfazed. “You want me to find him and give it back to him?”

“How did you get it? I didn’t take my eyes off you,” I said, bewildered.
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