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… and in these ancient lands encased and lettered as a tomb and scored with prints of perished hands, and chronicled with dates of doom … I trace the lives such scenes enshrine and their experience count as mine.


—Thomas Hardy


The most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion that stands at the cradle of true art and true science.


—Albert Einstein


Fear and religion. Religion and fear. The two are historically entwined. The catalysts for most of the atrocities committed by man. Fear of evil fuels religion, religion fuels hatred, hartred fuels evil, and evil fuels fear among the masses. It is a diabolical cycle, and we have played into the Devil’s hand.


—Julius Gabriel





JOURNAL OF JULIUS GABRIEL



I stand before the vast canvas, sharing the feeling of loneliness its creator must have surely felt thousands of years ago. Before me lie the answers to riddles—riddles that may ultimately determine whether our species is to live or die. The future of the human race—is there anything more important? Yet I stand here alone, my quest condemning me to this purgatory of rock and sand as I seek communion with the past in order to comprehend the peril that lies ahead.


The years have taken their toll. What a wretched creature I’ve become. Once a renowned archaeologist, now a laughingstock to my peers. A husband, a lover—these are but distant memories. A father? Scarcely. More a tortured mentor, a miserable beast of burden left to my son to lead about. Each step across the stone-laden desert causes my bones to ache, while thoughts forever shackled in my mind repeat the maddening mantra of doom over and over in my brain. What higher power has chosen my family among all others to torture? Why have we been blessed with eyes that can see the signposts of death while others stumble along as if blind?


Am I mad? The thought never leaves my mind. With each new dawn, I must force myself to reread the highlights of my chronicles, if only to remind myself that I am, first and foremost, a scientist, nay, not just a scientist, but an archaeologist—a seeker of man’s past, a seeker of truth.


But what good is truth if it cannot be accepted? To my peers, I no doubt resemble the village idiot, screaming warning cries of icebergs to passengers boarding the Titanic as the unsinkable vessel leaves port.


Is it my destiny to save humanity, or simply to die the fool? Is it possible that I have spent a lifetime misinterpreting the signs?


The scraping of footsteps on silica and stone gives pause to this fool’s entry.


It is my son. Named for an archangel fifteen years ago by my beloved wife, Michael nods at me, momentarily warming his father’s shriveled pit of a heart. Michael is the reason I persevere, the reason I do not end my miserable existence. The madness of my quest has robbed him of his childhood, but far worse was my own heinous deed, committed years earlier. It is to his future that I recommit myself; it is his destiny that I wish to change.


God, let this feeble heart last long enough to allow me to succeed.


Michael points ahead, reminding me the next piece of the puzzle beckons us. Stepping carefully so as not to disturb the pampa, we stand at what I believe is the beginning of the 3,000-year-old message. Centered upon the Nazca plateau, laid sacred from the mysterious lines and colossal zoomorphs, is this—a perfect circle, carved deeply between the black-patina-coated stones. Extending out from this mysterious centerpiece like sunbeams from a child’s painting are 23 equidistant lines, all but one running some 600 feet. One line is aligned with the solstice, another with the equinox, variables consistent with the other ancient sites I’ve spent a lifetime exploring.


It is the 23rd line that is most intriguing—a bold carving within the pampa, extending over rock and hill for some 23 miles!


Michael shouts, his metal detector erupting as we approach the center of the figure. Something has been buried beneath the topsoil! With renewed vigor, we dig through the gypsum and stone, exposing the yellow dirt below. It is a heinous act, especially for an archaeologist, but I convince myself that the end shall ultimately justify the means.


And there it is, glistening beneath the broiling Sun. Smooth and white, a hollow cylinder of metal, a half meter long, that has no more right being on the Nazca desert than I have. A three-pronged candelabra-like design adorns one end of the object. My feeble heart flutters, for I know the symbol as I know the back of my weathered hand. The Trident of Paracas—the signature icon of our cosmic teacher. A similar glyph, 600 feet long, 200 feet across, adorns an entire mountainside not far from here.


Michael steadies his camera as I open the canister. Trembling, I remove what appears to be a length of parched canvas, my fingers registering its disintegration as it begins to unravel.


It is an ancient chart of the world, similar to the very one referenced 500 years ago by the Turkish admiral, Piri Re’is. (This mysterious map was believed to have been the inspiration for Columbus’s daring expedition in 1492.) To this day, the 14th-century Piri Re’is map remains an enigma, for upon it appeared not just the undiscovered landmass of Antarctica, but the continent’s geology, drawn as if the terrain possessed no ice. Satellite radar scans have since confirmed the incredible accuracy of the map, further baffling scientists as to how anyone could have drawn the charts without the aid of an airplane.


Perhaps the same way these very Nazca figures were drawn.


Like the Piri Re’is map, the parchment I now balance in my hand was laid out using an advanced knowledge of spherical trigonometry. Was the mysterious cartographer our ancient teacher? Of this I have no doubt. The real question is—why has he chosen to leave us this particular map?


Michael snaps a hurried Polaroid as the ancient document singes, then crumbles to dust within my hands. Moments later we are left to stare at the photograph, noting that an object, obviously of qreat importance, had clearly been highlighted. It is a small circle, drawn in the waters of the Gulf of Mexico, situated just to the northwest of the Yucatán Peninsula.


The location of the mark startles me. This is not one of the ancient sites, this is something else entirely. A cold sweat breaks out over my skin, a familiar numbness rising up my arm.


Michael senses death approaching. He searches my pockets and quickly locates a pill, placing it beneath my tongue.


My pulse eases, the numbness retreating. I touch his cheek, then coax my son to return to his work. With pride I watch as he examines the metallic container—his black eyes, portals to an incredibly disciplined mind. Nothing escapes my son’s eyes. Nothing.


Within moments, he makes another discovery, one that may explain the location highlighted in the Gulf of Mexico. The metal detector’s spectral analyzer has determined the molecular breakdown of the dense, white metal—its very composite, a story unto itself.


The ancient cylinder is composed of iridium.


Pure iridium.


—Excerpt from the Journal of Professor Julius Gabriel,
June 14, 1990





PROLOGUE



SIXTY-FIVE MILLION YEARS AGO: MILKY WAY GALAXY


A spiral galaxy—one of 100 billion islands of stars moving through the dark matter of the universe. Rotating like some luminescent cosmic pinwheel in the vastness of space, the galaxy hauls more than 200 billion stars and countless other bodies within its titanic vortex.


Let us examine this galactic hub. Observing the formation within our three-dimensional limits, our gaze is first drawn to the galactic bulge, composed of billions of red and orange stars, swirling within clouds of galactic dust some 15,000 light-years across (a light-year being approximately six trillion miles). Revolving around this lens-shaped region is the flatter, circular disk of the galaxy, 2,000 light-years thick, 120,000 light-years across, containing most of the galactic mass. Whipping around this disk are the galaxy’s spiral arms, home to bright stars and luminescent clouds of gas and dust—cosmic incubators birthing new stars. Extending above and beyond these spiral arms is the galactic halo, a sparsely populated region containing globular star clusters that support the more senior members of the galactic family.


From there, we move to the very heart of the galaxy— a complex region surrounded by swirling clouds of gas and dust. Hidden within this nucleus is the true power train of the celestial formation—a monstrous black hole— a dense, swirling vortex of gravitational energy, three million times heavier than the sun. This ravenous cosmic machine inhales everything within its unfathomable grasp—stars, planets, matter, even light, as it churns the heavenly bodies of the spiral galaxy.


Now let us look at the spiral galaxy from a higher dimension—a fourth dimension of time and space. Branching out through the galactic body like arteries and veins and capillaries are unseen conduits of energy, some so vast they could transport a star, others delicate, microscopic strings. All are powered by the unimaginable gravitational forces of the black hole, located at Galactic Central. Access a porthole into one of these conduits and you have accessed a fourth-dimensional highway crossing the boundaries of time and space—assuming, of course, your transportation vessel could survive the trip.


As the galaxy revolves around its behemoth center point, so too these snake-like streams of energy move, always circling, continuing their timeless trek across the galactic plain like some bizarre spokes on a forever-rotating cosmic wheel.


Like a grain of sand caught in the mighty current of a gravitational stream, the asteroid-size projectile races through the fourth-dimensional conduit, a porthole of time and space presently located in the Orion arm of the spiral galaxy. The ovoid mass, nearly seven miles in diameter, is protected from the cylinder’s crushing embrace by an emerald-green antigravitational force field.


The celestial traveler is not alone.


Concealed within the spherical object’s charged magnetic wake, bathed within the protective tail of the force field is another vessel—smaller, sleek, its flattened, dagger-shaped hull composed of shimmering gold solar panels.


Navigating through the dimension of space and time, the cosmic highway deposits its travelers in a region of the galaxy located along the inner edge of Orion’s arm. Looming ahead—a solar system containing nine planetary bodies, governed by a single yellow-white star.


Sailing by way of the star’s gravitational field, the immense iridium vessel closes quickly on its intended target—Venus—the second planet from the Sun, a world of intense heat, enshrouded in a canopy of dense acidic clouds and carbon dioxide.


The smaller vessel closes from behind, revealing its presence to its enemy.


Immediately, the iridium transport alters its course, increasing its velocity by tapping into the gravitational pull of the system’s third planet, a watery, blue world containing a toxic atmosphere of oxygen.


With a brilliant flash, the smaller ship expels a white-hot burst of energy from an extended finlike antenna rising from behind its bow. The charge streaks through the ion stream of the sphere’s electromagnetic tail like a bolt of lightning coursing along a metal cable.


The charge ignites upon the iridium hull like an aurora, the electrical blast short-circuiting the vessel’s propulsion system, knocking the behemoth violently off course. Within moments, the damaged mass is seized within the lethal embrace of the blue world’s gravitational field.


The asteroid-size projectile hurtles toward Earth, out of control.


With a sonic boom, the iridium sphere violates the hostile atmosphere. The mirror-like outer hull cracks and pits, then blazes briefly into a blinding fireball before plunging into a shallow, tropical sea. Barely slowed by thousands of feet of water, it strikes bottom in a fraction of a second—causing, for one surreal moment, a cylinder of ocean to empty to the seafloor.


A nanosecond later, the celestial impact detonates in a brilliant white flash, unleashing 100 million megatons of energy.


The thunderous explosion rocks the entire planet, generating temperatures that exceed 32,000 degrees Fahrenheit, hotter than the surface of the Sun. Two gaseous fireballs ignite at once. The first, a dust cloud of hot, powdered rock and iridium coming from the disintegrated outer hull of the vessel, followed by billowing clouds of highly pressurized steam and carbon dioxide, the gases released as the sea and its limestone bed are vaporized.


The rubble and superheated gases rise into the devastated atmosphere, drawn upward through the vacuum of air created by the object’s descent. Enormous shock waves ripple across the sea, giving rise to monstrous tsunamis that crest to heights of 300 feet or more as they hit shallow water and race for land.


Southern Coastline of North America


In deadly silence, the pack of Velociraptors closes around its prey, a 31-foot-long female Corythosaurus. Sensing danger, the duck-billed reptile raises her magnificent fan-shaped crest and snorts the humid air, detecting the scent of the pack. Trumpeting a warning cry to the rest of the herd, she crashes through the forest, galloping toward the sea.


Without warning, a brilliant flash stuns the fleeing duckbill. The reptile staggers, shaking its great head, attempting to regain its sight. As its vision clears, two raptors leap from the foliage and screech at the larger beast, blocking her escape as the rest of the pack pounces upon the Corythosaur’s back, gouging her flesh with their deadly, sickle-clawed feet. One of the first hunters finds the duckbill’s throat, biting into the animal’s esophagus as it digs its feet and sickle claws into the soft flesh below the sternum. The wounded reptile chokes out a cry, gagging on its own blood, as another raptor bites down upon its flat snout, plunging its front claws into the Corythosaur’s eyes, bringing its heavier foe whimpering to the ground.


In moments, it is over. The predators snarl, snapping at each other as they tear mouthfuls of flesh from their still-quivering prey. Occupied with the kill, the Velociraptors ignore the trembling ground beneath their feet and the approaching thunder.


A dark shadow passes overhead. The birdlike dinosaurs look up as one, blood dripping from their jowls as they growl at the mountainous wall of water.


The 22-story wave crests—then falls—pummeling the startled hunters, liquefying their bones into the sand with a thunderous clap. The wave sweeps north, its kinetic energy obliterating everything in its path.


The tsunami inundates the terrain, sweeping vegetation, sediment, and land creatures within its roaring swell as it submerges the tropical coastline for hundreds of miles in all directions. What little forest remains outside the wash path ignites as searing blast waves turn the air into a veritable furnace. A pair of Pteranodons attempt to escape the holocaust. Rising above the trees, their reptilian wings catch fire, incinerating in the thermal wind.


High above, chunks of iridium and rock that were launched skyward begin re-entering the atmosphere as incandescent meteors. Within hours, the entire planet is shrouded in a dense cloud of dust, smoke, and ash.


The forests will burn for months. For nearly a year, no sunlight will penetrate the blackened sky to reach the surface of the once-tropical world. The temporary cessation of photosynthesis will obliterate thousands of species of plants and animals on land and in the sea, as the Sun’s eventual return is followed by years of nuclear winter.


In one cataclysmic moment the 140-million-year domain of the dinosaurs has come to an abrupt end.


For days, the sleek gold vessel remains in orbit high above the devastated world, its sensors continually scanning the impact site. The fourth-dimensional highway home is long gone, the rotation of the galaxy having already moved the conduit’s access point several light-years away.


On the seventh day, an emerald-green light begins to glow from beneath the fractured seafloor. Seconds later, a powerful subspace radio signal ignites, the distress call directed into the outer reaches of the galaxy.


The life forms within the orbiting vessel jam the signal— too late.


Evil has taken root in yet another celestial garden. It is just a matter of time before it is awakened.


The golden starship moves into a geosynchronous orbit directly above its enemy. A solar-powered automated hyper-wave radio signal is engaged, jamming all outgoing or incoming transmissions. Then the vessel shuts down, its power cells diverted to its life-support pods.


For the starship’s inhabitants, time now stands still.


For the planet Earth, the clock has begun ticking …
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SEPTEMBER 8, 2012: MIAMI, FLORIDA


The South Florida Evaluation and Treatment Center is a seven-story white-concrete building with evergreen trim, located in a run-down ethnic neighborhood just west of the city of Miami. Like most businesses in the area, the rooftops are rimmed in coils of barbed-wire fencing. Unlike other establishments, the barbed wire is not meant to keep the public out, but its residents in.


Thirty-one-year-old Dominique Vazquez weaves through rush-hour traffic, cursing aloud as she races south on Route 441. The first day of her internship, and she is already late. Swerving around a teenager riding the wrong way on motorized skates, she pulls into the visitors’ parking lot, parks, then hastily twists her waist-length, jet-black hair into a tight bun as she jogs toward the entrance.


Magnetic doors part, allowing her access into an air-conditioned lobby.


A Hispanic woman in her late forties sits behind the information desk, reading the morning news from a clipboard-sized, wafer-thin computer monitor. Without looking up, she asks, “Can I help you?”


“Yes. I have an appointment with Margaret Reinike.”


“Not today you don’t. Dr Reinike no longer works here.” The woman fingers the page-down button, advancing the news monitor to another article.


“I don’t understand. I spoke with Dr Reinike two weeks ago.”


The receptionist finally looks up. “And you are?”


“Vazquez, Dominique Vazquez. I’m here on a one-year postgraduate internship from FSU. Dr Reinike’s supposed to be my sponsor.” She watches the woman pick up the phone and press an extension.


“Dr Foletta, a young woman by the name of Domino Vass—”


“Vazquez. Dominique Vazquez.”


“Sorry. Dominique Vazquez. No, sir, she’s down here in the lobby, claiming to be Dr Reinike’s intern. Yes, sir.” The receptionist hangs up. “You can have a seat over there. Dr Foletta will be down to speak with you in a few minutes.” The woman swivels her back to Dominique, returning to her news monitor.


Ten minutes pass before a large man in his late fifties makes his way down a corridor.


Anthony Foletta looks like he belongs on a football field, coaching defensive linemen, not walking the halls of a state facility housing the criminally insane. A mane of thick gray hair rolls back over an enormous head, which appears to be attached directly to the shoulders. Blue eyes twinkle between sleepy lids and puffy cheeks. Though overweight, the upper body is firm, the stomach protruding slightly from the open white lab coat.


A forced smile, and a thick hand is extended.


“Anthony Foletta, new Chief of Psychiatry.” The voice is deep and grainy, like an old lawnmower.


“What happened to Dr Reinike?”


“Personal situation. Rumor has it her husband was diagnosed with terminal cancer. Guess she decided to take an early retirement. Reinike told me to expect you. Unless you have any objections, I’ll be supervising your internship.”


“No objections.”


“Good.” He turns and heads back down the hall, Dominique hustling to keep pace.


“Dr Foletta, how long have you been with the facility?”


“Ten days. I transferred down here from the state facility in Massachusetts.”


They approach a guard at the first security checkpoint. “Give the guard your driver’s license.”


Dominique searches her purse, then hands the man the laminated card, swapping it for the visitor’s pass. “Use this for now,” Foletta says. “Turn it in when you leave at the end of the day. We’ll get you an encoded intern’s badge before the week’s out.”


She clips the pass to her blouse, then follows him into the elevator.


Foletta holds three fingers up to a camera mounted above his head. The doors close. “Have you been here before? Are you familiar with the layout?”


“No. Dr Reinike and I only spoke by phone.”


“There are seven floors. Administration and central security’s on the first floor. The main station controls both the staff and resident elevators. Level 2 houses a small medical unit for the elderly and terminally ill. Level 3 is where you’ll find our dining area and rec rooms. It also accesses the mezzanine, yard, and therapy rooms. Levels 4, 5, 6, and 7 house residents.” Foletta chuckles. “Dr Blackwell refers to them as ‘customers.’ An interesting euphemism, don’t you think, considering we haul them in here wearing handcuffs.”


They exit the elevator, passing a security station identical to the one on the first floor. Foletta waves, then follows a short corridor to his office. Cardboard boxes are piled everywhere, stuffed with files, framed diplomas, and personal items.


“Excuse the mess, I’m still getting situated.” Foletta removes a computer printer from a chair, motioning for Dominique to sit, then squeezes uncomfortably behind his own desk, leaning back in his leather chair to afford his belly room.


He opens her personnel file. “Hmm. Completing your doctorate at Florida State, I see. Get out to many football games?”


“Not really.” Use the opening. “You look like you’ve played a little football before.”


It is a good parlay, causing Foletta’s cherub face to light up. “Fighting Blue Hens of Delaware, class of ’79. Starting nose tackle. Would have been a lower-round NFL draft pick if I hadn’t torn my knee up against Lehigh.”


“What made you get into forensic psychiatry?”


“Had an older brother who suffered from a pathological obsession. Always in trouble with the law. His psychiatrist was a Delaware alumnus and a big football fan. Used to bring him down to the locker room after games. When I injured my knee, he pulled a few strings to get me into grad school.” Foletta leans forward, placing her file flat on the desk. “Let’s talk about you. I’m curious. There are several other facilities closer to FSU than ours. What brings you down here?”


Dominique clears her throat. “My parents live over in Sanibel. It’s only a two-hour ride from Miami. I don’t get home very often.”


Foletta guides a thick index finger across her personnel file. “Says here you’re originally from Guatemala.”


“Yes.”


“How’d you end up in Florida?”


“My parents—my real parents died when I was six. I was sent to live with a cousin in Tampa.”


“But that didn’t last?”


“Is this important?”


Foletta looks up. The eyes are no longer sleepy. “I’m not much for surprises, Intern Vazquez. Before assigning residents, I like to know my own staff’s psyche. Most residents don’t give us much of a problem, but it’s important to remember that we‘re still dealing with some violent individuals. Safety’s a priority with me. What happened in Tampa? How was it that you ended up in a foster home?”


“Suffice it to say that things didn’t work out with my cousin.”


“Did he rape you?”


Dominique is taken back by his directness. “If you must know—yes. I was only ten at the time.”


“You were under the care of a psychiatrist?”


She stares back at him. Stay cool, he’s testing you. “Yes, until I was seventeen.”


“Does it bother you to talk about it?”


“It happened. It’s over. I’m sure it influenced my choice of career, if that’s where this is leading.”


“Your interests, too. Says here you have a second-degree black belt in tae kwon do. Ever use it?”


“Only in tournaments.”


The lids open wide, the blue eyes baiting her with their intensity. “Tell me, Intern Vazquez, do you imagine your cousin’s face when you kick your opponents?”


“Sometimes.” She pushes a strand of hair from her eyes. “Who did you pretend to hit when you played football for those Fighting Blue Hens?”


“Touché.” The eyes return to the file. “Date much?”


“My social life concerns you as well?”


Foletta sits back in his chair. “Traumatic sexual experiences like yours often lead to sexual disorders. Again, I just want to know who I’m working with.”


“I have no aversions to sex, if that’s what you’re asking. I do have a healthy mistrust toward prying men.”


“This isn’t a halfway house, Intern Vazquez. You’ll need thicker skin than that if you expect to handle forensic residents. Men like these have made names for themselves feasting on pretty college women like you. Coming from FSU, I’d think you could appreciate that.”


Dominique takes a deep breath, relaxing her coiled muscles. Dammit, tuck your ego away and pay attention. “You’re right, Doctor. My apologies.”


Foletta closes the file. “Truth is, I have you in mind for a special assignment, but I need to be absolutely certain that you’re up to the task.”


Dominique re-energizes. “Try me.”


Foletta removes a thick brown file from his top desk drawer. “As you know, this facility believes in a multi-disciplinary-team approach. Each resident is assigned a psychiatrist, a clinical psychologist, social worker, psychiatric nurse, and a rehab therapist. My initial reaction when I first got here was that it’s a bit overkill, but I can’t argue with the results, especially when dealing with substance-abuse patients and preparing individuals to participate in their forthcoming trials.”


“But not in this case?”


“No. The resident I want you to oversee is a patient of mine, an inmate from the asylum where I served as psychological services director.”


“I don’t understand. You brought him with you?”


“Our facility lost funding about six months ago. He’s certainly not fit for society, and he had to be transferred somewhere. Since I’m more familiar with his history than anyone else, I thought it would be less traumatic for all concerned if he remained under my care.”


“Who is he?”


“Ever hear of Professor Julius Gabriel?”


“Gabriel?” The name sounded familiar. “Wait a second, wasn’t he the archaeologist who dropped dead during a Harvard lecture several years ago?”


“Over ten years ago.” Foletta grins. “After three decades of research grants, Julius Gabriel returned to the States and stood before an assembly of his peers, claiming that the ancient Egyptians and Mayans had built their pyramids with the help of extraterrestrials—all to save humanity from destruction. Can you imagine? The audience laughed him right offstage. He probably died of humiliation.” Foletta’s cheeks quiver as he chuckles. “Julius Gabriel was a real poster child for paranoid schizophrenia.”


“So who’s the patient?”


“His son.” Foletta opens the file. “Michael Gabriel, age thirty-four. Prefers to be called Mick. Spent the first twenty-plus years of his life working side by side with his parents in archaeological digs, probably enough to turn any kid psychotic.”


“Why was he incarcerated?”


“Mick lost it during his father’s lecture. The court diagnosed him paranoid schizophrenic and sentenced him to the Massachusetts State Mental Facility where I served as his clinical psychiatrist, remaining so even after my promotion to director in 2006.”


“Same kind of delusions as his father?”


“Of course. Father and son were both convinced that some terrible calamity is going to wipe mankind off the face of the planet. Mick also suffers from the usual paranoid delusions of persecution, most of it brought about by his father’s death and his own incarceration. Claims that a government conspiracy has kept him locked up all these years. In Mick Gabriel’s mind, he’s the ultimate victim, an innocent man attempting to save the world, caught up in the immoral ambitions of a self-centered politician.”


“I’m sorry, you lost me on that last bit.”


Foletta leafs through the file, removing a series of Polaroids from a manila envelope. “This is the man he attacked. Take a good look at the picture, Intern. Make sure you don’t let your defenses down.”


It is a close-up of a man’s face, brutally battered. The right eye socket is covered in blood.


“Mick tore the microphone from the podium and beat the victim senseless with it. Poor man ended up losing his eye. I think you’ll recognize the victim’s name. Pierre Borgia.”


“Borgia? You’re kidding? The Secretary of State?”


“This was nearly eleven years ago, before Borgia was appointed UN representative. He was running for senator at the time. Some say the attack probably helped get him elected. Before the Borgia political machine pushed him into politics, Pierre was apparently quite the scholar. He and Julius Gabriel were in the same doctoral program at Cambridge. Believe it or not, the two of them actually worked together as colleagues after graduation, exploring ancient ruins for a good five or six years before having a major fallout. Borgia’s family finally convinced him to return to the States and enter politics, but the bad blood never went away.


“Turns out it was Borgia who actually introduced Julius as the keynote speaker. Pierre probably said a few things he shouldn’t have said, which helped incite the crowd. Julius Gabriel had a bad heart. After he dropped dead backstage, Mick retaliated. Took six cops to pull him off. It’s all in the file.”


“Sounds more like an isolated emotional outburst, brought on by—”


“That kind of rage takes years to build up, Intern. Michael Gabriel was a volcano waiting to erupt. Here we have an only child, raised by two prominent archaeologists in some of the most desolate areas of the world. He never attended school or had the opportunity to socialize with other children, all of which contributed to an extreme case of antisocial-personality disorder. Hell, Mick has probably never gone out on a date. Everything he ever learned was taught to him by his only companions, his parents, at least one of which was certifiable.”


Foletta hands her the file.


“What happened to his mother?”


“Died of pancreatic cancer while the family was living in Peru. For some reason, her death still haunts him. Once or twice a month he’ll wake up screaming. Vicious night terrors.”


“How old was Mick when she died?”


“Twelve.”


“Any idea why her death still creates such trauma?”


“No. Mick refuses to speak about it.” Foletta adjusts himself, unable to get comfortable in the small chair. “The truth, Intern Vazquez, is that Michael Gabriel doesn’t like me very much.”


“Transference neurosis?”


“No. Mick and I never had that kind of doctor–patient relationship. I’ve become his jailer, part of his paranoia. Some of that no doubt stems from his first years of residence. Mick had a hard time adjusting to confinement. One week before his six-month evaluation, he flipped out on one of our guards, breaking both the man’s arms and kicking him repeatedly in the scrotum. Caused so much damage that both testicles had to be surgically removed. There’s a picture somewhere in the file if you care—”


“No thanks.”


“As punishment for the attack, Mick spent most of the last ten years in solitary confinement.”


“That’s a bit severe, isn’t it?”


“Not where I come from. Mick’s a lot more clever than the men whom we hire to guard him. It’s best for all concerned to keep him isolated.”


“Will he be allowed to participate in group activities?”


“They have strict rules about mainstreaming residents down here, but for now, the answer’s no.”


Dominique stares at the Polaroids again. “How concerned do I need to be about this guy attacking me?”


“In our business, Intern, you always have to be concerned. Is Mick Gabriel a threat to attack? Always. Do I think he will? Doubtful. The last ten years haven’t been easy on him.”


“Will he ever be permitted to re-enter society?”


Foletta shakes his head. “Never. In the road of life, this is Mick Gabriel’s last stop. He’d never be able to handle the rigors of society. Mick’s scared.”


“Scared of what?”


“His own schizophrenia. Mick claims he can sense the presence of evil growing stronger, feeding off society’s hatred and violence. His phobia reaches a breaking point every time another angry kid grabs his father’s gun and shoots up a high school. This kind of stuff really gets to him.”


“It gets to me, too.”


“Not like this. Mick becomes a tiger.”


“Is he being medicated?”


“We keep him on Zyprexa—twice a day. Knocks most of the fight out of him.”


“So what do you want me to do with him?”


“State law requires that he receive therapy. Use the opportunity to gain some valuable experience.”


He’s hiding something. “I appreciate the opportunity, Doctor. But why me?”


Foletta pushes up from the desk and stands, the furniture creaking beneath his weight. “As director of this facility, it might be construed as a conflict of interest if I were the only one treating him.”


“But why not assign a full team to—”


“No.” Foletta’s patience is wearing thin. “Michael Gabriel is still my patient, and I’ll determine what avenue of therapy is best suited for him, not some board of trustees. What you’ll soon find out for yourself is that Mick’s a bit of a con artist—quite clever, very articulate, and very intelligent. His IQ’s close to 160.”


“That’s rather unusual for a schizophrenic, isn’t it?”


“Unusual, but not unheard of. My point is—he’d only toy with a social worker or rehab specialist. It takes someone with your training to see through his bullshit.”


“So when do I meet him?”


“Right now. He’s being brought to a seclusion room so I can observe your first encounter. I told him all about you this morning. He’s looking forward to speaking with you. Just be careful.”


The top four floors of the facility, referred to as units by the SFETC staff, each house forty-eight residents. Units are divided into north and south wings, each wing containing three pods. A pod consists of a small rec room with sofas and a television, centered around eight private dorm rooms. Each floor has its own security and nurses’ station. There are no windows.


Foletta and Dominique ride the staff elevator to the seventh floor. An African-American security guard is speaking to one of the nurses at the central station. The seclusion room is to his left.


The director acknowledges the guard, then introduces him to the new intern. Marvis Jones is in his late forties, with kind, brown eyes that exude confidence gained through experience. Dominique notices that the guard is unarmed. Foletta explains that no weapons are permitted on residential floors at any time.


Marvis leads them through the central station to a one-way security glass looking in on the seclusion room.


Michael Gabriel is sitting on the floor, leaning back against the far wall facing the window. He is wearing a white T-shirt and matching slacks, his physique appearing surprisingly fit, the upper body well-defined. He is tall, nearly six-four, 220 pounds. The hair is dark brown, a bit on the long side, curling at the fringes. The face is handsome and cleanly shaven. A three-inch scar stretches across the right side of the jawline, close to the ear. His eyes remain fixed on the floor.


“He’s cute.”


“So was Ted Bundy,” Foletta says. “I’ll be watching you from here. I’m sure Mick will be quite charming, wanting to impress you. When I think you’ve had enough, I’ll have the nurse come in and give him his medication.”


“Okay.” Her voice quavers. Relax, God dammit.


Foletta smiles. “Are you nervous?”


“No, just a little excited.”


She exits the station, motioning to Marvis to unlock the seclusion room. The door swings open, stimulating butterflies to take wing in her stomach. Pausing long enough to allow her pulse to slow, she enters, shuddering as the double click seals the door behind her.


The seclusion room is ten by twelve feet long. An iron bed is bolted to the floor and wall directly in front of her, a thin pad serving as a mattress. A solitary chair faces the bed, also bolted to the floor. A smoked panel of glass on the wall to her right is the undisguised viewing window. The room smells of antiseptic.


Mick Gabriel is standing now, his head slightly bowed so she cannot see his eyes.


Dominique extends a hand, forcing a smile. “Dominique Vazquez.”


Mick looks up, revealing animal eyes so intensely black that it is impossible to determine where the pupils end and the irises begin.


“Dominique Vazquez. Dominique Vazquez.” The resident pronounces each syllable carefully, as if locking it into his memory. “It’s so very nice to …”


The smile suddenly disappears, the pasted expression going blank.


Dominique’s heart pounds in her ears. Stay calm. Don’t move.


Mick closes his eyes. Something unexpected is happening to him. Dominique sees his jawline rise slightly, revealing the scar. The nostrils flare like an animal tracking its prey.


“May I come closer, please?” The words are spoken softly, almost whispered. She senses an emotional dam cracking behind the voice.


Dominique fights the urge to turn toward the smoked glass.


The eyes reopen. “I swear on my mother’s soul that I won’t harm you.”


Watch his hands. Drive the knee home if he lunges. “You can come closer, but no sudden movements, okay? Dr Foletta’s watching.”


Mick takes two steps forward, remaining half an arm’s length away. He leans his face forward, closing his eyes, inhaling—as if her face is an exquisite bottle of wine.


The man’s presence is causing the hairs on the back of her arms to stand on end. She watches his facial muscles relax as his mind leaves the room. Water wells behind the closed eyelids. Several tears escape, flowing freely down his cheeks.


For a brief moment, maternal instincts cause her defenses to drop. Is this an act? Her muscles recoil.


Mick opens his eyes, now black pools. The animal intensity has vanished.


“Thank you. I think my mother must have worn the same perfume.”


She takes a step back. “It’s Calvin Klein. Does it bring back happy memories?”


“Some bad ones as well.”


The spell is broken. Mick moves to the cot. “Would you prefer the chair or the bed.”


“The chair’s fine.” He waits for her to sit first, then positions himself on the edge of the cot so that he can lean back against the wall. Mick moves like an athlete.


“You look like you’ve managed to stay in shape.”


“Living in solitary can do that if one’s mind is disciplined enough. I do a thousand push-ups and sit-ups every day.” She feels his eyes absorb her figure. “You look like you work out as well.”


“I try.”


“Vazquez. Is that with an s or a z?”


“Z.”


“Puerto Rico?”


“Yes. My … my biological father grew up in Arecibo.”


“Site of the largest radio telescope in the world. But the accent sounds Guatemalan.”


“I was raised there.” He’s controlling the conversation. “I take it you’ve been to Central America?”


“I’ve been to many places.” Mick tucks his heels into a lotus position. “So you were raised in Guatemala. How did you find your way to this great land of opportunity?”


“My parents died when I was young. I was sent to live with a cousin in Florida. Now let’s talk about you.”


“You said your biological father. You felt it important to distinguish him as such. Who’s the man you consider your true father?”


“Isadore Axler. He and his wife adopted me. I spent some time in an orphanage after I left my cousins. Iz and Edith Axler are wonderful people. They’re both marine biologists. They operate a SOSUS station on Sanibel Island.”


“SOSUS?”


“It’s a sound underwater surveillance system, a global network of undersea microphones. The navy deployed SOSUS during the Cold War to detect enemy subs. Biologists took over the system, using it to eavesdrop on marine life. It’s actually sensitive enough to listen in on pods of whales hundreds of miles away as—”


The penetrating eyes cut her off. “Why did you leave your cousin? Something traumatic must have happened for you to have ended up in an orphanage.”


He’s worse than Foletta. “Mick, I’m here to talk about you.”


“Yes, but perhaps I’ve also had a traumatic childhood. Perhaps your story could help me.”


“I doubt it. Everything turned out fine. The Axlers gave me back my childhood, and I’m—”


“But not your innocence.”


Dominique feels the blood rush from her face. “All right, now that we’ve established that you’re a quick study, let’s see if you can focus that amazing IQ of yours in on yourself.”


“You mean, so you can help me?”


“So we can help each other.”


“You haven’t read my file yet, have you?”


“Not yet, no.”


“Do you know why Director Foletta assigned you to me?”


“Why don’t you tell me?”


Mick stares at his hands, contemplating a response. “There’s a study, written by Rosenhan. Have you read it?”


“No.”


“Would you mind reading it before we meet again? I’m sure Dr Foletta must have a copy stashed in one of those cardboard boxes he calls a filing system.”


She smiles. “If it’s important to you, then I’ll read it.”


“Thank you.” He leans forward. “I like you, Dominique. Do you know why I like you?”


“No.” The fluorescent bulbs perform a moonlight dance in his eyes.


“I like you because your mind hasn’t become institutionalized. You’re still fresh, and that’s important to me, because I really want to confide in you, but I can’t, at least not in this room, not with Foletta watching. I also think you may be able to relate to some of the hardships I’ve gone through. So I’d like to talk to you about a lot of things, very important things. Do you think we could talk in private next time? Perhaps down in the yard?”


“I’ll ask Dr Foletta.”


“Remind him of the facility’s rules when you do. Would you also ask him to give you my father’s journal. If you’re to be my therapist, then I feel it’s of vital importance that you read it. Would you mind doing that for me?”


“I’d be honored to read it.”


“Thank you. Would you read it soon, perhaps over the weekend? I hate to give you homework, this being your first day and all, but it’s vitally important that you read it right away.”


The door swings open, the nurse entering. The guard waits outside, watching at the doorway. “Time for your medication, Mr Gabriel.” She hands him the paper cup of water, then the white tablet.


“Mick, I have to go. It was nice meeting you. I’ll do my best to have my homework done by Monday, okay?” She stands, turning to leave.


Mick is staring at the pill. “Dominique, the relatives on your mother’s side. They’re Quiche Maya, aren’t they?”


“Mayan? I—I don’t know.” He knows you’re lying. “I mean it’s possible. My parents died when I was very—”


The eyes look up suddenly, the effect disarming. “Four Ahau, three Kankin. You know what day that is, don’t you, Dominique?”


Oh, shit … “I—I’ll see you soon.” Dominique pushes past the guard, exiting the room.


Michael Gabriel places the pill carefully in his mouth. He drains the cup of water, then crumples it in the palm of his left hand. He opens his mouth, allowing the nurse to probe with her tongue depressor and pencil-thin flashlight, verifying that he has swallowed the medication.


“Thank you, Mr Gabriel. The guard will escort you back to your room in a few minutes.”


Mick remains on the cot until the nurse has closed the door. He stands, returning to the far wall, his back to the window, the index finger of his left hand casually sliding the white pill out of the empty cup and into his palm. Resuming his lotus position on the floor, he tosses the crumpled cup onto the bed while slipping the white tablet into his shoe.


The Zyprexa will be properly disposed of in the toilet when he returns to his private cell.
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SEPTEMBER 8, 2012: THE WHITE HOUSE


Secretary of State Pierre Robert Borgia stares at his reflection in the washroom mirror. He adjusts the patch over his right eye socket, then pats down the short graying tufts of hair along both sides of his otherwise balding head. The black suit and matching tie are immaculate as usual.


Borgia exits the executive washroom and turns right, nodding to staff members as he makes his way down the corridor to the Oval Office.


Patsy Goodman looks up from her keyboard. “Go on in. He’s waiting.”


Borgia nods, then enters.


Mark Maller’s gaunt, pale face shows the wear of having served as president for nearly four years. The jet-black hair has grayed around the temples, the eyes, piercing blue, are now more wrinkled around the edges. The 52-year-old physique, noticeably thinner, is still taut.


Borgia tells him he looks like he’s lost weight.


Maller grimaces. “It’s called the Viktor Grozny stress diet. Have you read this morning’s CIA briefing?”


“Not yet. What’s Russia’s newest president done now?”


“He’s called for a summit between military leaders from China, North Korea, Iran, and India.”


“For what purpose?”


“To conduct a joint nuclear deterrent exercise, in response to our latest tests involving the Missile Defense Shield.”


“Grozny’s grandstanding again. He’s still fuming about the IMF canceling that twenty-billion-dollar loan package.”


“Whatever his motive, he’s succeeding in stirring up nuclear paranoia in Asia.”


“Marko, the Security Council meeting’s this afternoon, so I know you didn’t bring me in just to discuss foreign affairs.”


Maller nods, then drains his third cup of coffee. “Jeb’s decided to step down as vice president. Don’t ask. Call it personal reasons.”


Borgia’s heart skips a beat. “Christ, the election’s in less than two months—”


“I’ve already held an unofficial meeting with the powers that be. It’s between you and Ennis Chaney.”


Jesus … “Have you spoken with him yet?”


“No. Thought I owed it to you to brief you first.”


Borgia shrugs, smiling nervously. “Senator Chaney is a good man, but he can’t hold a candle to me when it comes to foreign affairs. And my family still wields plenty of influence—”


“Not as much as you think, and the polls show that most Americans aren’t interested in China’s military buildup. They perceive the Missile Defense Shield as being the see-all, end-all of nuclear war.”


“Then let me be blunt, sir. Does the Republican National Committee really think the country’s ready for an African-American VP?”


“The election’s going to be tight. Look what Lieberman did for Gore. Chaney would give us a much-needed toehold in both Pennsylvania and the South. Relax, Pierre. No decision’s going to be made for at least another thirty to forty-five days.”


“That’s smart. Gives the press less time to pick us apart.”


“Any skeletons in your closet we need to be concerned with?”


“I’m sure your people are already looking into that as we speak. Mark, level with me, does Chaney have the inside track?”


“Opinion polls show Chaney’s popularity stretches across both party and racial lines. He’s down-to-earth. The public trusts him even more than Colin Powell.”


“Don’t confuse trust with qualifications.” Borgia stands, then paces. “The polls also show Americans are concerned about Russia’s collapsed economy and how it will affect the European market.”


“Pierre, take it easy. A lot can happen in forty-five days.”


Borgia exhales. “I’m sorry, Mr President. It’s a great honor just to be considered. Listen, I’d better get going, I have to meet with General Fecondo before this afternoon briefing.”


Borgia shakes his friend’s hand, then starts for the camouflaged panel door. He turns before leaving. “Marko, any advice?”


The president sighs. “I don’t know. Heidi did mention something at breakfast. Ever thought about replacing that patch with a glass eye?”


Dominique exits the treatment facility’s lobby, the south Florida summer heat blasting her in the face. A distant bolt of lightning streaks across an ominous afternoon sky. Shifting the leather-bound journal from her right hand to her left, she presses her thumb to the keyless entry, unlocking the driver’s side door of the brand-new, black Pronto Spyder convertible, an early graduation gift from Edie and Iz. She places the journal on the passenger seat, buckles her seat belt, then presses her thumb to the ignition pad, registering the annoying microscopic pinprick.


The dashboard computer jumps to life, flashing its message:


ACTIVATING IGNITION SEQUENCE.
IDENTIFICATION VERIFIED. ANTITHEFT SYSTEM DEACTIVATED.


She feels the now-familiar double clunk as the axle locks disengage.


CHECKING BLOOD-ALCOHOL LEVEL. PLEASE STAND BY …


Dominique lays her head back against the leather seat, watching the first heavy drops of rain pelt the polyethylene terephthalate plastic hood of her roadster. Patience is a requirement of the new safety ignition features, but she knows it is well worth the extra three minutes. Drunk driving has become the leading cause of death in the United States. By the fall of next year, all vehicles will be required to have the blood-alcohol devices installed.


The ignition activates.


BLOOD ALCOHOL AT ACCEPTABLE LEVELS. PLEASE DRIVE SAFELY.


Dominique adjusts the air conditioner, then presses the power button of the Digital DJ CD player. The built-in computer processor reacts either to voice inflection or touch to interpret the driver’s mood, selecting the appropriate music from among hundreds of preprogrammed selections.


The heavy bass of the Rolling Stones’ latest album, Past Our Prime, begins pumping out of the surround-sound speakers. She backs out of the visitors’ lot and begins the forty-minute drive home.


It had not been easy convincing Dr Foletta to relinquish Julius Gabriel’s journal. His initial objection was that the late archaeologist’s work had been sponsored by both Harvard and Cambridge University and that, legally, it would be necessary first to receive written permission from both grant departments before releasing any sort of research documents to her. Dominique countered that she needed access to the journal, not only to do her job properly but to gain Michael Gabriel’s trust. An afternoon of phone calls to department heads at both Harvard and Cambridge confirmed that the journal was more a memoir than a scientific document, and that she was free to use it provided she did not go public with any information. Foletta had finally conceded, producing the two-inch-thick binder by day’s end, releasing it only after she had signed a four-page nondisclosure agreement.


The rain has let up by the time Dominique pulls into the dark parking garage of the Hollywood Beach high-rise. She deactivates the car’s engine, staring at a ghostly image appearing on the heads-up display of the windshield. The picture provided by the infrared camera mounted on the front of the roadster’s radiator confirms the garage to be empty.


Dominique smiles at her own paranoia. She takes the antiquated elevator up to the fifth floor, holding the door open so Mrs Jenkins and her white miniature poodle can enter.


The one-bedroom condominium owned by her adoptive parents is down the hallway, the last apartment on the right. As she enters the security code, the door at her back opens.


“Dominique—so how was your first day at work?”


Rabbi Richard Steinberg embraces her with a warm smile from behind a graying auburn beard. Steinberg and his wife, Mindy, are close friends of her parents. Dominique has known the couple since she was adopted nearly twenty years ago.


“Mentally exhausting. Think I’ll skip dinner and climb into a hot bath.”


“Listen, Mindy and I want you to come over for dinner next week. Tuesday sound okay?”


“Should be. Thanks.”


“Good, good. Hey, I spoke to Iz yesterday. Did you know he and your mother are planning to drive over for the High Holy Days.”


“No, I didn’t—”


“Okay, I gotta run, I can’t be late for Shabbat. We’ll call you next week.”


She waves, watching him hurry down the hallway. Dominique likes Steinberg and his wife, finds them both to be warm and genuine. She knows Iz has asked them to keep a parental eye on her.


Dominique enters the apartment and opens the balcony doors, allowing the ocean breeze to fill the musty room with a gust of salty air. The afternoon shower has chased off most of the beachgoers, the last rays of sun peeking out from the clouds, casting a crimson glow along the water.


It is her favorite time of day, a time for solitude. She contemplates a leisurely walk along the beach, then changes her mind. Pouring herself a glass of wine from an open bottle in the fridge, she kicks off her shoes and returns to the balcony. Placing the glass on a plastic table with the leather-bound journal, she lies down on the lounge chair, stretching as her body sinks into the soft cushion.


The pounding mantra of surf quickly works its magic. She sips the wine, closing her eyes, her thoughts again returning to her earlier encounter with Michael Gabriel.


Four Ahau, three Kankin. Dominique has not heard the words spoken since her early childhood.


Thoughts slip into a dream. She is back in the highlands of Guatemala, six years old, her maternal grandmother by her side. They are on their knees, toiling in the afternoon sun, working the onion crops. A cool breeze, the xocomil, blows in off Lake Atitlán. The child listens intently as the old woman’s voice rasps at her. “The calendar was handed down to us from our Olmec ancestors, its wisdom coming from our teacher, the great Kukulcán. Long before the Spanish invaded our land, the great teacher left us warnings of disastrous days ahead. Four Ahau, three Kankin, the last day of the Mayan calendar. Be wary of this day, my child. When the time comes, you must make the journey home, for the Popol Vuh says that it is only here that we can be restored to life.”


Dominique opens her eyes, staring at the black ocean. Alabaster crests of foam roll in beneath the partially obscured moonlight.


Four Ahau, three Kankin—December 21, 2012.


Humanity’s prophesied day of doom.





JOURNAL OF JULIUS GABRIEL



AUGUST 24, 2000


My name is Professor Julius Gabriel.


I am an archaeologist, a scientist who studies relics of the past to understand ancient cultures. I use evidence left to us from our ancestors to frame hypotheses and formulate theories. I sift through thousands of years of myths to find single veins of truth.


Throughout the ages, scientists like myself have learned the hard way that man’s fear often suppresses truth. Labeled heresy, its very breath is suffocated until Church and State, judge and jury, are able to put aside their fears and accept what is real.


I am a scientist. I am not a politician. I am not interested in presenting years of evidence-backed theories to a lecture hall of self-appointed scholars so they can vote on what an acceptable truth about mankind’s fate may or may not be. The nature of truth has nothing to do with the democratic process. Like an investigative reporter, I am only interested in what really happened, and what may indeed happen. And if the truth turns out to be so unbelievable that I am labeled a heretic, then so be it.


After all, I am in good company: Darwin was a heretic; and Galileo before him; 400 years ago, Giordano Bruno was burned at the stake because he insisted that other worlds besides our own existed.


Like Bruno, I will be dead long before humanity’s bitter end arrives. Here lies Julius Gabriel the victim of a diseased heart. My physician urges me to his care, warning me the organ is but a ticking time bomb set to detonate at any moment. Let it explode, I say. The worthless organ has only given me grief since it broke eleven years ago after the departure of my dearly beloved.


These are my memoirs, an accounting of a journey that began some 32 years ago. My purpose in summarizing this information is twofold. First, the nature of the research is so controversial and its ramifications so terrifying that I realize now that the scientific community will do everything in its power to suffocate, stifle, and deny the truth about man’s destiny. Last, I know there are individuals among the populace who, like my own son, would prefer to fight rather than sit idly by as the end approaches. To you, my “warriors of salvation,” I leave this journal, thereby passing the baton of hope. Decades of toil and misery are hidden within these pages—this slice of man’s history, extracted from eons of limestone. The fate of our species now rests in my son’s hands— and perhaps yours. At the very least, you’ll no longer be part of the majority Michael calls the “innocent ignorant.” Pray that men like my son can resolve the ancient Mayan riddle.


Then pray for yourselves.


It is said that fear of death is worse than death itself. I believe that witnessing the death of a loved one is worse still. To have experienced my soulmate’s life slip away before my eyes, to have felt her body turn cold in my arms—this is too much despair for one heart to handle. At times, I am actually grateful to be dying for I cannot begin to imagine the anguish of witnessing an entire population suffer amidst the planetary holocaust to come.


For those of you who scoff at my words, be forewarned: The day of reckoning is fast approaching, and ignorance of the event will do nothing to change the outcome.


Today, I sit backstage at Harvard, organizing these excerpts as I await my turn at the dais. So much rides on my speech, so many lives. My greatest concern is that the egos of my colleagues may be too large to allow them to listen to my findings with an open mind. If given a chance to present the facts, I know that I can appeal to them as scientists. If ridiculed, then I fear all is lost.


Fear. I have no doubt as to the motivational effect the emotion has on me now, yet it was not fear that started me on my journey on that fateful day in May of 1969, but the desire to seek fame and fortune. I was young and immortal back then, still full of piss and vinegar, having just received my doctorate degree with honors from Cambridge University. While the rest of my peers were busy protesting the war in Vietnam, making love, and fighting for equality, I set out with my father’s inheritance, accompanied by two fellow archaeologists and companions, my (former) best friend, Pierre Borgia, and the ravishing Maria Rosen. Our goal—to unravel the great mystery surrounding the Mayan calendar and its 2,500-year-old prophecy of doom.


Never heard of the Mayan calendar’s prophecy? I’m not surprised. These days, who has time to concern themselves with an oracle of death originating from some ancient Central American civilization?


Eleven years from now, when you and your loved ones are writhing on the ground, gasping for your last breath, your lives flashing before your eyes—you may well wish you had made the time.


I’ll even give you the date of your death: December 21, of the year 2012.


There—you’ve been officially warned. Now you can act, or shove your heads in the sands of ignorance like the rest of my learned colleagues.


Of course, it’s easy for rational human beings to dismiss the Mayan calendar’s doomsday prophecy as mere superstitious nonsense. I can still recall my own professor’s reaction when he learned of my intended area of focus: You’re wasting your time, Julius. The Maya were heathens, a bunch of jungle-dwelling savages who believed in human sacrifice. For God’s sake, they hadn’t even mastered the wheel …


My professor was both right and wrong, and this is the paradox, for while it is true the ancient Maya could barely grasp the significance of the wheel, they had, in fact, managed to acquire an advanced knowledge of astronomy, architecture, and mathematics that, in many ways, rivals and even exceeds our own. In laymen’s terms, the Maya were the equivalent of a four-year-old child mastering Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata on the piano while remaining unable to pound out “Chopsticks.”


I’m sure you find it hard to believe, most self-proclaimed “educated” individuals do. But the evidence is overwhelming. And this is what compelled me to embark on my journey, for simply to ignore the calendar’s wealth of knowledge because of its unimaginable doomsday prophecy would have been as much a crime as to dismiss summarily the theory of relativity because Einstein was once employed as a junior clerk.


So what is the Mayan calendar?


A brief explanation:


If I asked you to describe the function of a calendar, your initial response would probably be to describe the device as a means of keeping your weekly or monthly appointments. Moving beyond this somewhat limited scope, let us see the calendar for what it really is—a tool, designed to determine (as accurately as possible) the Earth’s annual orbit around the Sun.


Our modern Western calendar was first introduced in Europe in 1582. It was based upon the Gregorian calendar, which calculated Earth’s orbit around the Sun to take 365.25 days. This incorporated a very small plus-error of 0.0003 of a day per year, quite impressive for scientists of the 16th century.


The Maya derived their calendar from their predecessors, the Olmec, a mysterious people whose origins can be traced back some 3,000 years. Imagine for a moment, that you are living thousands of years ago. There are no televisions or radios, telephones, or watches, and it is your job is to chart the stars to determine the passage of time equating to one planetary orbit. Somehow the Olmec, without precision instruments, calculated the solar year to be 365.2420 days, incorporating an even smaller minus error of 0.0002 of a day.


Let me restate this so you can grasp the implications: The 3,000-year-old Mayan calendar is a 10,000th of a day more accurate than the calendar the world uses today!


There’s more. The Mayan solar calendar is but one part of a three-calendar system. A second calendar, the “ceremonial calendar” operates concurrently, consisting of 20 months of 13 days. The third part, the “Venus calendar” or “Long Count,” was based on the orbit of the planet Venus. By combining these three calendars into one, the Maya were able to forecast celestial events over great expanses of time, not just thousands but millions of years. (On one particular Mesoamerican monument, an inscription refers to a time period dating back 400 million years.)


Impressed yet?


The Maya believed in Great Cycles, periods of time that registered the recorded creations and destructions of the world. The calendar recorded the five Great Cycles or Suns of the Earth. The current and last cycle began on 4 Ahau 8 Cumku, a date corresponding to August 13, 3114 BC, considered by the Maya to be the birth date of the planet Venus. This last Great Cycle is predicted to end with the destruction of humanity on 4 Ahau 3 Kankin, a date determined as December 21, in the year 2012—the day of the winter solstice.


The Day of the Dead.


How convinced were the Maya that their prophecy was true? After the departure of their great teacher, Kukulcán, the Maya began practicing barbaric rituals involving human sacrifice, cutting out the hearts of tens of thousands of men, women, and children.


The ultimate sacrifice—all to forestall the end of humanity.


I’m not asking you to seek such outlandish remedies, just to open your mind. What you don’t know can affect you, what you refuse to see can kill you. There are mysteries that surround us whose origins we cannot fathom—yet must! The pyramids of Giza and Teotihuacán, the Temples of Angkor in Cambodia, Stonehenge, the incredible message inscribed upon the Nazca desert, and most of all, the Kukulcán pyramid in Chichén Itzá. All these ancient sites, all these magnificent, unexplainable wonders were not intended as tourist attractions but are pieces to a single perplexing jigsaw puzzle that can prevent the annihilation of our species.


My journey through life is nearly over. I leave these memoirs, highlights of the overwhelming evidence I’ve accumulated over three decades, to my son, Michael, and to all those who would carry on my work ad finem—to the end. While presenting the clues in the manner in which I stumbled across them, I will also endeavor to paint for you an historical accounting of the events along the time line in which they actually occurred throughout man’s history.


For the record, I take no satisfaction in being right. For the record, I pray to God that I’m wrong.


I’m not wrong …


—Excerpt from the journal of Professor Julius Gabriel,
Ref. J G Catalogue 1969–70, pages 12–28
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SEPTEMBER 11, 2012: MIAMI, FLORIDA


Michael Gabriel is dreaming.


Once more, he is lying on the backstage floor of an auditorium, his father’s head resting against his chest as they await the ambulance. Julius beckons his son’s ear so that he might whisper a secret he has kept to himself since his wife’s death eleven years earlier.


“Michael … the center stone.”


“Don’t try to talk. Pop. The ambulance is on the way.“


“Listen to me, Michael! The center stone, the ball court marker— I replaced it.”


“I don’t understand. What stone?”


“Chichén Itzá.”


The weathered eyes glaze over, the weight of his father’s body slumping against his chest.


“Pop … POP!”


Mick awakens, his body bathed in sweat.


8:45 a.m.


Dominique gives the receptionist a half wave, then proceeds directly to the main security station. A heavily muscled security guard smiles as she approaches, the man’s strawberry-blond mustache lifting and spreading across his upper lip, revealing yellowed teeth.


“Well, good morning, Sunshine. I’m Raymond, and I bet you’re our new intern.”


“Dominique Vazquez.” She shakes his callused hand, noticing beads of perspiration across the thick, freckled forearm.


“Sorry, just came from the gym.” Raymond wipes his arms down with a hand towel, overexaggerating the movement to flex his pump. “I’m competing in the Mr Florida Regional in November. Think I’ve got a chance?”


“Uh, sure.” God, please don’t let him start posing …


“Maybe you could come down and watch me compete, you know, root me on?” The pale hazel eyes widen behind short amber eyelashes.


Be gentle. “Are a lot of the staff going?”


“A few, but I’ll make sure you get a seat close to the stage. Come on back, Sunshine, I need to make you a security card and record a thermal image of your face.” Raymond unlocks the steel security gate and holds it open for her by flexing his triceps. Dominique feels his eyes running over her as she passes through.


“Have a seat over there. We’ll take care of the security card first. I’ll need your driver’s license.”


She hands it to him, then sits in an upright chair positioned before a black machine the size of a refrigerator. Raymond loads a square disk into a slot on one side, then types in her information on the computer.


“Smile.” The flash explodes in her eyes, leaving an annoying spot. “I’ll have the card ready by the time you leave tonight.” He hands back her driver’s license. “Okay, come over here and have a seat in front of this infrared camera. Ever have your face mapped?”


Ever have your back shaved? “Uh, not that I know of.”


“The infrared camera creates a unique image of your face by registering the heat emitted by the blood vessels beneath your skin. Even identical twins look different under infrared, and facial patterns never change. The computer records nineteen hundred different thermal points. Pupil scans use 266 measurable characteristics, while fingerprints only have forty—”


“Ray, this is fascinating—really—but is it necessary? I haven’t seen anyone use an infrared scan.”


“That’s because you haven’t been here at night. The magnetic strip on your identification card is all you’ll need to enter or exit the facility during the day. But after seven-thirty, you’ll need to enter your password, then allow the infrared scanner to identify you. The machine will compare your thermal facial features with the ones we’re about to place on your permanent file. No one gets in or out of this facility at night without being scanned, and nothing fools the machine. Smile.”


Dominique stares sullenly at the sphere-shaped camera behind the plate-glass window, feeling foolish.


“Okay, turn to your left. Good. Now right, now look down. Done. Hey, Sunshine, do you like Italian?”


Here we go. “Sometimes.”


“There’s a great place not far from here. What time you get off?”


“Tonight’s not really a good—”


“When is good?”


“Ray, I have to be honest, I usually make it a rule not to date anyone on staff.”


“Who said anything about a date? I said dinner.”


“If it’s just dinner, then yes, I’d love to go sometime, but tonight’s really not good. Give me a few weeks to get situated.” And to work on another excuse. She smiles sweetly, hoping to ease the pain of rejection. “Besides, you can’t go out for a big Italian meal if you’re in training.”


“Okay, Sunshine, but I’m going to hold you to that.” The big redhead smiles. “Now listen, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to ask.”


“I won’t. I really should be going, Dr Foletta’s waiting—”


“Foletta won’t be in until later this afternoon. Monthly board meeting. Hey, I hear he assigned you that patient of his. What’s his name?”


“Michael Gabriel. What do you know about him?”


“Not much. Transferred down from Massachusetts with Foletta. I know the board and medical staff were pretty pissed off when he arrived. Foletta must have pulled quite a few strings.”


“What do you mean?”


Raymond looks away, avoiding her eyes. “Ah, never mind.”


“Come on. Tell me.”


“Nah. I gotta learn to keep my big yap shut. Foletta’s your boss. I wouldn’t want to say anything that might give you a bad impression.”


“I’ll keep it between the two of us.”


Two more guards enter, waving at Raymond.


“Okay, I’ll tell you, but not here. Too many ears with big mouths. We’ll talk over dinner. I punch out at six.” The yellow teeth flash a triumphant smile.


Raymond holds the gate open for her. Dominique exits the security station and waits for the staff elevator, grimacing. Way to go, Sunshine. You should have seen that one coming a mile away.


Marvis Jones watches her exit the elevator from his security monitor. “Morning, Intern. If you’re here to see resident Gabriel, he’s confined to his room.”


“Can I see him?”


The guard looks up from his paperwork. “Maybe you should wait until the director returns.”


“No. I want to speak with him now. And not in the seclusion room.”


Marvis appears annoyed. “I highly advise against that. This man has a history of violence and—”


“I’m not sure I’d label one instance in eleven years a history.”


They make eye contact. Marvis sees that Dominique will not back down. “Okay, miss, have it your way. Jason, escort Intern Vazquez to room 714. Give her your security transponder, then lock her in.”


Dominique follows the guard through a short hall, entering the middle pod of three located in the northern wing. The lounge area is empty.


The guard stops at room 714 and speaks into the hall intercom. “Resident, remain on your bed where I can see you.” He unlocks the door, then hands her what appears to be a thick pen. “If you need me, just double-click this pen.” He demonstrates, causing the beeper on his belt to vibrate. “Just be careful. Don’t allow him to get too close.”


“Thank you.” She enters the room.


The cell is ten by twelve feet long. Daylight streams in from a three-inch sliver of plastic running vertically along one wall. There are no windows. The bed is iron, fastened to the floor. A desk and set of cubbies are fastened next to it. A sink and steel toilet are anchored by the wall to her right, angled to give its occupant some privacy from the hall.


The bed is made, the room immaculate. Michael Gabriel is sitting on the edge of a magazine-thin mattress. He stands, greeting her with a warm smile. “Good morning, Dominique. I see Dr Foletta hasn’t arrived yet. How fortunate.”


“How do you know?”


“Because we’re speaking in my cell instead of the interview room. Please, sit on the bed, I’ll take the floor. Unless you prefer the toilet?”


She returns his smile, sitting on the edge of the mattress.


Mick leans back against the wall to her left. His black eyes twinkle beneath the fluorescent light.


He wastes no time interrogating her. “So, how was your weekend? Did you read my father’s journal?”


“I’m sorry. I only managed to make it through the first ten pages. I did manage to finish Rosenhan’s study.”


“On being sane in an insane place. Your thoughts, please?”


“I found it interesting, maybe even a bit surprising. His staff had quite the time sorting subjects from patients. Why did you have me read it?”


“Why do you think?” The ebony eyes glitter at her, exuding their animal-like intelligence.


“Obviously you want me to consider the possibility that you’re not insane.”


“Obviously.” He sits up, pulling his heels into a lotus position. “Let’s play a game, shall we? Let’s imagine it’s eleven years ago and you’re me, Michael Gabriel, son of the soon-to-be-infamous and quite dead archaeologist, Julius Gabriel. You’re standing backstage at Harvard University before a capacity crowd, listening to your father share a lifetime of information with some of the greatest minds in the scientific community. Your heart is pounding with adrenaline because you’ve worked side by side with your father from the day you were born, and you know how important this lecture is, not just to him but to the future of mankind. Ten minutes into his lecture, you see Julius’s longtime nemesis stroll across the stage to another podium. Pierre Borgia, the prodigal son of a political family dynasty, decides he’s going to challenge my father’s research right there, onstage. Turns out the whole lecture was just one big setup, arranged personally by Borgia to engage my father in a verbal assault designed to destroy his credibility. At least a dozen members of the audience were in on the joke. After ten minutes, Julius couldn’t even be heard over his colleagues’ laughter.”


Mick pauses, momentarily lost in the memory. “My father was a selfless, brilliant man who dedicated his life to the pursuit of truth. Halfway through the most important speaking engagement of his life, he had his entire existence pulled out from under him, his pride destroyed, his life’s work—thirty-two years of sacrifice—desecrated in the blink of an eye. Can you imagine the humiliation he must have felt?”


“What happened next?”


“He staggered backstage and fell into my arms, clutching his chest. Julius had a bad heart. With his last ounce of strength, he whispered some instructions to me, then died in my arms.”


“And that’s when you went after Borgia?”


“The bastard was still onstage, spewing hatred. Despite what I’m sure you’ve been told, I’m not a violent man”— the dark eyes widen—” but at that moment, I wanted to shove that microphone down his throat. I remember stalking the podium, the world around me moving in slow motion. All I could hear was my own breathing, all I could see was Borgia, but it seemed like I was looking at him through a tunnel. The next thing I know, he’s lying on the floor, and I’m bashing his skull in with the mike.”


Dominique crosses her legs, disguising the shudder.


“My father’s body ended up in the county morgue, cremated without a ceremony. Borgia spent the next three weeks in a private hospital room where his family ran his senatorial campaign, engineering what the press referred to as ‘an unprecedented come-from-behind victory.’ I sat rotting in a jail cell, no friends or family to bail me out, waiting to face what I assumed were assault charges. Borgia had other ideas. Using his family’s political influence, he manipulated the system, striking a deal with the DA and my state-appointed attorney. The next thing I know, I’m being proclaimed a nutcase, the judge shipping me off to some run-down asylum in Massachusetts, a place where Borgia could keep an eye on me, no pun intended.”


“You say Borgia manipulated the legal system. How?”


“The same way he manipulates Foletta, my state-appointed keeper. Pierre Borgia rewards loyalty, but God help you if you make his shit list. The judge who sentenced me was promoted to the state supreme court within three months of finding me criminally insane. A short time later our good doctor was made facility director, somehow managing to hopscotch over a dozen more qualified applicants.”


The black eyes read her thoughts. “Say what you’re really thinking, Dominique. You think I’m a delusional, paranoid schizophrenic.”


“I didn’t say that. What about the other incident? Are you denying that you brutally attacked a guard?”


Mick stares up at her, the look in his eyes unnerving. “Robert Griggs was more sadist than homosexual, a guard whose acts you’d probably diagnose as being anger-excitation rape. Foletta purposely assigned him to the night shift in my ward a month before my first evaluation was scheduled. Ol’ Griggsy used to make his rounds about two in the morning.”


Dominique feels her heart pounding.


“Thirty residents per ward, all of us sleeping with one wrist and one ankle shackled to the center posts of our beds. One night Griggs came in drunk, looking for me. I guess he decided I’d make a nice addition to his harem. First thing he did was lubricate me up a bit by shoving a broomstick—”


“Stop! Where were the other guards?”


“Griggs was it. Since there was nothing I could do to stop him, I sweet-talked him, trying to convince him that he’d enjoy things a bit more if both my legs were free. Dumb son of a bitch unlocked my leg shackle. I won’t bore you with the details about what happened next—”


“I heard. You scrambled his eggs, so to speak.”


“I could have killed him, but I didn’t. I’m not a murderer.”


“And for that you spent the rest of your days in solitary?”


Mick nods. “Eleven years in the concrete mother. Cold and hard, but she’s always there. Now you tell. How old were you when your cousin sodomized you?”


“You’ll excuse me, I don’t feel comfortable discussing it with you.”


“Because you’re the psychotherapist and I’m the psycho?”


“No, I mean yes—because I’m the doctor and you’re my patient.”


“Are we really so different, you and I? Do you think Rosenhan’s staff could determine which one of us belongs in this cell?” He leans back against the wall. “May I call you Dom?”


“Yes.”


“Dom, solitary confinement can wear on a man. I’m probably suffering from sensory deprivation, and I might even scare you a bit, but I’m just as sane as you or Foletta or that guard posted by the door. What can I do to convince you of that?”


“It’s not me you have to convince, it’s Dr Foletta.”


“I told you, Foletta works for Borgia, and Borgia will never allow me out.”


“I can talk to him. Push him into giving you the same rights and privileges as the other residents. In time, I could—”


“Christ, I can already hear Foletta now. ‘Wake up, Intern Vazquez. You’re falling for Gabriel’s famous conspiracy theory.’ He’s probably got you convinced that I’m another Ted Bundy.”


“Not at all. Mick, I became a psychiatrist to help people like—”


“People like me. Lunatics?”


“Let me finish. You’re not a lunatic, but I think you need help. The first step is to convince Foletta to assign an evaluation team to you—”


“No. Foletta won’t allow it, and even if he did, there’s no time.”


“Why isn’t there time?”


“My annual evaluation and hearing is coming up in six days. Haven’t you figured out why Foletta assigned you to me? You’re a student, easily manipulated. ‘The patient shows some encouraging signs of improvement, Intern Vazquez, but he’s still unfit to rejoin society.’ You’ll concur with his diagnosis, which is all the evaluation board needs to hear.”


Foletta’s right, he’s good. Maybe he’s not as good when he isn’t controlling the conversation. “Mick, let’s talk a moment about your father’s work? On Friday, you mentioned four Ahau, three Kankin—”


“Humanity’s day of doom. I knew you recognized the date.”


“It’s just a Mayan legend.”


“There’s truth in many legends.”


“Then you do believe we’re all going to die in less than four months?”


Mick stares at the floor, shaking his head.


“A simple yes or no will suffice.”


“Don’t play head games, Dominique.”


“How am I playing head games?”


“You know damn well the question as stated reeks of paranoid schizophrenia and delusions of—”


“Mick, it’s a simple question.” He’s getting upset. Good.


“You’re engaging me in a battle of wits to find weaknesses. Don’t. It’s not very effective, and you’ll lose, which means we’ll all lose.”


“You’re asking me to evaluate your ability to re-enter society. How can I do that without asking questions?”


“Ask your questions, but don’t set me up for failure. I’ll be glad to discuss my father’s theories with you, but only if you’re really interested. If your goal is to see how far you can push me, then just give me the goddam Rorschach or Thematic Apperception Test and be done with it.”


“How am I setting you up for failure?”


Mick is on his feet, moving toward her. Dominique’s heart races. She reaches for the pen.


“The very nature of your question condemns me. It’s like asking a reverend if his wife knows he masturbates. Either way, he looks bad. If I answer no about the doomsday prediction, then I’ll have to justify why I suddenly changed my opinion after eleven years. Foletta will interpret that as a ruse designed to fool the evaluation committee. If I say yes, then you’ll concur that I’m just another psycho who believes the sky is falling.”


“Then how do you propose I evaluate your sanity? I can’t just skirt the issue.”


“No, but you can at least examine the evidence with an open mind before you rush to judgment. Some of the greatest minds in history were labeled mad, until the truth came out.”


Mick sits down on the opposite end of the bed. Dominique’s skin tingles. She is unsure if she is excited or frightened, or perhaps both. She shifts her weight, uncrossing her legs, the pen held nonchalantly in her hand. He’s close enough to strangle me, but if we were in a bar, I’d probably be flirting …


“Dominique, it’s very important, very very important that we trust each other. I need your help, and you need mine, you just don’t know it yet. On the soul of my mother I swear I’ll never lie to you, but you have to promise to listen with an open mind.”


“All right, I’ll listen objectively. But the question still stands. Do you believe mankind will end on December 21?”


Mick leans forward, elbows on knees. He stares at the floor, pinching the bridge of his nose between both index fingers. “I assume you’re Catholic?”


“I was born Catholic, but raised in a Jewish household since I was thirteen. What about you?”


“My own mother was Jewish, my father Episcopalian. Do you consider yourself a religious person?”


“Not really.”


“Do you believe in God?”


“Yes.”


“Do you believe in evil?”


“Evil?” The question startles her. “That’s a bit broad. Can you clarify that for me?”


“I’m not talking about men committing heinous acts of murder. I’m referring to evil as an entity unto itself, part of the very fabric of existence.” Mick looks up, his eyes focusing on her. “For instance, Judeo-Christian belief is that evil first personified itself by entering the Garden of Eden disguised as a serpent, tempting Eve to bite the apple.”


“As a psychiatrist, I don’t believe any of us are born evil, or good, for that matter. I believe we have the capacity for both. Free will allows us to choose.”


“And what if … what if something was influencing your free will without you knowing it?”


“What do you mean?”


“Some people believe there’s a malevolent force out there, part of Nature. An intelligence unto itself that has existed on this planet throughout man’s history.”


“You lost me. What does any of this have to do with the doomsday prophecy?”


“As a rational person, you ask me if I believe humanity is about to end. As a rational person, I ask you to explain to me why every successful ancient civilization predicted the end of humanity. As a rational person, I ask you to tell me why every major religion foretells of an apocalypse and waits for a Messiah to return to rid our world of evil.”


“I can’t answer that. Like most people, I just don’t know.”


“Neither did my father. But being a rational man of science, he wanted to find out. And so he dedicated his life and sacrificed his family’s happiness in pursuit of the truth. He spent decades investigating ancient ruins in search of clues. And in the end, what he found was so unfathomable that it literally pushed him to the brink of madness.”


“What did he find?”


Mick closes his eyes, his voice inflection softening. “Evidence. Evidence deliberately and painstakingly left for us. Evidence that points to the existence of a presence, a presence so malevolent that its ascension will signal the end of humanity.”


“Again, I don’t understand.”


“I can’t explain it, all I know is that—somehow—I can feel its presence growing stronger.”


He’s struggling to remain rational. Keep him talking. “You say this presence is malevolent. How do you know?”


“I just know.”


“You’re not giving me a whole lot to go on. And the Mayan calendar’s not what I’d call evidence—”


“The calendar’s only the tip of the iceberg. There are extraordinary, unexplainable landmarks scattered across the face of this planet, astronomically aligned wonders, yet all pieces of a single, giant puzzle. Even the world’s greatest skeptics can’t refute their existence. The pyramids of Giza and Chichén Itzá. The temples of Angkor Wat and Teotihuacán, Stonehenge, the Piri Re’is maps, and the drawings along the Nazca desert. It took decades of intense labor to erect these ancient marvels, the methodology of which is still a mystery to us. My father discovered a united intelligence behind all of this, the same intelligence responsible for the creation of the Mayan calendar. Of greater importance is the fact that each of these landmarks is linked to a common purpose, the meaning of which has been lost over the millennium.”


“And their purpose is?”


“The salvation of humanity.”


Foletta’s right. He really believes this. “Let me get this straight. Your father believed that each of these ancient sites was designed to save mankind. How can a pyramid or a bunch of desert drawings save us? And save us from what? This malevolent presence?”


The dark eyes stare into her soul. “Yes, but something infinitely worse—something that will arrive to destroy humanity on the December solstice. My father and I were close to resolving the mystery before he died, but there are still vital pieces of the puzzle remaining. If only the Mayan codices hadn’t been destroyed.”


“Who destroyed them?”


Mick shakes his head as if disappointed. “Don’t you even know the history of your own ancestors? The creator of the doomsday calendar, the great teacher, Kukulcán, left behind critical information in the ancient Mayan codices. Four hundred years after his departure, Spain invaded the Yucatán. Cortez was a bearded white man. The Maya mistook him for Kukulcán, the Aztecs for Quetzalcoatl. Both civilizations basically lay down and allowed themselves to be conquered, thinking their Caucasian Messiah had returned to save humanity. The Catholic priests took possession of the codices. They must have been pretty frightened by what they read because the fools burned everything, essentially condemning us to death.”


He’s getting worked up. “I don’t know, Mick. The instructions for the salvation of mankind seem way too important to leave to a bunch of Central American Indians. If Kukulcán was so wise, why didn’t he leave the information somewhere else?”


“Thank you.”


“For what?”


“For thinking. For using the logical hemisphere of your brain. The information was too important to leave to a vulnerable culture like the Maya, or any other ancient culture, for that matter. On the Nazca desert in Peru lies a visual, symbolic message, carved into the pampa in precise, 400-foot glyphs. My father and I were close to interpreting the meaning of the message when he died.”


She glances innocently at her watch.


Mick jumps to his feet like a cat, startling her as he grips her shoulders. “Stop treating this as part of your graduation requirements and listen to what I’m saying. Time is a commodity we don’t have—”


She stares into his eyes as he rambles, their faces only inches apart. “Mick, let me go—” She fingers the pen.


“Listen to me—you asked me if I believe humanity will come to an end in four months. My answer is yes—unless I can complete my father’s work. If not, then we’re all going to die.”


Dominique double-clicks the pen over and over, her heart racing, her mind full of fear.


“Dominique, please—I need you to get me out of this asylum before the fall equinox.”


“Why?” Keep him talking …


“The equinox is only two weeks away. Its arrival will be announced at every site I mentioned. The Kukulcán pyramid in Chichén Itzá will mark the event along its northern balustrade with the descent of the serpent’s shadow. At that moment, Earth will move into an extremely rare galactic alignment. A portal will begin to open at the center of the dark rift of the Milky Way, and the beginning of the end will be upon us.”


He’s raving … Recalling the photo of one-eyed Borgia, she shifts her weight, readying her knee.


“Dominique, I’m not a lunatic. I need you to take me seriously—”


“You’re hurting me—”


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry—” He releases his grip. “Listen to me, this is vital. My father believed the evil can still be prevented from rising. I need your help—I need you to get me out of here before the equinox—”


Mick turns as Marvis thrusts his fist in front of his face, the pepper spray blinding him.


“No! No, no, no—”


Too flustered to speak, Dominique pushes the guard aside and runs from the room. She stops at the lounge, her pulse racing.


Marvis locks room 714, then ushers her out of the pod.


Mick continues pounding on the door, crying out to her like a wounded animal.





JOURNAL OF JULIUS GABRIEL



And it came to pass, when men began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born unto them, that the sons of God saw the daughters of men that they were fair; and they took them wives, whomsoever they chose … The NEPHILIM were in the earth in those days, and also after that, when the sons of God came in unto the daughters of men, and they bore children to them; the same were the MIGHTY men that were of OLD, the MEN of RENOWN.


— Genesis 6: 1–2, 4


The Bible. The sacred book of the Jewish and Christian religions. For the archaeologist in search of truth, this document of antiquity can offer vital clues to help fill in the missing gaps in the evolution of man.


Genesis 6 may be the least understood passage in all the Bible, yet it may turn out to be its most revealing. Occurring just before God instructed Noah, it refers to the sons of God and the Nephilim, a name that literally translates into “the fallen ones,” or “they who fell from the sky with fire.”


Who were these “fallen ones,” these “men of renown”? An important clue may be found in the Genesis Apocryphon, one of the ancient texts uncovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls. In a key passage, Lamech, Noah’s father, questions his wife because he thinks his son’s conception was the result of her having had intercourse with either an Angel or one of their offspring, a Nephilim.


Did extraterrestrial blood flow through Noah’s body? The concept of “fallen” Angels, or “men of renown” interbreeding with human women may seem far-fetched, but there must be some element of truth to it, since the tale, like the story of Noah and the Great Flood, is repeated among different cultures and religions around the world.


As mentioned, I have spent a lifetime investigating mysterious wonders—magnificent structures left upon the face of this planet that have survived the ravages of time. I believe these structures were created by these “men of old, men of renown” for a single purpose—to save our species from annihilation.


We may never know who the Nephilim were, but geological evidence now allows us to reference the time frame in which they first appeared. The fact is—there was a great flood. Earth’s last ice age was the culprit, the event dating back some 115,000 years. At the time, massive glaciers covered most of the northern and southern hemispheres, advancing and retreating, eventually peaking some 17,000 years ago. Most of Europe was buried under an ice cap two miles thick. Glaciers in North America pushed as far south as the Mississippi Valley and down to the 37th parallel.


It was the time of Homo sapiens neanderthalensis, Neanderthal Man. It was also around this time in our ancestor’s history that the mysterious “fallen ones” arrived.


Perhaps the clans of early Homo sapiens did little to impress these men of renown. Perhaps the Nephilim felt it best that early man return to the evolutionary drawing board. Whatever their response, all we know is that miraculously, and quite suddenly, the world started melting.


It happened fast, triggered by some unknown, cataclysmic development. Millions of cubic miles of ice that had taken more than 40,000 years to advance suddenly melted in less than two millennia. The sea rose 300 to 400 feet, engulfing the land. Sections of Earth, once weighed down by billions of tons of ice, began rising causing terrible earthquakes. Volcanoes erupted, spewing enormous amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere, increasing global warming. Great tidal waves uprooted jungles, wiping out animals and devastating the land.


The planet became a very hostile place.


By 13,000 BC to 11,000 BC, most of the ice had melted, the climate stabilizing. And emerging from this muck and mire was a new subspecies, Homo sapiens sapiens—modern man.


Evolution or the Bible’s story of creation—wherein lies the truth of modern man’s rise? As a scientist, I am compelled to believe in Darwinism, but as an archaeologist, I also recognize that truth is often concealed within myths passed down over millennia. The prophecy foretold by the Mayan calendar falls into the same category. As mentioned earlier, the calendar is a precise scientific instrument that utilizes advanced principles of astronomy and mathematics to derive its calculations. At the same time, the calendar’s origins are centered around the most important legend in Mayan history—the Popol Vuh—the Mayan book of creation.


The Popol Vuh is the Bible of the Mesoamerican Indians. According to the Popol Vuh, written hundreds of years after Kukulcán’s passing, the world was divided into an Overworld (heaven) a Middleworld (Earth), and an Underworld, a haven of evil known as Xibalba (pronounced She-bal-ba). As the ancient Maya looked to the night sky, they saw the dark rift of the Milky Way and interpreted it as being a dark serpent or Black Road (Xibalba Be) which led to the Underworld. Appearing in close proximity to the dark rift were the three belt stars of Orion. To the Maya, these stars were said to be the three stones of creation.


As mentioned earlier, the Mayan calendar is divided into five Great Cycles, the first of which began some 25,800 years ago. This is no arbitrary period of time, but the actual length in years that it takes Earth to complete one cycle of precession, the slow wobble of our planet on its axis. (More on this later.)


The creation story retold in the Popol Vuh begins some 25,800 years ago when ice still covered much of the Earth. The hero of the tale is a primitive man known as Hun (One) Hunahpu, later revered by the Maya as “First-Father.” Hun Hunahpu’s great passion in life was to play the ancient ball game known as Tlachtli. One day, the Lords of the Underworld, speaking through Xibalba Be (the Black Road), challenged Hun Hunahpu and his brother to a game. Hun Hunahpu accepted and entered the portal to the Black Road, which was represented in Mayan legends as the mouth of a great serpent.


But the Underworld lords had no intention of playing the game. Using trickery and deceit, they defeated the brothers and decapitated them, hanging Hun Hunahpu’s head in the crook of a calabash tree. The Evil Lords then set the tree aside, forbidding anyone to visit it.


After a great many years, a brave young woman named Blood Moon ventured down the Black Road to see if the legend was true. Approaching the tree to pick some fruits, she was startled to find Hun Hunahpu’s head, which spat into her palm, magically impregnating her. The woman fled, the Under Lords unable to destroy her before she could escape.


Blood Moon (also known as First-Mother) would give birth to twin sons. As the years passed, the boys grew into strong, capable warriors. Upon reaching adulthood, their genetic calling would push them to make the journey down the Black Road to Xibalba to challenge the evil ones and avenge their father’s death. Once more, the Lords of the Underworld would use deceit, but this time, the Hero Twins would triumph, banishing evil while resurrecting their long-lost father.


What can we garner from the creation myth? The name, Hun or One Hunahpu, equates to the calendric name One Ahau, a day-sign meaning first sun. The first sun of the new year is the December solstice sun. The prophesied date of doom ends on the winter solstice in the year 2012—exactly one 25,800-year processional cycle from the very first day of the Mayan calendar!


Using a computer program that allows one to forecast the cosmos at any date in history, I have calculated the night sky as it will appear in 2012. Beginning at the time of the autumnal equinox, an extremely rare astronomical alignment will occur between the galactic and solar planes. The dark rift of the Milky Way will appear to sit on the Earth’s horizon, and the Sun will begin to move into alignment at its center point. This stellar shift will culminate on the day of the winter solstice, a day considered by most ancient cultures to be the Day of the Dead. On this date, for the first time in 25,800 years, the Sun will move in conjunction with the crossing point of the Milky Way and the ecliptic in Sagittarius, marking the alignment of the Galactic Equator, the exact center of the galaxy.


Somehow, the Mayan calendar accurately predicted this celestial event more than 3,000 years ago. Interpreting the creation myth, the galactic alignment will climax with the opening of a cosmic portal that bridges the gap between our planet and the Mayan Underworld, Xibalba.


Call it fiction, call it fact, but somehow this intergalactic alignment will culminate in the deaths of every man, woman, and child on the face of our planet.


—Excerpt from the journal of Professor Julius Gabriel,
Ref. Catalogue 1978–79, pages 43–52,
Catalogue 1998–99, pages 11–75
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SEPTEMBER 11, 2012: MIAMI, FLORIDA


“Wake up, Intern Vazquez. You’re falling for Gabriel’s famous conspiracy theory.”


“I disagree.” Dominique returns Dr Foletta’s cold stare from the opposite side of his desk. “There’s no reason that Mick Gabriel shouldn’t be assigned a full support team.”


Foletta leans back in the swivel chair, his weight threatening the coiled springs. “Now let’s just calm down for a moment. Look at you—you’ve spoken with the resident twice, and already you’re making diagnoses. In my opinion, you’re becoming emotionally involved, something we spoke about on Friday. This is exactly why I recommended to the board not to bring in a team at this time.”


“Sir, I assure you, I’m not emotionally involved. It just seems to me that people have rushed to judgment in this case. Yes, I agree he’s suffering from delusions, but they could easily be attributed to having spent the last eleven years in solitary. And as far as violence, there’s nothing that I’ve seen in Mick’s file which points to anything but a onetime case of simple assault.”


“What about the attack on the guard?”


“Mick told me the guard tried to rape him.”


Foletta pinches the bridge of his nose with two stubby fingers, grinning sheepishly as he shakes his great head back and forth. “He set you up, Intern Vazquez. I told you he’s clever.”


Dominique’s stomach flutters. “You’re saying it was all a lie?”


“Of course. He’s preying on your maternal instincts, and he hit a grand slam.”


Dominique stares at her lap, dumbfounded. Was Mick lying? Was she really that gullible? Idiot! You wanted to believe him. You set yourself up.


“Intern, you’re not going to get very far with your patients if you believe everything they tell you. Next thing, he’ll have you convinced the world is coming to an end.”


Dominique sits back in her chair, feeling foolish.


Foletta sees the expression on her face and laughs out loud, causing his plump cheeks to turn red and dimple. He takes a breath, wiping tears from his eyes as he reaches into a cardboard box at the foot of the desk. He removes a bottle of scotch and two coffee mugs, pouring them each a shot.


Dominique drains the cup, feeling the liquid sear its way through her stomach lining.


“Feeling better?” The words, whispered and grainy, are spoken in a fatherly manner.


She nods.


“Despite what he tells you, Intern, I happen to like Mick. I don’t want to see him in solitary confinement any more than you do.”


The phone rings. Foletta answers it, eyeing her. “It’s one of the security guards. Says he’s waiting for you downstairs.”


Shit. “Could you tell him I’m tied up in an important meeting? Tell him I can’t make it tonight.”


Foletta relays the message, then hangs up.


“Doctor, what about Mick’s annual evaluation. Was that also a lie?”


“No, that was the truth; in fact it’s on my list of things to discuss with you. I know it’s a bit unusual, but I’ll need you to sign off on that.”


“What are you recommending?”


“That depends on you. If you can remain objective, then I’ll recommend that you stay on as his clinical psychiatrist during your stay here.”


“Mick’s suffering from sensory deprivation. I’d want him to have access to the yard, as well as the rest of our rehab facilities.”


“He just attacked you—”


“No he didn’t. He just got a little excited, and I panicked.”


Foletta leans back and stares at the ceiling as if weighing a great decision. “All right, Intern, here’s the deal. Sign off on my annual evaluation, and I’ll restore full privileges. If he improves, I’ll assign a full rehab team to Mick in January. Fair enough?”


Dominique smiles. “Fair enough.”


SEPTEMBER 22, 2012: MIAMI, FLORIDA


The yard at the South Florida Evaluation and Treatment Center is a rectangular stretch of lawn surrounded on all four sides. The L-shape of the main building encloses the perimeter to the east and south, the north and western borders walled off by a twenty-foot stark white concrete barrier topped with coils of barbed wire.


There are no doors in the yard. To exit the grass-covered atrium, one must ascend three flights of cement steps which lead to an open walkway running the length of the southern side of the facility. This mezzanine accesses the third-floor gymnasium, group-therapy rooms, an arts and crafts center, computer room, and a movie area.


Dominique takes cover beneath the aluminum roof extending out from the third-floor walkway as the lead-gray clouds roll in from the east. Two dozen residents evacuate the yard as the first drops of afternoon rain splatter against the overhang.


A solitary figure remains behind.


Mick Gabriel continues walking along the perimeter of the yard, hands shoved deep in his pockets. He feels the humid air turn cool as the clouds open up overhead. Within seconds he is immersed in the downpour, his white uniform soaked, clinging to his wiry, muscular frame.


He continues walking, his soaked canvas tennis shoes sinking in the soft grass, the rainwater squishing between his toes and socks. With each step, he recites the name of another year of the Mayan calendar, a mental exercise that he uses to keep his mind sharp. Three Ix, four Cauac, five Kan, six Muluc …


The dark eyes focus on the concrete wall, seeking its flaws, his mind searching for options.


Dominique watches him through a veil of rain, feeling remorse. You blew it. He trusted you. Now he thinks you betrayed him.


Foletta approaches. He exchanges waves with several abnormally exuberant residents, then joins her.


“Is he still refusing to speak with you?”


Dominique nods. “It’s been almost two weeks. Every day, the same routine. He eats breakfast, then meets with me and stares at the floor for a full hour. Once he gets to the yard, he paces back and forth until dinner. He never mingles with other residents and never says a word. He just paces.”


“You’d think he’d be grateful; after all, you are the one responsible for his newfound freedom.”


“This isn’t freedom.”


“No, but it’s a big step up from eleven years in solitary.”


“I think he really believed I could have gotten him out.”


Foletta’s expression gives him away.


“What, Doctor? Was he right? Could I have—”


“Whoa, slow down, Intern. Mick Gabriel’s not going anywhere, at least not right now. As you’ve seen for yourself, he’s still quite unstable, posing a danger not only to himself but to others. Keep working with him, encourage him to participate in his own therapy. Anything can happen.”


“You are still planning to assign a rehab team.”


“We agreed on January, provided he behaves himself. You should tell him about it.”


“I’ve tried.” She watches as Mick strides past the flight of stairs directly below them. “He no longer trusts me.”


Foletta pats her on the back. “Get over it.”


“I’m not doing him any good. Maybe he needs someone with more experience.”


“Nonsense. I’ll instruct his orderlies that he’s no longer permitted to leave his room unless he actively participates in his therapy sessions.”


“Forcing him to talk won’t help.”


“This isn’t a country club, Intern. We have rules. If a resident refuses to cooperate, he forfeits his privileges. I’ve seen cases like this before. If you don’t act now, Mick will crawl inside his own head, and you’ll lose him forever.”


Foletta signals to an orderly. “Joseph, escort Mr Gabriel out of the rain. We can’t have our residents getting sick on us.”


“No, wait, he’s my patient, I’ll get him.” Dominique pulls her hair into a tight bun, removes her shoes, then descends the two flights of stairs to the yard. She is drenched by the time she catches up with Mick.


“Hey, stranger, mind if I join you?”


He ignores her.


Dominique keeps pace, the rain pelting her face. “Come on, Mick, talk to me. I’ve been apologizing all week. What did you expect me to do? I had to sign off on Foletta’s report.”


She gets a hard look.


The rain comes down heavier, forcing her to shout. “Mick, slow down.” He continues walking.


She dashes ahead of him, then takes a fighting stance, fists up, blocking his way. “Okay, buddy, don’t force me to kick your ass.”


Mick stops. He looks up, the rain streaming down his angular face. “You let me down.”


“I’m sorry,” she whispers, dropping her fists. “Why did you lie to me about the guard attacking you?”


A pained expression. “So truth is no longer to be judged by your heart but by your ambition, is that it? I thought we were friends.”


She feels a lump growing in her throat. “I want to be your friend, but I’m also your psychiatrist. I did what I thought was best.”


“Dominique, I gave you my word that I’d never lie to you.” He lifts his head, pointing to the three-inch scar along his jawline. “Before Griggs tried to rape me, he threatened to cut my throat.”


Goddam you, Foletta. “Mick, Jesus, I’m sorry. At our last meeting, when you flipped out on me—”


“My fault. I got excited. I’ve been locked up for so long— sometimes, well sometimes it’s just hard to stay calm. I don’t socialize well, but I swear, I never would have hurt you.”


She sees tears in his eyes. “I believe you.”


“You know, being outside has helped. It’s caused me to think about a lot of different things … selfish things, really. My childhood, the lifestyle I was raised in … how I ended up in here, whether I’ll ever get out. There are so many things that I’ve never done … so many things I would change if I could. I loved my parents, but, for the first time, I realize that I really hate what they did. I hate the fact that they never gave me a choice—”


“We can’t choose our parents, Mick. What’s important is that you don’t blame yourself. None of us has any control over the deck or the hand we’ve been dealt. What we do have is total responsibility as to how we play the hand. I think I can help you regain control of that.”


He moves closer, the rain pouring down both sides of his face. “May I ask you a personal question?”


“Yes.”


“Do you believe in destiny?”


“Destiny?”


“Do you think our lives, our futures have been … never mind, forget it—”


“Do I think what happens to us is prearranged?”


“Yes.”


“I think we have choices. I think it’s up to us to choose the right destiny to pursue.”


“Have you ever been in love?”


She stares helplessly into the glistening puppy-dog eyes. “I’ve been close a few times. It never seemed to work out.” She smiles. “Guess they weren’t meant to be part of my destiny.”


“If I wasn’t … incarcerated. If we had met under different circumstances. Do you think you could have loved me?”


Oh, shit … She swallows hard, her pulse causing the base of her throat to twitch. “Mick, let’s get out of the rain. Come on—”


“There’s something about you. It’s not just a physical attraction, it’s like I’ve known you, or knew you in another life.”


“Mick—”


“Sometimes I get these premonitions. I felt one the moment I first saw you.”


“You said it was the perfume.”


“It was something more. I can’t explain it. All I know is that I care about you, and the emotions are confusing.”


“Mick, I’m flattered, really I am, but I think you’re right. Your emotions are confused, and—”


He smiles sadly, ignoring her words. “You’re so beautiful.” Leaning forward, he touches her cheek, then reaches out and loosens the knot of jet-black hair.


She closes her eyes, feeling the length of hair unravel down her back, becoming heavy with the rain. Stop this! He’s your patient, a mental patient, for God’s sake. “Mick, please. Foletta’s watching. Could you just come inside? Let’s talk inside—”


He stares at her, the ebony eyes despondent, revealing a soul tortured by forbidden beauty. “ ‘She doth teach the torches to burn bright. It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night, as a rich jewel in an Ethiop’s ear—’”


“What did you say?” Dominique’s heart is pounding.


“Romeo and Juliet. I used to read it to my mother at her bedside.” He lifts her hand, bringing it to his lips. “ ‘And, touching hers, make blessed my rude hand. Did my heart love till now? Foreswear it, sight, for I never saw true beauty till this night.’”


The rain subsides. She sees the two orderlies approach. “Mick, listen to me. I forced Foletta to sign off on assigning you to a rehab team. You could be out of here within six months.”


Mick shakes his head. “We’ll never see the day, my love. Tomorrow’s the autumnal equinox—” He turns, becoming anxious as he spots the men in white. “Read my father’s journal. The fate of this world is about to cross another threshold, vaulting the human race to the top of the endangered species list—”


The two orderlies each grab an arm.


“Hey, go easy on him!”


Mick turns to face her as he is led away, the humidity rising off his body like steam. “ ‘How silver-sweet sound lovers’ tongues by night, like softest music to attending ears.’ You’re in my heart, Dominique. Destiny has brought us together. I can feel it. I can feel it …”





JOURNAL OF JULIUS GABRIEL



Before we continue on our journey through man’s history, allow me to introduce you to a term unfamiliar to most of the public: forbidden archaeology. It seems that when it comes to the subject of human origins and antiquity, the scientific community is not always open-minded to evidence that may contradict the already established models of evolution. In other words, sometimes it’s easier just to refute the facts than attempt to come up with a feasible explanation of what can’t be explained.


Good thing Columbus used a Piri Re’is map instead of the accepted European version, or he’d have sailed right off the edge of the world.


When man thinks he knows everything, he ceases to learn. This unfortunate reality has led to the suppression of much important research. Because one cannot get published without the approval of a major university, it becomes nearly impossible to challenge the dominant views of the day. I have seen learned colleagues try, only to be ostracized, their reputations destroyed and their careers ruined, even though the evidence supporting their controversial viewpoints appeared insurmountable.


Egyptian Egyptologists are the worst of the lot, hating it when scientists seek to challenge the accepted history of their ancient sites, becoming especially nasty when foreigners question the age and origin of their monolithic structures.


This brings us to methods of dating, the most controversial aspect of archaeology. The use of carbon-14 dating on bones and coal residue is both easy and accurate, but the technique cannot be applied to stone. As a result, archaeologists will often date an ancient site according to other more datable relics found within the vicinity of the dig, or, when none are found, merely by conjecture, leading to a wide range of human error.


Having stated this, let us return to our journey through history and time.


It was sometime after the Great Flood that the frst civilizations began cropping up across the world. What we now accept as truth is that recorded history began in Mesopotamia in the Tigris–Euphrates river valley, sometime around 4000 BC, with some of the earliest urban remains found in Jericho dating back as far as 7000 BC. But new evidence now indicates that another civilization, a superior civilization, had flourished even earlier along the banks of the Nile, and it is this more ancient culture and its wise leader who left us the first of the mysterious wonders that may ultimately be responsible for saving our species from annihilation.


There are many temples, pyramids, and monuments spread across the Egyptian landscape, but none compare to the magnificent marvels erected in Giza. It is here, on the west bank of the Nile, that an incredible site plan was laid out, consisting of the Sphinx, its two temples, and the three great pyramids of Egypt.


Why am I speaking of the great pyramids of Giza? How could these ancient monoliths possibly be related to the Mayan calendar and the Mesoamerican culture, halfway across the world?


After three decades of research, I finally realized that, in order to resolve the riddle of the doomsday prophecy, one must put aside the preconceived notions of time, distance, cultures, and surface impressions when analyzing the ancient clues surrounding humanity’s great mystery.


Allow me a moment to elaborate.


The largest and most unexplainable structures ever erected by man are the pyramids of Giza, the Temples of Angkor, located in the jungles of Cambodia, the pyramids in the ancient Mesoamerican city of Teotihuaeán (also known as the “place of the gods”), Stonehenge, the Nazca drawings, the ruins of Tiahuanaco, and the Kukulcán pyramid in Chichén Itzá. Each and every one of these ancient marvels, built by different cultures in different parts of the world at vastly different periods in man’s prehistory, are nevertheless related to humanity’s impending doom referenced in the Mayan calendar. The architects and engineers who erected these cities all possessed a vast knowledge of astronomy and mathematics that easily exceeded the knowledge base of their day. Furthermore, the location for each of the ancient structures had been painstakingly set in accordance with the equinox and solstice, and, incredible as it seems, to each other, for if one wished to divide the surface of our planet using distinct landmarks, then these structures would easily complete the task.


But it is what we cannot see that forever links these monolithic structures to one another, for at the heart of their design lies a common mathematical equation that demonstrates an advanced knowledge—a knowledge of precession.


Again, a brief explanation:


As our planet floats through space on its yearly journey around the Sun, it rotates on its axis once every 24 hours. As the Earth spins, the gravitational pull of the moon causes it to tilt approximately 23.5 degrees to the vertical. Add the Sun’s gravitational pull on our planet’s equatorial bulge and you have a wobble at the Earth’s axis, similar to that of a spinning top. This wobble is called precession. Once every 25,800 years, the moving axis traces a circular pattern in the sky, relocating the position of the celestial poles and equinoxes. This gradual westward drift also causes the signs of the zodiac no longer to correspond to their respective constellations.


The Greek astronomer and mathematician Hipparchus is credited with having discovered precession in 127 BC. Today we know the Egyptians, Mayans, and Hindu understood precession hundreds, if not thousands of years earlier.


In the early 1990s, archaeoastronomer Jane Sellers discovered that the Osíris myth of ancient Egypt had been encoded with key numbers that the Egyptians had used to calculate the Earth’s varying degrees of precession. Of these, a particular set of digits stood out among the rest: 4320.


More than a thousand years before the birth of Hipparchus, both the Egyptians and Mayans had somehow managed to calculate the value of pi, the ratio of the diameter of a circle, sphere, or hemisphere, to its circumference. At 481.3949 feet, the Great Pyramid’s height, multiplied by 2pi, precisely equals its base (3,023.16 feet). Incredible as it seems, the perimeter of the pyramid comes within 20 feet of equaling the diameter of the Earth, when our planet’s dimensions are scaled down to a ratio equaling 1:43,200, numbers representing our mathematical code of precession. Using the same ratio, the Earth’s polar radius is equal to the pyramid’s height.


It turns out that the Great Pyramid is a geodetic marker lying almost exactly on the 30th parallel. If its measurements were projected onto a flat surface (with its apex representing the North Pole and its perimeter the equator), the monolith’s dimensions would equal the Northern Hemisphere, scaled down to, again—1:43,200.


We know it takes 4,320 years for the equinoctial Sun to complete a precessional shift of two zodiacal constellations or 60 degrees. Multiply this number by 100 and you have 43,200, the number of days noted in the Mayan Long Count calendar equaling six Katuns, one of the key numerical values the ancient Maya used when they calculated precession. A complete cycle of precession takes 25,800 years. If you add up all the years of the Popol Vuh‘s five cycles, the time period equates exactly to one precessional cycle.


Hidden within the dense Kampuchea jungle in Cambodia are the magnificent Hindu Temples of Angkor. The bas-reliefs and statues proliferating on the complex include precessional symbols, the most popular being a gigantic serpent (Naga), its midsection coiled around a sacred mountain in the milky ocean, or Milky Way. The two ends of the serpent are being used as a rope in a cosmic contest of tug-of-war featuring two teams: one representing light and good, the other, darkness and evil This movement, combined with the churning of the Milky Way, represents the Hindu interpretation of precession. The Puranas, the sacred scriptures of the Hindu, refer to the four ages of the Earth as Yugas. Our present day Yuga, the Kali Yuga, has a duration of 432,000 mortal years. At the end of this epoch, the scriptures claim the human race shall face destruction.


The ancient Egyptians, Maya, and Hindu—three distinct cultures located in different thirds of the world, each existing at different intervals in our past. Three cultures which shared a common, advanced knowledge of science, cosmology, and mathematics and used their wisdom to create mysterious architectural wonders, each structure constructed for a single, hidden purpose.


The oldest of these structures is the great pyramids in Giza and their timeless guardian, the Sphinx. Lying to the northwest of the temple known as the House of Osiris, the magnificent limestone figure of the human-headed lion is the largest sculpture in the world, towering six stories high and extending 240 feet in length. The creature itself is a cosmic marker, its gaze oriented precisely due east, as if waiting for the Sun to rise.


How old is the Giza complex? Egyptologists swear by the date of 2475 BC (a period that just happens to fit Egyptian folklore). For a long time it was difficult to argue, as neither the Great Pyramid nor Sphinx left behind any determining markings.


Or so we thought.


Enter the American scholar, John Anthony West. West discovered that the 25-foot-deep trench surrounding the Sphinx exhibited unmistakable signs of erosion. Upon further investigation, a team of geologists determined that the damage had not been caused by wind or sand, but purely by rainfall.


The last time the Nile Valley saw this type of weather was some 13,000 years ago, the resulting effects of the Great Flood, which occurred at the end of the last ice age. In the year 10,450 BC, Giza was not only fertile and green, its eastern sky also faced the very figure the Sphinx was modeled after: the constellation of Leo.


While all this was happening, Robert Bauval, a Belgian construction engineer, realized the three pyramids of Giza (when viewed from above) had been plotted precisely to the three belt stars of Orion.


Using a sophisticated computer program designed to account for all precessional movements from any view of the night sky at any geographical location, Bauval discovered that, while the Giza pyramids and the stars of Orion’s belt had been somewhat aligned in 2475 BC, an infinitely more accurate alignment had occurred in 10,450 BC. During this latter date, the dark rift of the Milky Way had not only appeared over Giza, but would have mirrored the meridional course of the River Nile.


As mentioned earlier, the ancient Maya considered the Milky Way a cosmic snake, its dark rift referred to as Xibalba Be, the Black Road to the Underworld. Both the Mayan calendar and the Popol Vuh reference the concepts of creation and death as originating from this cosmic birth canal.


Why were the three pyramids of Giza aligned to Orion’s belt? What is the significance of the precessional number, 4320? What was the real motivation that drove our ancestors to erect the monuments of Giza, the pyramids of Teotihuacán, and the Temples of Angkor?


How are these three sites linked to the Mayan prophecy of doom?


—Excerpt from the Journal of Professor Julius Gabriel,
Ref. Catalogue 1993–94, pages 3–108,
Floppy Disk 4: File name: ORION-12
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SEPTEMBER 23, 2012: MIAMI, FLORIDA


3:30 a.m.


Michael Gabriel’s dream unravels into a night terror. Worse than any nightmare, it is a violent, recurring dream that creeps into his subconscious—a whisper in his brain that takes him back to a pivotal moment in his past.


He is back in Peru, a young boy again, not yet twelve. Staring out his bedroom window at the sleepy village of Ingenio, he listens to the muffled voices coming from the next room. He hears his father speaking to the physician in Spanish. He hears his father sobbing.


The adjoining door opens. “Michael, come in please.”


Mick can smell the disease. It is a rancid odor, an odor of sweaty bedsheets and intravenous bags, of vomit and pain and human anguish.


His mother is lying in bed, her face jaundiced. She looks up at him through sunken eyes and squeezes his hand weakly.


“Michael, the doctor is going to teach you how to administer your mother’s drugs. It’s very important that you pay close attention and do it correctly.”


The silver-haired physician looks him over. “He’s a bit young, Señor—”


“Show him.”


The physician pulls back the sheet, revealing a porticath tube protruding from his mother’s bandaged right shoulder.


Mick sees the tube and is frightened. “Pop, please, can’t the nurse—”


“We can’t afford the nurse anymore, and I need to complete my work in Nazca. We talked about this, son. You can do this. I’ll be home every evening. Now concentrate, focus your mind on what the doctor’s going to show you.”


Mick stands by the bed, watching the physician closely as he fills the syringe with morphine. He memorizes the dosage, then feels his stomach turn as the needle is injected into the porticath, his mother’s eyes rolling upward …


“No! No! No!”


Michael Gabriel’s screams wake every resident in the pod.


Deep Space


The lightweight probe Pluto-Kuiper Express soars through space, eight years, ten months, and thirteen days from home, a mere fifty-eight days and eleven hours from its destination, the planet Pluto and its moon, Charon. Resembling a high-tech satellite dish, the science craft continues broadcasting its uncoded signal back to Earth by way of its 1.5-meter high-gain antenna.


Without warning, an immense ocean of radio energy blasts through space at the speed of light, the low end of a hyperwave pulse bathing the satellite in its high-decibel transmission. In a nanosecond, the probe’s telecommunication subsystem and monolithic microwave integrated circuits (MMICs) are fried beyond recognition.


NASA: Deep Space Network Facility
2:06 p.m.


Jonathan Lunine, head of the Pluto Express science team, leans against a row of mission-control consoles, half-listening to Dr Jeremy Armentrout as the engineer addresses the new members of their ground team.


“—the PKE’s high-gain antenna continuously transmits one of three possible tones. These essentially translate to: Everything’s okay, data ready to downlink, or there’s a serious problem that needs immediate attention. Over the last eight years, these signals have been monitored by—”


Lunine stifles a yawn. Three consecutive eighteen-hour shifts have taken their toll, and he is beyond ready to start the weekend. Another hour in the briefing room, then it’s home to an afternoon nap. Redskins play the Eagles tomorrow, should be a good game …


“Jon, can I see you please!” A technician is standing by his control console, signaling urgently. Lunine notices beads of sweat across the man’s forehead. The operators on either side appear to be working feverishly.


“What’s the situation?”


“We’ve lost contact with the PKE.”


“Solar wind?”


“Not this time. My board’s showing a massive power overload affecting the entire SDST communications system and both flight computers. Sensors, electronics, motive effectors—everything’s down. I’ve ordered a complete systems analysis, but God only knows what effect this is having on the PKE’s trajectory.”


Lunine signals for Dr Armentrout to join them. “Flight control has lost contact with the PKE.”


“Backup systems?”


“Everything’s down.”


“Damn.” Armentrout rubs his temple. “First priority, of course, is to re-establish contact. It’s also imperative that we relocate and continue to track the probe before too much time elapses and we lose the PKE in deep space.”


“You have a suggestion?”


“Remember back in the summer of ’98 when we lost contact with SOHO for about a month? Before regaining contact, we were able to locate her by beaming radio signals from Arecibo’s big dish off the satellite, then picking up the bounce using NASA’s dish in California.”


“I’ll get Arecibo on the line.”


National Astronomy and Ionosphere Center, Arecibo, Puerto Rico


“Understood, Jon.” Robert Pasquale, director of operations at Arecibo, hangs up the phone, then blows his nose for the umpteenth time before paging his assistant. “Arthur, come in here, please.”


Astrophysicist Arthur Krawitz enters his director’s office. “Christ, Bob, you look awful.”


“It’s my goddam sinuses. First day of fall, and my head’s already pounding. Have those Russian astronomers finished with the big dish yet?”


“About ten minutes ago. What’s up?”


“I just received an emergency call from NASA. Seems they’ve lost contact with Pluto-Kuiper and want us to help relocate it. They’re downloading the probe’s last-known coordinates to your computer as we speak and are asking that we use the big dish to beam a radio beacon into space. If we get lucky, we’ll bounce a signal that NASA will be able to detect using their big dish in Goldstone.”


“I’m on it. Oh, what about SETI? You know Kenny Wong’s going to want to listen in using SERENDIP’s receivers? Is it a problem if—”


“Christ, Arthur, I don’t care. If the kid wants to waste his life waiting for ET to come calling, it’s no skin off my aching nose. If you need me, I’ll be in my room, overdosing on Sudafed.”


When Cornell’s College of Engineering first conceived of the idea of building the world’s most powerful radio telescope, they searched for years for a site that offered a natural geological depression possessing the approximate dimensions of a giant reflector bowl. The site had to be under US jurisdiction, and, since the dish would not move, the location also had be as close as possible to the equator so the moon and planets would appear almost directly overhead. Their search led them to the limestone karst mountain range of northern Puerto Rico, a lush, isolated terrain featuring deep valleys surrounded by towering hills that would shield the telescope from outside radio interference.


Completed in 1963, with upgrades in 1974, 1997, and 2010, the Arecibo telescope appears to first-time visitors as an enormous alien structure of concrete and steel. The 1,000-foot-diameter dish, made of almost 40,000 perforated aluminum panels, hangs concave side up, filling up the entire crater-shaped karst sinkhole like a giant, 167-foot-deep salad bowl. Dangling 426 feet above the center of the dish is the telescope’s azimuth arm, Gregorian dome, and secondary and tertiary dishes. This 600-ton spiderweb of steel is held aloft by twelve cables attached to three immense obelisk-shaped support towers and numerous anchor blocks located around the perimeter of the valley.


Constructed within the mountainous limestone hillside overlooking the telescope stands Arecibo’s lab, a multi-storied concrete structure housing the computers and technical equipment used to run the facility. Adjacent to the lab is a four-story dormitory containing a dining room and library, as well as a heated pool and tennis court.


Arecibo’s behemoth telescope was designed to be used by scientists in four separate fields. Radio astronomers use the dish to analyze the natural radio energy emitted by galaxies, pulsars, and other celestial bodies as far as ten million light-years away. Radar astronomers come to Arecibo to bounce powerful beams of radio energy off objects within our solar system, then record and study the echoes. Atmospheric scientists and astronomers use the telescope to study the Earth’s ionosphere, analyzing the atmosphere and its dynamic relationship with our planet.


The last field of study involves the SETI program, or Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence. SETI’s goal of locating intelligent life within the cosmos uses a twofold approach. The first is to send radio transmissions into deep space in the hopes that, someday, an intelligent species will receive our message of peace. SETI’s second approach uses the Gregorian dome and its two smaller dishes to receive incoming radio waves from deep space in an attempt to discern an intelligible pattern, proving that we are not alone in the universe.


Astronomers refer to the task of hunting for radio signals in the vastness of space as searching for a needle in the cosmic haystack. To simplify the search, Professor Frank Drake and his colleagues in Project Ozma, the founders of SETI, concluded that any intelligent life existing within the cosmos would (logically) have to be associated with water. With all of the radio frequencies to choose from, astronomers hypothesized that an extraterrestrial intelligence would broadcast its radio signals at 1.42 gigahertz, the point on the electromagnetic spectrum at which energy is released from hydrogen. Drake dubbed the region the waterhole, and since then, it has been the exclusive hunting ground for all interstellar radio signals.


An adjunct of the SETI project is SERENDIP, or the Search for Extraterrestrial Radio Emissions from Nearby Developed Intelligent Populations. With telescope time expensive and difficult to come by, SERENDIP simply piggybacks its receivers to the big dish during all observations. The major limitation for these SETI scientists is that they have no say in what they are listening to, their targets being chosen for them by their host.


Kenny Wong stands on the concrete-and-steel overlook situated just outside of the lab’s huge bay windows. The disgruntled Princeton graduate student leans against the protective railing and stares at the tangle of metal and cable suspended over the heart of the big dish.


Fucking NASA. It’s not enough that they cut our funding, now they have to hog telescope time to locate their damn probe …


“Hey, Kenny—”


Piggybacking is a goddam waste of time if we’re not even tuned into the waterhole. I might as well hit the beach, for all the fucking good I’m doing here—


“Kenny, get the hell in here, your equipment’s giving me a headache!”


“Huh?”


The grad student rushes into the lab, his pulse racing as he hears a sound he has never heard before.


“That damn computer of yours has been beeping like that for five minutes.” Arthur Krawitz removes his bifocals and shoots him a nasty look. “Disconnect the goddam thing, will you, it’s driving me crazy.”


Kenny pushes past him, hurriedly typing in commands to activate the computer’s search and identification program. The SERENDIP-IV program can simultaneously examine 168 million frequency channels every 1.7 seconds.


Within seconds, a response flashes on his monitor, taking his breath away.


CANDIDATE SIGNAL: DETECTED


“Oh my fucking God …”


Kenny races for the spectra analyzer, his heart pounding in his ears. He verifies that the analog signal is being recorded and digitally formatted.


CANDIDATE SIGNAL: NONRANDOM


“Jesus Christ—it’s a real fucking signal! Oh, shit, Arthur, I gotta call someone, I’ve got to verify before we lose it!”


Arthur is laughing hysterically. “Kenny, it’s just the Pluto probe. NASA must have gotten it back online.”


“What? Oh, shit.” Kenny collapses in a chair, out of breath. “God, for a second there—”


“For a second there, you looked like Curly from the Three Stooges. Just sit there and calm down while I contact NASA and verify, okay?”


“Okay.”


The physicist strikes a preset key on his video communicator, placing them directly online with NASA. Dr Armentrout’s face appears on his monitor. “Arthur, good to see you. Hey, thanks for helping us out.”


“Thanks for what? I see you’re already back online with the PKE.”


“Negative, we’re still dead as a doornail. What made you think that?”


Kenny rushes over. “NASA, this is Kenny Wong with SETI. We’re picking up a deep-space radio transmission. We thought it was the PKE.”


“It’s not coming from us, but keep in mind the Pluto probe uses an uncoded carrier. Plenty of pranksters out there, SETI. What’s the frequency of the signal?”


“Stand by.” Kenny returns to his computer and types in a series of commands. “Oh, geez, we’re at 4,320 MHz. God dammit, Arthur, that microwave band’s way too high for any Earth-based telecommunications or even a geosynchronous satellite. Wait, I’ll feed the signal through a speaker so we can listen.”


“Kenny, wait—”


A piercing high-pitched tone screeches from the speakers, the searing blast of sound shattering Arthur’s bifocals while causing the bay windows to rattle in their frames.


Kenny pulls the plug, rubbing his ringing ears.


Arthur is staring at the fragments of glass in his hands. “Unbelievable. How strong is the signal? Where’s it coming from?”


“Still calculating the source, but the strength is off my puny scale. We’re looking at a radio brilliance about a thousand times stronger than anything we could transmit from Arecibo.” A chill runs down Kenny’s spine. “God dammit, Arthur, this is it—this is the real thing!”


“Just calm down a second. Before we end up looking like the Stooges of the new millennium, get online and start confirming the signal. Start with the VLA in New Mexico. I’ll contact Ohio State—”


“Arthur—”


Krawitz turns to face the video com. “Go ahead, Jeremy.”


A half dozen technicians have crowded around a pale-faced Dr Armentrout. “Arthur, we just confirmed the signal.”


“You confirmed—” Krawitz feels light-headed, like he is living in a dreamworld. “Have you targeted a source?”


“Still working on that. We’re running into a lot of interference because of the—”


“Arthur, I’ve got a preliminary trajectory!” Kenny is on his feet, very excited. “The signal’s originating from the constellation of Orion, somewhere in the vicinity of Orion’s belt.”


Chichén Itzá, Yucatán Peninsula
4:00 p.m.


The ancient Mayan city of Chichén Itzá, located in the lowlands of the Yucatán Peninsula, is one of the great archaeological wonders of the world. Several hundred buildings occupy this 1,200-year-old jungle-enclosed site, including some of the most intricately carved temples and shrines in all of Mesoamerica.


The actual origins of the city known as Chichén date back to AD 435. After a period of abandonment, the city was rediscovered by the Itzaes, a Maya-speaking tribe who occupied the region until the late eighth century, when the Toltecs migrated east from Teotihuacán. Under the tutelage and leadership of the great teacher, Kukulcán, the two cultures merged, the city flourishing to dominate the region as a religious, ceremonial, and cultural center. Kukulcán’s departure in the eleventh century would lead to the city’s fall, its people lost, their depravity leading them to diabolical forms of human sacrifice. By the sixteenth century, what little remained of the culture had quickly fallen under Spanish rule.


Dominating Chichén Itzá is arguably the most magnificent structure in all of Mesoamerica: the Kukulcán pyramid. Nicknamed El Castillo by the Spanish, this towering, nine-terraced ziggurat rises nearly a hundred feet above an open expanse of short-cropped lawn.


The Kukulcán is far more than just a pyramid—it is a calendar in stone. Each of its four sides possesses ninety-one steps. With the platform, the total equals 365—as in the days of the year.


To archaeologists and scientists, the blood-red pyramid remains an enigma, for its design exhibits a knowledge of astronomy and mathematics rivaling that of modern man. The structure has been geologically aligned in such a manner so that twice each year, on the spring and fall equinoxes, strange shadows begin undulating along its northern balustrade. As the late afternoon sun sinks, the enormous shadow of a serpent’s body begins slithering down the steps until it meets up with its sculpted head, which rests at the base of the structure. (In the spring, the serpent descends the balustrade; in the fall, the illusion is reversed.)


Sitting atop the pyramid is a four-sided temple, originally used for worship, and only later, upon Kukulcán’s departure, for human sacrifices. Believed to have been erected in AD 830, the Kukulcán was originally constructed on top of a much-older structure, the remains of which can only be accessed by way of a gated entry located along the northern base. A claustrophobic passage leads to a narrow stairwell, the limestone steps of which are slick from the humidity. Ascending the staircase, one finds two cramped inner chambers. The first contains the reclining figure of a Chac Mool, a Mayan statue supporting a ceremonial plate designed to hold the hearts of its sacrificial victims. Behind the security fencing of the second chamber sits the throne of a red jaguar, its jade eyes blazing green.


Brent Nakamura hits the steady-cam switch, then pans across the sea of sweltering bodies with his SONY video recorder. Christ, there must be a hundred thousand people here. I’ll be stuck in traffic for hours.


The San Francisco native aims the camera back toward the northern balustrade, zooming in on the shadow of the serpent’s tail as it continues its 202-minute journey up the limestone facing of the 1,200-year-old pyramid.


The pungent scent of human sweat hangs heavy in the humid afternoon air. Nakamura records a Canadian couple arguing with two park officials, then shuts the camcorder off as a German tourist and his family jostle their way past him.


Glancing at his watch, Nakamura decides it best to take some footage of the sacred cenote before he loses the light. After stepping over a myriad of picnickers, he makes his way north down the ancient sacbe, an elevated dirt path lying in close proximity to the northern face of the Kukulcán. The sacbe is the only means of cutting through the dense jungle to reach the second most sacred site in Chichén Itzá—a freshwater sinkhole known as the cenote, or Mayan well of sacrifice.


A five-minute walk brings him to the mouth of the 190-foot-wide pit, a spot where thousands of maidens were once sacrificed to death. He looks down. Sixty feet below, the dark, algae-infested waters reek of stagnation.


The distant sound of thunder draws his attention skyward.


That’s weird—not a cloud in the sky. Maybe it was a jet?


The sound grows louder. Several hundred tourists look at each other, uneasy. A woman screams.


Nakamura feels his body trembling. He looks down into the pit. Rings are spreading out across the once-tranquil surface.


Son of a bitch, it’s an earthquake!


Grinning with excitement, Nakamura aims his camcorder down the mouth of the cenote. After surviving the big quake of 2005, it will take a lot more than a few tremors to upset this San Francisco native’s psyche.


The crowd moves back as the tremor increases. Many rush back down the sacbe toward the park exit. Others scream as the ground beneath their feet bounces like a trampoline.


Nakamura stops smiling. What the hell?


The water within the pit is swirling like an eddy.


And then, as abruptly as they had started, the tremors cease.


Hollywood Beach, Florida


The synagogue is filled beyond capacity on this Yom Kippur, the holiest day of the Jewish calendar.


Dominique is seated between her adopted parents, Edie and Iz Axler. Rabbi Steinberg is standing at his pulpit, listening to the angelic voice of his cantor as she sings a haunting prayer to his congregation.


Dominique is hungry, having fasted nearly twenty-four hours since the Day of Atonement began. She is also premenstrual. Perhaps that is why she seems so emotional, unable to focus. Perhaps that is why her thoughts keep drifting back to Michael Gabriel.


The rabbi begins reading again:


“On Rosh Hashanah, we reflect. On Yom Kippur we consider. Who shall live for the sake of others? Who, dying, shall leave a heritage of life? Who shall burn with the fires of greed? Who shall drown in the waters of despair? Whose hunger shall be for the good? Who shall thirst for justice and right? Who shall be plagued by fear of the world? Who shall strangle for lack of friends? Who shall rest at the end of the day? Who lie sleepless on a bed of pain?”


Her emotions stir as she imagines Mick lying in his cell. Stop it …


“Whose tongue shall be a thrusting sword? Whose words shall make for peace? Who shall go forth in the quest for truth? Who shall be locked in a prison of self?”


In her mind’s eye, she can see Mick pacing the yard as the equinox sun begins to set behind the concrete wall.


“… the angels, gripped by fear and trembling, declare in awe: This is the Day of Judgment! For even the hosts of heaven are judged, as all who dwell on earth stand arrayed before You.”


The emotional dam bursts, the hot tears streaking eyeliner down her face. Confused, she squeezes past Iz and hurries up the aisle and out of the temple.
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SEPTEMBER 25, 2012: WASHINGTON, DC


Ennis Chaney is weary.


It has been two years since the Republican senator from Pennsylvania buried his mother, and he still misses her dearly. He misses visiting her in the nursing home where he used to bring her his specialty pork dish, and he misses her smile. He also misses his sister, who died eleven months after their mother, and his younger brother, whom cancer stole from him only last month.


He clenches his hands tightly, his youngest daughter rubbing his back. Four long days have passed since he received the call in the middle of the night. Four days since his best friend, Jim, died of a massive heart attack.


He sees the limo and security car pull up the driveway from the dining-room window and sighs. No rest for the weary, no rest for the grieving. He embraces his wife and his three daughters, hugs Jim’s widow once more, then leaves the house, escorted by the two bodyguards. He pinches a tear from his deeply set eyes, the dark pigment surrounding the sockets creating the shadow of a raccoon’s mask. Chaney’s eyes are mirrors to his soul. They reveal his passion as a man, his wisdom as a leader. Cross him, and the eyes become unblinking daggers.


Of late, Chaney’s eyes have grown red from too much crying.


Reluctantly, the senator climbs into the back of the awaiting limousine, the two bodyguards getting into the other vehicle.


Chaney hates limos; in fact, he hates anything that calls attention to himself or reeks of the kind of preferential treatment associated with executive privilege. He stares out the window and thinks about his life, wondering if he is about to make a big mistake.


Ennis Chaney was born sixty-seven years ago in the poorest black neighborhood in Jacksonville, Florida. He was raised by his mother, who supported their family by cleaning white folks’ homes, and by his aunt, whom he often referred to as Mama. He has never known his real father, a man who left home a few months after he was born. When he was two, his mother remarried, his new stepfather moving the family to New Jersey. It was there that young Ennis would grow up. It was there that he would hone his skills as a leader.


The playing field was the one place where Chaney felt at home, the one place where color didn’t matter. Smaller than his peers, he nevertheless refused to be intimidated by anyone. After school, he would push himself through thousands of hours of drills, channeling his aggression to develop his athletic skills, learning discipline and self-control along the way. As a high-school senior, he would earn second-team, all-city honors at quarterback and first-team, all-state in basketball. Few defenders ever challenged the scrappy little point guard who would sooner break your ankle than allow you to steal the ball; but off the court, you couldn’t find a warmer, more affectionate young man.


His basketball career would end after he tore his patellar tendon during his junior year of college. Though more interested in pursuing a coaching career, he allowed his mother, a woman who had grown up during the days of Jim Crow, to convince him to toss his hat into the political ring. Having lived through enough of his own experiences with racism, Ennis knew politics was the primary arena where change needed to be made.


His stepfather had connections with the Republican Party in Philadelphia. A fierce Democrat, Chaney nevertheless believed he could effect more change as a Republican candidate. Applying the same work ethic, passion, and intensity that allowed him to excel on the playing field, Ennis quickly rose through the ranks of the blue-collar city’s politicians, never afraid to speak his mind, always looking to go out on a limb to help the underdog.


Despising laziness and lack of self-control among his peers, he became a breath of fresh air and something of a folk hero in Philadelphia. Deputy Mayor Chaney soon became Mayor Chaney. Years later, he would run for senator from Pennsylvania and win in a rout.


Now, less than two months from the November 2012 election, the president of the United States had come calling, urging him to join the ticket as his running mate. Ennis Chaney—the dirt-poor kid from Jacksonville, Florida— a veritable heartbeat away from the most powerful office in the world.


He stares out the window as the limo turns onto the Capital Beltway. Death frightens Ennis Chaney. There is no hiding from it and no reasoning with it. It provides no answers, only questions and confusion, tears and eulogies—far too many eulogies. How can one sum up a loved one’s life in twenty minutes? How can anyone expect him to translate a lifetime of caring into mere words?


Vice president. Chaney shakes his head, allowing his mind to wrestle with his future.


It is not his future that concerns him as much as the burden his candidacy would place on his wife and family. Becoming a senator was one thing, accepting the Republican nomination as the first African-American vice president was an entirely different matter. The last and only Black who held a legitimate chance of being elected to the White House was Colin Powell, and the general had eventually backed off, citing family concerns. If Maller won re-election, Chaney would be the favorite to run in 2016. Like Powell, he knew his popularity crossed political and racial lines, but there was always a small segment of the population that, like death, couldn’t be reasoned with.


And he had already put his family through so much.


Chaney also knows Pierre Borgia is hot for the ticket, and wonders how far the Secretary of State will go to get what he wants. Borgia is everything Chaney is not: brash, self-serving, politically motivated, egotistical, a bachelor, a military hawk—and white.


Chaney’s thoughts return to his best friend and his family. He weeps openly, not caring one bit if the driver happens to notice.


Ennis Chaney wears his emotions on his sleeve, something he learned long ago from his mother. Inner strength and the tenacity to lead are no good unless one also allows himself to feel, and Chaney feels everything. Pierre Borgia feels nothing. Raised among the rich, the Secretary of State looks at life with blinders on, never pausing to consider what the other side may be feeling. This last fact weighs heavily upon the senator. The world is becoming a more complicated and dangerous place every day. Nuclear paranoia in Asia is rising. Borgia is the last person he wants to see running the country during a crisis situation.


“You all right back there, Senator?”


“Hell, no. What the hell kind of dumb-ass question is that?” Chaney’s voice is a deep rasp, unless he’s yelling, something he does quite often.


“Sorry, sir.”


“Shut up and drive the damn car.”


The driver smiles. Dean Disangro has been working for Senator Chaney for sixteen years and loves the man like a father.


“Deano, what the hell is so goddam important NASA’d want me at Goddard on a Sunday?”


“No idea. You’re the senator, I’m just a lowly paid employee—”


“Shut up. You know more about what’s going on than most of the dummies in Congress.”


“You’re NASA’s liaison, Senator. Obviously, something important’s happened for them to have the balls to summon you over the weekend.”


“Thanks, Sherlock. You have a news monitor up there?”


The driver passes him the clipboard-sized device, already set to the Washington Post. Chaney glances at the headlines concerning preparations for nuclear deterrent exercises in Asia. Grozny scheduled the event the week before Christmas. That was clever. No doubt hoping to dampen the holiday spirit.


Chaney tosses the monitor aside. “How’s your wife? She’s due soon, isn’t she?”


“Two weeks.”


“Wonderful.” Chaney smiles, pinching another tear from his bloodshot eyes.


NASA: Goddard Space Flight Center, Greenbelt, Maryland


Senator Chaney feels the anxious eyes of NASA, SETI, Arecibo, and God only knows who else, upon him. He finishes scanning the twenty-page brief, then clears his throat, quieting the conference room. “Are you absolutely certain the radio signal originated from deep space?”


“Yes, Senator.” Brian Dodds, NASA’s executive director, looks almost apologetic.


“But you haven’t been able to pinpoint the precise origin of the signal?”


“No, sir, not yet. We’re pretty certain the source is located within Orion’s arm, our own spiral arm of the galaxy. The signal passed through the Orion Nebula, a source of massive interference, making it difficult to determine exactly how far the signal may have traveled. Assuming it did come from a planet within the Orion belt, we’re looking at a minimum distance of fifteen hundred to eighteen hundred light-years from Earth.”


“And this signal lasted for three hours?”


“Three hours and twenty-two minutes, to be precise, Senator,” Kenny Wong blurts out, standing to attention.


Chaney motions for him to sit. “And there have been no other signals, Mr Dodds?”


“No, sir, but we’ll continue to monitor the frequency and direction of the signal around the clock.”


“All right, assuming the signal was real, what are the implications here?”


“Well, sir, the most obvious and exciting implication is that we now have evidence that we’re not alone, that at least one more intelligent life form does exist somewhere within our galaxy. Our next step is to determine if specific patterns or algorithms are hidden within the signal itself.”


“You think the signal may contain some sort of communication?”


“We think it’s very possible. Senator, this wasn’t just some random signal transmitted across the galaxy. This beam was purposely directed at our solar system. There’s another intelligence out there that knows we exist. By directing their beacon at Earth, they were letting us know they exist, too.”


“Sort of a neighborly, ‘how do you do,’ is that it?”


The NASA director smiles. “Yes, sir.”


“And when will your people finish their analysis?”


“Difficult to say. If an alien algorithm does exist, I’m confident our computers and team of mathematicians and cryptic code breakers will find it. Still, it could take months, years—or maybe never. How does one go about thinking like an extraterrestrial? This is exciting, but it’s all very new to us.”


“That’s not exactly true, is it, Mr Dodds?” The raccoon eyes stare down the director. “You and I both know that SETI has been using Arecibo’s big dish to transmit messages into deep space for quite some time.”


“Just as networks have been broadcasting television signals into space at the speed of light ever since I Love Lucy first aired.”


“Don’t play games, Mr Dodds. I’m no astronomer, but I’ve read enough to know that television signals are far too weak to have reached Orion. When this discovery is announced, there are going to be a lot of very angry, very frightened people out there who will insist that SETI brought this unknown terror upon us.”


Dodds hushes the objections from his assistants. “You’re right, Senator. SETI transmissions are stronger, but television signals are infinitely more vast, spreading out into space in all directions. Of the two, television signals are far more likely to have reached a random receiver than a narrow beacon from Arecibo. Keep in mind that the strength of the radio signal we detected was produced by an alien transmitter far and away superior to our own. We’d have to assume that the intelligence behind the signal also has radio receivers capable of detecting our weaker signals.”


“Regardless, Mr Dodds, the reality of this situation is that millions of ignorant people are going to wake up tomorrow, frightened to death, waiting for little green men to break into their homes, rape their wives, and steal their babies. This situation has to be handled with finesse, or it’ll blow up in all of our faces.”


The NASA director nods. “That’s why we called you in, Senator.”


The deeply set eyes lose a bit of their harshness. “Okay, let’s talk about this new telescope you’re proposing.” Chaney thumbs through his copy of the briefing. “It says here that the dish would be thirty miles in diameter and would be built on the dark side of the moon. That’s gonna cost some chunk of change. Why the hell do you need to build it on the moon?”


“For the same reasons we launched the Hubble Space Telescope. There’s too much radio interference escaping from Earth. The farside of the moon always faces away from Earth, offering us a natural radio-free zone. The idea is to construct a dish in the bottom of a massive crater, similar in design to Arecibo’s big dish, only several thousand times larger. We’ve already selected a site—Saha Crater—only three degrees on the dark side of the moon, close to the lunar equator. A lunar telescope would give us the capability to communicate with the intelligence that contacted us.”


“And why would we want to do that?” Chaney’s voice booms across the conference room, losing its rasp as it rises. “Mr Dodds, this radio signal may be the most important discovery in the history of mankind, but what NASA is proposing is going to frighten the masses. What if the American people say no? What if they don’t want to spend a few billion dollars to contact ET? This is a pretty big financial pill you’re asking Congress to swallow.”


Brian Dodds knows Ennis Chaney, knows the man is testing his fortitude. “Senator, you’re right. This discovery is going to frighten a lot of people. But let me tell you what frightens a lot of us even more. It frightens us when we pick up our daily news monitor and read stories about nuclear weapons in Iran. It frightens us when we read about the growing hunger problems in Russia, or about the strategic arms buildup in China, another country capable of destroying the world. It seems like every nation suffering political and economic unrest is armed to the teeth, Senator Chaney, and that reality is a lot more frightening than any radio signal coming from eighteen hundred light-years away.”


Dodds stands. At just over six feet and a solid 220 pounds, he looks more a wrestler than scientist. “What the public needs to understand is that we’re dealing with an intelligent species far superior to our own that has succeeded in making first contact. Whatever they are, wherever they are, they’re too far away to be dropping by for a visit. By building this radio telescope, we enable ourselves to communicate with another species. Eventually, we may be able to learn from them, share our technologies, and gain a better understanding of the universe, and maybe even our own origins. This discovery could unite mankind—this project could be the catalyst that leads humanity away from nuclear annihilation.”


Dodds looks Chaney square in the eye. “Senator, ET has called, and it’s vitally important to the future of humanity that we call him back.”





7



SEPTEMBER 26, 2012: MIAMI, FLORIDA


There are five residents gathered in the pod known as 7-C. Two are seated on the floor playing what they think is chess, another is asleep on the sofa. A fourth stands by the door, waiting for a member of his rehab team to arrive to escort him to his morning therapy session.


The remaining resident of 7-C stands motionless before a television set suspended above his head. He listens to President Maller extol the tremendous work of the men and women of NASA and SETI. He hears the president speak excitedly about world peace and cooperation, about the international space program and its impact on the future of humanity. The dawn of a new age is upon us, he announces. We are no longer alone.


Unlike the billions of other viewers watching the live news conference from around the world, Michael Gabriel is not surprised by what he is hearing, only saddened. The ebony eyes never blink, the body, held rigid, never moves. The blank expression never changes, even when Pierre Borgia’s face appears on screen over the president’s left shoulder. It is hard to tell if Mick is even breathing.


Dominique enters the pod. She pauses, taking a moment to observe her patient watching the special news broadcast while she verifies that the tape recorder fastened beneath her T-shirt is obscured by the white lab coat.


She moves beside him, the two now shoulder to shoulder in front of the television, her right hand by his left.


Their fingers entwine.


“Mick, do you want to watch the rest of this, or can we talk?”


“My room.” He leads her across the hall, entering room 714.


Mick paces the cell like a caged animal, his cluttered mind attempting to sort through a thousand details at once.


Dominique sits on the edge of the bed, watching him. “You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you? How? How did you know? Mick—”


“I didn’t know what was going to happen, only that something would happen.”


“But you knew it would be a celestial event, something to do with the equinox. Mick, can you stop pacing, it’s hard to carry on a conversation like this. Come here. Sit down next to me.”


He hesitates, then sits beside her. She can see his hands shaking.


“Talk to me.”


“I can feel it, Dom.”


“What can you feel?”


“I don’t know … I can’t describe it. Something’s out there, a presence. It’s still in the distance, but it’s getting closer. I’ve felt it before, but never like this.”


She touches the hair flowing down his neck, fingering a thick, brown curl. “Try to relax. Let’s talk about this deep-space radio transmission. I want you to tell me how you knew the biggest event in humanity’s history was about to happen.”


He looks up at her, fear in his eyes. “This is nothing. This is only the beginning of the final act. The biggest event will happen on December 21, when billions of people die.”


“And how do you know that? I know what the Mayan calendar says, but you’re too intelligent to simply accept some 3,000-year-old prophecy without the scientific evidence to support it. Explain the facts to me, Mick. No Mayan folklore, just the supporting evidence.”


He shakes his head. “This is why I asked you to read my father’s journal.”


“I started to, but I’d rather you explain it to me in person. The last time we spoke, you warned me about some kind of rare galactic alignment orienting itself to Earth beginning on the fall equinox. Explain that to me.”


Mick closes his eyes, drawing slow breaths as he forces his adrenaline-racked muscles to calm.


Dominique can hear the whirring of the tape recorder. She clears her throat, covering the noise.


He reopens his eyes, his gaze softer now. “Are you familiar with the Popol Vuh?”


“I know it’s the Mayan book of creation, their equivalent of our Bible.”


He nods. “The Maya believed in five suns or five Great Cycles of creation, the fifth and last of which is set to end on December 21, the day of this year’s winter solstice. According to the Popol Vuh, the universe was organized into an Overworld, a Middleworld, and an Underworld. The Overworld represented the celestial heavens, the Middleworld—Earth. The Maya referred to the Underworld as Xibalba, a dark, evil place said to be ruled by Hurakan, the death god. Mayan legend claims the great teacher, Kukulcán, was engaged in a long, cosmic battle with Hurakan, pitting the forces of good and light against darkness and evil. It’s written that the fourth cycle came to an abrupt end when Hurakan caused a great flood to engulf the world. The English word, ‘hurricane,’ comes from the Mayan word, ‘Hurakan.’ The Maya believed the demonic entity existed within a violent maelstrom. The Aztecs believed in the same legend, only their name for the great teacher was Quetzalcoatl, the underworld deity known as Tezcatilpoca, a name which translates to ‘smoking mirror.’”


“Mick, wait—just stop a moment, okay. Forget about the Mayan myth. What I need you to stay focused on is the facts surrounding the calendar and how it relates to that deep-space transmission.”


The dark eyes blaze at her like onyx lasers, the look causing her to shrink. “I can’t discuss the science supporting the doomsday prophecy without explaining the creation myth. It’s all related. There’s a paradox surrounding the Maya. Most people think the Maya were just a bunch of jungle-dwelling savages that built some neat pyramids. The truth is, the Maya were incredible astronomers and mathematicians who possessed an unfathomable understanding of our planet’s existence within the galaxy. And it was this knowledge that allowed them to predict the celestial alignment that led to yesterday’s radio signal.”


“I don’t understand—”


Mick fidgets, then begins pacing again. “We have evidence that shows the Maya and their predecessors, the Olmec, used the Milky Way galaxy as their celestial background marker to calculate the Mayan calendar. The Milky Way is a spiral galaxy, about 100,000 light-years in diameter, made up of approximately 200 billion stars. Our own sun is located in one of the spiral arms—the Orion arm—about 35,000 light-years from the galactic center, which astronomers now believe to be a gigantic black hole, running straight through Sagittarius. The galactic center functions as a kind of celestial magnet, pulling the Milky Way in a powerful vortex. As we speak, our solar system is whipping around the galactic center point at a velocity of 135 miles per second. Despite that speed, it still takes Earth a good 226 million years to complete one revolutionary cycle around the Milky Way.”


You’re running out of tape. “Mick, the signal—”


“Be patient. As our solar system moves through the galaxy, it follows a fourteen-degree-wide path called the ecliptic. The ecliptic crosses the Milky Way in such a manner that it periodically moves into alignment with the central bulge of the galaxy. As the Maya looked to the night sky, they saw a dark rift, or dark elongated band of dense interstellar clouds, beginning where the ecliptic crosses the Milky Way in the constellation of Sagittarius. The Popol Vuh’s myth of creation refers to this dark rift as the Black Road, or Xibalba Be—a nexus shaped like a giant serpent, connecting life and death, the Earth and the Underworld.”


“Again, this is all fascinating, but how does it relate to the deep-space radio signal?”


Mick stops pacing. “Dominique, this radio signal—it wasn’t just some random transmission beamed across the universe; it was purposely directed toward our solar system. From a technological standpoint, you can’t just transmit a radio beacon halfway across the galaxy and hope it somehow manages to reach a specific planetary speck of dust like Earth. The farther the beacon has to travel, the more the signal breaks up and loses its strength. The radio transmission SETI detected was a very powerful, precise, narrow beacon, indicating to me, at least, that whoever, or whatever sent it required a particular galactic alignment, a sort of celestial corridor that aimed the transmission from its point of origin to Earth. In essence, the signal traveled through a sort of cosmic corridor. I can’t explain why, I can’t explain how, but I felt the portal of this corridor as it began opening.”


Dominique sees the fear in his eyes. “You felt it open? What did it feel like?”


“It was a sickening feeling, like icy fingers moving inside my intestines.”


“And you believe this cosmic corridor must have opened up just enough to allow the radio signal through?”


“Yes, and the portal’s widening a little bit more each day. By the December solstice, it will open completely.”


“The December solstice—the Mayan doomsday?”


“That’s right. Astronomers have known for years that our sun will move into alignment along the exact point of galactic center on December 21, 2012—the last day of the calendar’s fifth cycle. At the same time, the dark rift of the Milky Way will move into alignment along our eastern horizon, appearing directly over the Mayan city of Chichén Itzá by solstice midnight. This combination of galactic events occurs only once every 25,800 years, and yet, somehow, the Maya were able to forecast the alignment.”


“The deep-space transmission—what was its purpose?”


“I don’t know, but it portends death.”


Justify his schizophrenia. Blame the parents. “Mick, it seems to me that, aside from one isolated incident of violence, your continued incarceration has more to do with your fanatical belief in the apocalypse, a belief shared by tens of millions of people. When you say humanity’s coming to an end, what I’m hearing is a belief system that was probably spoon-fed to you from birth. Isn’t it possible that your parents—”


“My parents were not religious fanatics or millennialists. They didn’t spend their time constructing subterranean bunkers. They didn’t arm themselves with assault weapons and food supplies in preparation for Judgment Day. They didn’t believe in the Second Coming of Jesus, or the Messiah, for that matter, and they didn’t accuse every autocratic world leader with a bad mustache of being the Antichrist. They were archaeologists, Dominique—scientists, who were intelligent enough not to ignore the signposts that point to a disaster that will wipe out our entire species. Call it Armageddon, call it the Apocalypse, the Mayan prophecy—whatever makes you happy—just get me the hell out of here so I can do something about it!”


“Mick, stay calm. I know you’re frustrated, and I’m trying to help you, more than you know. But, in order to gain your release, I have to appeal for another psychiatric evaluation.”


“How long will that take?”


“I don’t know.”


“Christ—” He paces faster.


“Let’s say you were released tomorrow. What would you do? Where would you go?”


“Chichén Itzá. The only chance we have of saving ourselves is to find a way inside the Kukulcán pyramid.”


“What’s inside the pyramid?”


“I don’t know. No one knows. The entrance has never been found.”


“Then how—”


“Because I can sense something’s there. Don’t ask me how, I just do. It’s like when you walk down a street and can just sense someone’s following you.”


“These board members are going to want something more solid than a feeling.”


Mick stops pacing to give her an exasperated look. “This is why I asked you to read my father’s journal. There are two structures in Chichén Itzá that are linked to our salvation. The first is the great ball court, which has been aligned precisely to mirror Xibalba Be, the dark rift of the Milky Way, as it will appear on 4 Ahau, 3 Kankin. The second is the Kukulcán pyramid, the keystone structure of the entire doomsday prophecy. Every equinox, a serpent’s shadow appears on the northern balustrade of the pyramid. My father believed the celestial effect was a warning left to us by Kukulcán, representing the ascent of evil upon mankind. The shadow lasts exactly three hours and twenty-two minutes—the same interval of time shared by the deep-space transmission.”


“Are you certain about this?” Make certain you verify these facts in your report.


“As sure as I’m standing here, rotting in this cell.” He starts pacing again. She registers the click of the recorder as it runs out of tape and switches itself off.


“Dom, there was another story on CNN—I only caught the last blurb. Something about an earthquake hitting the Yucatán basin. I need to find out what happened. I need to know if the earthquake originated in Chichén Itzá, or in the Gulf of Mexico.”


“Why the Gulf?”


“You haven’t even read the journal entry concerning the Piri Re’is maps?”


“Sorry. I’ve been kind of busy.”


“Jesus, Dom, if you were my intern, I’d have flunked you by now. Piri Re’is was a famous Turkish admiral who, back in the late fourteenth century, somehow came upon a series of mysterious charts of the world. Using these charts as a reference, the admiral constructed a set of maps that historians now believe were used by Columbus to navigate his way across the Atlantic.”


“Wait, these charts were real?”


“Of course they’re real. And these charts reveal topographical details that could only have been acquired using sophisticated seismic soundings. For instance, Antarctica’s coastline appears as if there’s no ice cap even present.”


“What’s so significant about that?”


“Dom, the map is over five hundred years old. Antarctica wasn’t even discovered until 1818.”


She stares at him, not sure of what to believe.


“If you doubt me, contact the United States Navy. It was their analysis that confirmed the accuracy of the cartography.”


“So what does this map have to do with the Gulf, or the doomsday prophecy?”


“Fifteen years ago, my father and I located a similar map, only this one was an original, thousands of years old, like the one Piri Re’is found. It was sealed in an iridium container, buried in a precise location on the Nazca plateau. I managed to snap off a Polaroid just before the parchment deteriorated. You’ll find the photo in the back of my father’s journal. When you look at it, you’ll see an area circled in red, located in the Gulf of Mexico, just north of the Yucatán Peninsula.”


“What’s the mark represent?”


“I don’t know.”


Wrap this up. “Mick, I don’t doubt anything you’re telling me, but what if … well, what if this deep-space transmission has nothing at all to do with the Mayan prophecy? NASA says the radio signal originated from some distant point more than eighteen hundred light-years away. That should give you some measure of comfort, right? I mean, come on”—she smiles—“it’s a bit unlikely that we’ll be seeing any extraterrestrials arriving from Orion’s belt within the next sixty days.”


Mick’s eyes widen into dark saucers. He steps back, grabbing his temples with both hands.


Oh, shit, he’s losing it. You pushed him too far. “Mick, what is it? Are you okay?”


He holds up a finger, motioning her to stay back, to remain silent.


Dominique watches him kneel on the floor, his eyes—dark windows to a mind whirling a thousand miles an hour. Maybe you’re wrong about him. Maybe he really is certifiable.


The long moment passes. Mick looks up, the intensity of his glare positively frightening.


“You’re right, Dominique, you’re absolutely right,” he whispers. “Whatever’s been predestined to eradicate humanity won’t be arriving from deep space.


“It’s in the Gulf. It’s already here.”





JOURNAL OF JULIUS GABRIEL



In order to understand and ultimately resolve the mysteries surrounding the Mayan calendar and its doomsday prophecy, one must explore the origins of the cultures that first rose to prominence in the Yucatán.


The first Mesoamericans were seminomadic, appearing in Central America around 4000 BC. Eventually they became farmers, developing corn, a hybrid of wild grass, as well as avocado, tomatoes, and squash.


Then, sometime around 2500 BC, He arrived.


He was a long-faced Caucasian with flowing white beard and hair, a wise man who, according to legend, arrived by sea along the Gulf of Mexico’s tropical lowlands to educate and impart great wisdom unto the natives of the region.


We now refer to these educated natives as the Olmec (meaning: dwellers in the land of rubber) and they eventually became the “Mother Culture” of all Mesoamerica, the first complex society of the Americas. Under the influence of the “bearded one,” the Olmec would unify the Gulf region, their achievements in astronomy, mathematics, and architecture influencing the Zapotec, Mayan, Toltec, and Aztec—cultures which eventually rose to power over the next several thousand years.


Almost overnight, these simple jungle-dwelling farmers were suddenly establishing complex structures and extensive ceremonial centers. Advanced techniques of engineering were incorporated into the designs of architecture and public works of art. It was the Olmec who originated the ancient ball game, as well as the first method of recording events. They also fashioned great monolithic heads out of basalt, ten feet tall, many weighing up to 30 tons each. How these enormous Olmec heads were transported still remains a mystery.


Of greater importance, the Olmec was the frst culture in Mesoamerica to erect pyramids using an advanced knowledge of astronomy and mathematics. It was these structures, aligned with the constellations, that reveal the Olmec’s understanding of precession, a discovery that gave rise to the creation myth recorded in the Popol Vuh.


And so it was the Olmec, and not the Maya, who used their unexplainable knowledge of astronomy to create the Long Count Calendar and its prophecy of doom.


At the heart of the doomsday calendar is the creation myth, an historical account of an ongoing battle of light and good against darkness and evil. The hero of the story, One Hunahpu, is a warrior who is able to access the Black Road (Xibalba Be). To the Mesoamerican Indians, Xibalba Be equated to the dark rift of the Milky Way galaxy. The portal to Xibalba Be was represented in both Olmec and Mayan artwork as the mouth of a great serpent.


One can imagine the primitive Olmec, looking up at the night sky, pointing to the dark rift of the galaxy as a cosmic snake.


Around 100 BC, for reasons still unknown, the Olmec chose to abandon their cities and split into two camps, diversifying over two distinct regions. Those moving further west into central Mexico became known as the Toltecs. Those venturing east would dwell in the jungles of the Yucatán, Belize, and Guatemala, and would call themselves the Maya. It would not be until AD 900 that the two civilizations would reunite under the influence of the great teacher Kukulcán, in his majestic city of Chichén Itzá.


But I get ahead of myself.


Cambridge: 1969. It was from there that my two colleagues and I set out to unravel the mysteries of the Mayan prophecy. Unanimously, we decided our first stop should be the Olmec site of La Venta, for it was there, 20 years earlier, that the American archaeologist Matthew Stirling had unearthed his most startling discovery, an enormous Olmec fortification, consisting of a wall of 600 columns, each weighing in excess of two tons. Adjacent to this structure, the explorer had located a magnificent rock, covered with intricate Olmec carvings. After two days of intense labor, Stirling and his men were able to unearth the mammoth sculpture, which stood 14 feet high, seven feet wide, and nearly three feet thick. Although some of the carvings had been damaged from erosion, the image of one magnificent figure still remained: a large Caucasian male with a long head, high-bridged nose, and flowing white beard.


Imagine my fellow archaeologists’ shock at finding a 2,000-year-old relief clearly depicting a Caucasian, the artifact created 1,500 years before the first European had even set foot in the Americas! Just as perplexing was the depiction of a bearded figure among the Olmec, for it is a genetic fact that full-blooded Amer-lndians cannot grow beards. Since all forms of artistic expression must have roots somewhere, the identity of the bearded white man remained yet another enigma to be solved.


As for myself, I immediately theorized the Caucasian to be an earlier ancestor of the great Mayan teacher Kukulcán.


We don’t know much about Kukulcán, or his ancestors, although every Mesoamerican group appears to have worshiped a male deity who fits the same physical description. To the Maya, he was Kukulcán, to the Aztecs, Quetzalcoatl—a legendary bearded wise man who brought peace, prosperity, and great wisdom to the people. Records indicate that, sometime around AD 1000, Kukulcán/Quetzalcoatl was forced to abandon Chichén Itzá. Legend tells that, before leaving, the mysterious wise man promised his people that he would eventually return to rid the world of evil.


Upon Kukulcán’s departure, a demonic influence quickly spread throughout the land. Both the Maya and Aztecs turned to human sacrifice, savagely killing tens of thousands of men, women, and children, all in an effort to usher in the return of their beloved god-king and forestall the prophesied end of humanity.


It was in the year 1519 that the Spanish Conquistador, Hernan Cortez, would arrive from Europe to invade the Yucatán. Though they easily outnumbered their enemy, the Mesoamerican Indians mistook Cortez (a bearded white man) as the Second Coming of Kukulcán/Quetzalcoatl and laid down their weapons. Having conquered the savages, Cortez sent for the Spanish priests, who, upon their arrival, were horrified to learn of the human sacrifices, as well as one other shocking ritual: Mayan mothers were strapping wooden boards to their infant’s heads in an attempt to deform their newborn child’s developing skull. By elongating the skull, the Mayan would appear more godlike, a belief no doubt inspired by evidence indicating the great teacher Kukulcán had possessed a similar elongated cranium.


Quickly proclaiming the Maya practice to be an influence of the Devil, the Spanish priests ordered the shamans burned alive and the rest of the Indians converted to Christianity— under penalty of death. The superstitious fools then proceeded to torch every important Mayan codex in existence. Thousands of volumes of text were destroyed—text that no doubt referenced the doomsday prophecy, and may have contained vital instructions, left to us by Kukulcán, to save our species from annihilation.


And so it came to pass that the Church, attempting to save our souls from the Devil, most likely condemned our species to ignorance some 500 years ago.


While Borgia and I argued over the identity of the bearded one depicted on the Olmec relief, our colleague, the beautiful Maria Rosen, came upon a find that would redirect our efforts away from Central America and onto the next leg of our journey.


While excavating an Olmec dig in La Venta, Maria discovered an ancient royal burial site, and unearthed the remains of an elongated skull. Although this bizarre, inhuman-looking cranium was not the first such skull ever located in Mesoamerica, it would turn out to be the only one found in the Olmec homeland referred to as the Serpent Sanctuary.


Maria decided to donate the skull to the Museum of Anthropology in Merida. Upon speaking to their curator, we learned, quite to our surprise, that similar skulls had recently been unearthed in burial grounds located on the Nazca plateau in Peru.


Was there a link between the Maya and Inca civilizations?


The three of us found ourselves at an archaeological crossroads. Should we continue on to Chichén Itzá, an ancient Mayan city central to the doomsday prophecy, or leave Mexico and pursue our lead to Peru?


Maria’s instinct was to travel to South America, believing that the Mayan calendar was but an important piece of the doomsday puzzle. And so the three of us boarded a plane bound for Nazca, unaware of where our journey was leading us.


As we flew across the Atlantic, I found myself perplexed by something the physician in Merida had shared with me. Upon examination of the elongated cranium, the medical examiner, a man of good reputation, had stated, quite emphatically, that the massive bone deformity of this particular skull could not have been caused by any known elongation technique. To back up his claim, he arranged for a dentist to examine the dental remains, the results of which yielded something even more startling.


It is a fact that human adults possess 14 teeth in the lower jaw.


The elongated skull Mana had found possessed only 10.


—Excerpt from the Journal of Professor Julius Gabriel,
Ref. Catalogue 1969–73, pages 13–347
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OCTOBER 9, 2012: WASHINGTON, DC


President Mark Maller enters the Oval Office from his private study and takes his place behind his desk. Seated before him are members of the White House staff.


“All right people, let’s get started. We’ll begin with the issue of nominating a new vice-presidential running mate. Kathie?”


Chief of Staff Katherine Gleason reads from her laptop. “These are the results of a public opinion poll taken last Thursday. When asked who they preferred to see share the party ticket, registered voters selected Senator Ennis Chaney to Pierre Borgia by a 53 percent to 39 percent margin. The issue of trust appears to be their key motivating factor. However, when asked to identify what they felt was the central issue going into the November election, 89 percent of the public named the escalation of the strategic arms buildup in Russia and China as being their primary concern, with only 34 percent of registered voters interested in pursuing the construction of a radio telescope on the moon. Loosely translated: Chaney gets the ticket, we focus our campaign on stabilizing relations with Russia and China, and you remain noncommittal on the radio telescope, at least until after you’re re-elected.”


“Agreed. Any new developments at NASA?”


“Yes, sir.” Sam Blumner is the president’s chief economic advisor. “I’ve reviewed NASA’s preliminary budget for building this contraption on the moon.”


“How bad?”


“Let’s me put it to you this way, Mr President. You’ve got two chances of pushing this through Congress—slim and none—and slim just left town with your former vice president.”


“I thought NASA was linking the project with the moon-base proposal that already passed through Appropriations?”


“They tried. Unfortunately, that moon base was designed to be built on the near side of the moon, close to the polar region where NASA located ice formations, and not on the dark side. You’ll excuse the pun, but in fiscal terms, we’re looking at the difference between night and day, as in solar panels are no longer an option when the Sun’s not shining.”


Kathie Gleason shakes her head in disagreement. “Sam, one of the reasons the American public is so opposed to this venture is that they perceive it as being an international project. The radio signal wasn’t broadcast to the United States, it was received by our entire planet.”


“And in the end, America’s still the one who’s going to foot most of the bill.”


Cal Calixte, the president’s press secretary, raises his hand. “Mr President, in my opinion, the radio telescope provides us with a means of pumping funds into Russia’s economy, especially in light of the recent cutbacks by the IMF. Perhaps you could even link it to the new START-V treaty.”


“The same thing was said about the International Space Station,” interrupts Blumner. “That giant Tinker Toy cost America a cool $20 billion, plus the billions we lent the Russians so they could afford to participate. Meanwhile, it’s the Russians who keep delaying the completion of the project.”


“Sam, stop looking at everything from a financial standpoint,” Kathie says. “This is as much a political issue as a space program. Protecting the Russian democracy is worth more than the telescope itself.”


“Democracy? What democracy?” Blumner loosens his tie. “Here’s a quick civics lesson for you, Kathie. What we’ve created is an economy of extortion, where the Russian rich get richer, the poor starve to death, and nobody seems to give a shit as long as we call it a democracy. The United States and the IMF have given the Russians billions of dollars. Where’d all the money go? From a fiscal standpoint, my three-year-old daughter is more fiscally accountable than Yeltsin or Viktor Grozny ever was.”


Blumner turns to the president, his plump face red. “Before we start appropriating billions, let’s keep in mind that this deep-space radio signal could just be a fluke. From what I understand, NASA still hasn’t found an underlying pattern that would indicate the transmission was a genuine attempt at communication. And why haven’t we heard a trace of a second signal?”


Cal shakes his head. “You miss the point. Grozny’s people are starving. Civil unrest is reaching dangerous proportions. We can’t just turn our backs on a desperate nation with a nuclear arsenal capable of destroying the world a dozen times over.”


“In my book, it’s still extortion,” Blumner says. “We’re creating a bogus project as a means of paying a faltering superpower and its corrupt leaders billions of dollars so they won’t engage us in a nuclear war they could never hope to win anyway.”


The president holds up his hand to interject. “I think Cal’s point still has merit. The IMF has already made it clear that they won’t give another dime to Russia unless the money is invested in technologies that can help jump-start their economy. Even if this radio signal turns out to be bogus, the telescope would still provide scientists with a real window to explore deep space.”


“It’d help the Russian people more if we opened up a few thousand McDonald’s and let ’em eat for free.”


Maller ignores Blumner’s remark. “The G-9 meeting’s in two weeks. I want you and Joyce to prepare a preliminary proposal that uses the radio telescope as a vehicle to channel funds into Russia. At the very worst, maybe we can diffuse some of the paranoia surrounding Asia’s upcoming joint nuclear deterrent exercises.”


The president stands. “Cal, what time is tonight’s press conference scheduled?”


“Nine o’clock.”


“Good. I’ll meet with our new vice president in an hour, then I want you to brief him about the re-election. And tell him to pack a bag. I want Chaney hitting the campaign trail, starting tonight.”


Florida State University


Dominique is seated in the corridor outside her doctoral advisor’s office, squirming uncomfortably on a cushionless wooden bench. She debates whether to chance another trip to the bathroom when the office door opens.


Dr Marjorie Owen, portable phone pressed to one ear, ushers her inside with a quick gesture. Dominique enters the sanctuary of the department head’s cluttered office and takes a seat, waiting for her professor to finish her phone conversation.


Marjorie Owen has been teaching clinical psychiatry for twenty-seven years. She is unmarried and unattached, her thin, wiry 57-year-old physique kept in reasonable shape by mountain climbing. A woman of few words, she is well respected, somewhat feared by her nontenured staff, and has a reputation for being strict with her graduate students.


The last thing Dominique wants is to get on her shit list.


Dr Owen hangs up the phone, retucking her short-cropped gray hair back behind her ear. “Okay, young lady, I’ve listened to your tape and read your report on Michael Gabriel.”


“And?”


“And what? He’s exactly what Dr Foletta says he is, a paranoid schizophrenic possessing an unusually high IQ,” she smiles, “making for some delightful delusions, I might add.”


“But does that warrant keeping him locked up? He’s already served eleven hard years, and I’ve seen no evidence of criminal behavior.”


“According to the file you showed me, Dr Foletta just completed his annual evaluation, an evaluation you signed off on. If you had any objections, you should have spoken up then.”


“I realize that now. Is there anything you could recommend, anything I can do to challenge Foletta’s recommendations?”


“You want to challenge your sponsor’s evaluation? Based on what?”


Here we go … “Based on my personal belief that—well, that the patient’s claims might merit investigation.”


Dr Owen shoots Dominique her infamous “befuddled look,” a look that has shattered many a grad student’s hopes for graduating. “Young lady, are you telling me that Mr Gabriel actually has you convinced the world is coming to an end?”


Christ, I’m toast … “No, ma’am, but he did seem to know about that deep-space radio signal and—”


“No, as a matter of fact, according to the tape, he had no idea what was going to happen, only that something would happen on the equinox.”


The silent stare resumes, causing beads of sweat to break out beneath Dominique’s armpits.


“Dr Owen, my only concern is to ensure my patient is receiving the best care possible. At the same time, I’m also concerned that, well, that he may not have been justly evaluated in the first place.”


“I see. So, let me get this straight—having worked with your very first patient for nearly a month—” Owen checks her notes. “No, wait, my mistake, it’s actually been over a month. Five weeks, to be exact.” Dr Owen walks to her office door and closes it with authority. “Five full weeks on the job, and you’re not only questioning the last eleven years of the patient’s treatment, but you’re ready to challenge the director of the facility, hoping to release Mr Gabriel back into society.”


“I realize that I’m just an intern, but if I see something’s not right, don’t I have a moral and professional obligation to report it?”


“Okay, so based on your infinite experience in the field, you feel that Dr Anthony Foletta, a well-respected clinical psychiatrist, is unable to evaluate his own patient properly. Is that it?”


Don’t answer. Bite your tongue.


“Don’t just sit there and bite your tongue. Answer me.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Owen sits on the edge of her desk, purposely positioning herself to tower over her graduate student. “Let me tell you what I think, young lady. I think you’ve lost your perspective. I think you’ve made the mistake of becoming emotionally involved with your patient.”


“No, ma’am, I—”


“He’s certainly a clever man. By telling his young, new, female psychiatrist that he had been sexually abused in prison, he hoped to hit a soft spot, and boy did he ever. Wake up, Dominique. Can’t you see what’s happening? You’re reaching out emotionally to your patient, based on your own childhood trauma. But Mr Gabriel wasn’t sodomized by his cousin for three years, was he? He wasn’t beaten to within an inch of his life—”


Shut up, just shut the fuck up—


“Many women who’ve gone through similar experiences like yours often deal with post-traumatic symptoms by joining women’s movements, or taking up self-defense, just as you have. Pursuing clinical psychiatry as your chosen profession was a mistake if you’re planning on using it as an alternative means of therapy. How can you possibly hope to help your patients if you allow yourself to become emotionally involved?”


“I know what you’re saying, but—”


“—but nothing.” Owen shakes her head. “In my opinion, you’ve already lost your objectivity. For God’s sake, Dominique, this lunatic actually has you convinced that everyone in the world is going to die in ten weeks.”


Dominique wipes tears from her eyes and chokes back a laugh. It was true. Mick had her so emotionally wound up that she was no longer just humoring him as part of his therapy, she was allowing herself to be coerced by his doomsday delusions. “I feel embarrassed.”


“And so you should. By feeling sorry for Mr Gabriel, you’ve ruined the dynamics of the doctor–patient relationship. This forces me to contact Dr Foletta and intervene on behalf of Mr Gabriel.”


Oh shit. “What are you going to do?”


“I’m going to request that Foletta place you with another resident. Immediately.”



Miami, Florida



Mick Gabriel has been walking the yard for six hours.


Pacing on automatic pilot, he maneuvers around the mentally inept and criminally insane as his mind focuses on reshaping the pieces of the doomsday puzzle floating in his brain.


The radio signal and the descent of the plumed serpent. The dark rift and Xibalba. Don’t make the mistake of lumping everything together. Separate cause from action, death from salvation, evil from good. There are two factions at work here, two separate entities involved in the Mayan prophecy. Good and evil, evil and good. What s good? Warnings are good. The Mayan calendar is a warning, as are the Nazca drawings and the serpent’s equinoctial shadow on the Kukulcán pyramid. Each warning, left to us by a bearded Caucasian wise man, all portending the arrival of evil. But the evil is already here, it’s been here. I’ve felt it before, but never like this. Could that deep-space transmission have triggered it? Somehow strengthened it? If so, where is it?


He pauses, allowing the late-afternoon sun to warm his face.


Xibalba—the Underworld. I can feel the Black Road leading to the Underworld growing stronger. The Popol Vuh claims the Lords of the Underworld influenced evil on Earth. How’s that possible … unless the malevolent presence on Earth hasn’t always been here?


Mick opens his eyes.


What if it wasn’t always here? What if it arrived long ago, before the evolution of man? What if it’s been lying dormant, waiting for this radio transmission to awaken it?


The loudspeaker’s five o’clock buzz announcing dinner jars a distant memory. Mick imagines himself back on the Nazca desert, patrolling the flat plateau with his metal detector. The electric buzz of the metal detector has sent him digging in the soft yellow sand, his ailing father by his side.


In his mind’s eye, he unearths the iridium canister, removing the ancient map. Focusing on the red circle … marking the mysterious location in the Gulf of Mexico.


The Gulf of Mexico … the canister—made of iridium! His eyes widen in disbelief. “God dammit, Gabriel, how could you be so fucking blind!”


Mick races up the two flights of concrete steps to the third-floor mezzanine and therapy annex. He pushes past several residents and enters the computer room.


A middle-aged woman greets him. “Well, hello. My name’s Dorothy, and I’m—”


“I need to use one of your computers!”


She moves to her laptop. “And your name is?”


“Gabriel. Michael Gabriel. Look under Foletta.” Mick spots an open terminal. Without waiting, he takes a seat, then notices the voice-activation system is not working. Using the mouse, he activates the internet connection.


“Now just wait one minute, Mr Gabriel. We have rules here. You just can’t jump onto a computer. You have to have permission from your—”


ACCESS DENIED. PLEASE ENTER PASSWORD.


“I need a password, Dorothy. I’ll only be a minute. Could you give me your password, please—”


“No, Mr Gabriel, no password. There are three residents ahead of you, and I’ll need to speak with your therapist. Then I can—”


Mick focuses on her identification badge: DOROTHY HIGGINS, #G45927. He begins typing in passwords.


“—schedule you for a future appointment. Are you listening to me, Mr Gabriel? What are you doing? Hey, stop that—”


A dozen passwords fail. He focuses again on her name tag. “Dorothy, what a pretty name. Did your parents like the Wizard of Oz, Dorothy?”


Her stunned expression gives her away. Mick types in OZG45927.


INVALID PASSWORD.


“Stop this nonsense right now, Mr Gabriel, or I’ll call for security.”


“The Wicked Witch, the Tin Man, Scarecrow … how about we ask the wizard.” He types in WIZG45927.


CONNECTING TO INTERNET …


“That’s it, I’m calling security!”


Mick ignores her as he searches the web, typing in CHICXULUB CRATER, as he recalls the words he had spoken to Dominique. The biggest event in history will happen on December 21, when humanity perishes. Not entirely true, he realizes now. The biggest event in history, at least up until now, had occurred sixty-five million years ago, and it had taken place in the Gulf of Mexico.


The first file appears on screen. Without bothering to read it, he presses PRINT ALL.


He hears security approaching from the adjacent hall. Come on, come on …


Mick grabs the three sheets of printouts and shoves them into his pants pocket as several security guards enter the computer room.


“I’ve asked him three times to leave. He even managed to steal my password.”


“We’ll handle it, ma’am.” The muscular redhead nods to his two guards, who grab Mick by the arms.


Mick offers no resistance as the redhead struts forward, getting up in his face.


“Resident, you were asked to vacate this room. Is that a problem?”


Mick sees Dr Foletta enter the room out of the corner of his eye. He glances at the guard’s identification badge and offers the redhead a smile. “You know, Raymond, all the muscles in the world won’t get you laid if your breath reeks of garlic—”


Foletta approaches. “Raymond, don’t—”


The uppercut strikes Mick squarely on the solar plexus, driving the air from his lungs. He falls forward, doubled up in pain, his body still supported on either side by the two guards.


“God dammit, Raymond, I said to wait—”


“Sorry, sir, I thought you—”


Mick regains his feet and, in one motion, arches his back, raising his knees to his chest before kicking outward, the heels of his tennis shoes smashing hard into the redhead’s face, shattering the man’s nose and upper lip in a spray of blood.


Raymond drops to the floor in a heap.


Foletta bends over the semiconscious guard, staring at the man’s face. “That was uncalled-for, Mick.”


“An eye for an eye, eh, Doctor.”


Two more orderlies enter, brandishing stun guns. Foletta shakes his head. “Escort Mr Gabriel to his room, then get a physician down here to take care of this idiot.”


*


It is late by the time Dominique pulls the black Pronto Spyder into the facility’s parking lot. She enters the lobby, then swipes her magnetic identification card to pass through the first-floor security checkpoint.


“Won’t work, Sunshine.”


The voice is weak and a bit muffled. “Raymond, is that you?” Dominique can barely see the big redhead through the security gate.


“Use the facial scan.”


She enters her code, then presses her face to the rubber housing, the infrared beam scanning her features.


The security door unlocks.


Raymond is leaning back in his chair. A heavy gauze bandage is wrapped around his head, covering his nose. Both eyes are black.


“Jesus, Ray, what the hell happened to you?”


“Your goddam patient flipped out in the computer room and kicked me in the face. Motherfucker broke my nose and loosened two teeth.”


“Mick did this? Why?”


“Who the fuck knows? Guy’s a fucking psycho. Look at me, Dominique. How am I supposed to compete in the Mr Florida contest looking like this? I swear to God, I’m gonna get that son of a bitch if it’s the last thing I do—”


“No you won’t. You’re not going to do a thing to him. And if anything should happen, I won’t hesitate to bring criminal charges against you.”


Raymond leans forward menacingly. “Is that the way it’s gonna be between us? First you blow me off, then you’re gonna have me arrested?”


“Hey, I didn’t blow you off, I got tied up in a meeting with Foletta. You’re the one who got himself switched to the night shift. As for Michael Gabriel, he’s my patient, and I’ll be damned if—”


“Not anymore. Foletta received a call this afternoon from your advisor. Looks like your patient load around here is about to change.”


Damn you, Owen, do you always have to be so goddam efficient. “Is Foletta still here?”


“At this hour? You gotta be kidding.”


“Ray, listen to me, I know you’re mad at Mick, but I’ll … I’ll make you a deal. Stay away from him and— and I’ll help you prepare for your bodybuilding contest. I’ll even apply makeup to those raccoon eyes of yours so you won’t scare the judges.”


Raymond folds his arms across his inflated chest. “Not good enough. You still owe me a night out.” He flashes a yellowed smile. “Not just a quick Italian dinner, either. I want to have some fun, you know, do a little dancin’, a little romancin’—”


“One date, that’s it, and I’m not interested in any romance.”


“Give me a chance, Sunshine. I tend to grow on people.”


So does fungus. “One date, and you stay away from Gabriel.”


“Agreed.”


She passes through the security checkpoint and enters the elevator.


Raymond watches her leave, lust in his eyes as he focuses on the contours of her glutei maximi.


There is only one guard on duty on the seventh floor, and his attention is focused on the National League Championship Series.


“Hi, Marvis. Who’s winning?”


Marvis Jones looks up from the television. “Cubs are up by two going into the bottom of the eighth. What are you doing here so late?”


“I came by to see my patient.”


Marvis looks worried. “I don’t know, Dom. It’s kind of late—” A roar from the crowd forces him back to the screen. “Shit, the Phillies just tied it.”


“Come on, Marvis.”


Marvis checks the time. “Tell you what. I’ll lock you in with him for fifteen minutes, as long as you leave when the nurse comes by to give him his medication.”


“Deal.”


The security guard escorts her to room 714, then hands her the transmitter pen linked to his beeper. “Better take this. He was violent earlier.”


“No, I’ll be okay.”


“Take the pen, Dominique, or you don’t go in.”


She knows better than to argue with Marvis, who is as thorough as he is kind. She pockets the device.


Marvis activates the intercom. “Resident, you have a visitor. I’ll allow her to enter once I see you fully clothed and seated on the edge of your bed.” Marvis peeks through the spyhole. “Okay, he’s ready. In you go.” Marvis opens the door, then locks it behind her.


The lights in the room have been dimmed. She sees a dark figure sitting up on the bed. “Mick, it’s Dom. Are you all right?”


Mick is leaning back against the wall. Dominique sees his face as she approaches, the left cheekbone badly bruised, the eye swollen shut.


Her heart races. “Oh, God, what did they do to you?” She grabs a hand towel, soaks it in cold water, then presses it to his face.


“Ow.”


“Sorry. Here, keep this on your eye. What happened?”


“According to the official report, I slipped in the shower.” He looks at her, his half smile causing pain. “I missed you. How was FSU?”


“Not good. My advisor doesn’t think I’m handling my responsibilities in a professional manner.”


“He thinks you’re emotionally distracted by me, is that it?”


“She, and yes. As of tomorrow, I’ll be assigned to a new resident. I’m sorry, Mick.”


He squeezes her hand, then places it over his heart. “If it matters,” he whispers, “you’re the only one who’s ever been able to reach me.”


She swallows the lump in her throat. Don’t fall apart again. “What happened while I was gone? I saw what you did to Raymond.”


“He took the first shot.”


“I heard you wouldn’t leave the computer room.”


“I needed to access the internet.” He releases her hand and removes several sheets of crumpled printouts from his pocket. “A major piece of the doomsday puzzle hit me today. It’s so unbelievable that I had to verify the facts before I could accept it.”


She takes the pages from him and begins reading.


THE CHICXULUB CRATER


In 1980, Nobel prize-winning physicist Luis Alvarez proposed that an extraterrestrial impact 65 million years ago was the cause of a mass extinction that ultimately ended the reign of the dinosaurs, forever changing the evolutionary pattern of life on Earth. This bold theory resulted from Alvarez’s discovery of a centimeter-thick clay layer of sediment deposited across the planet’s surface at the time of the asteroid cataclysm, between the Cretaceous (K) and Tertiary (T) geologic time periods. This K/T boundary clay was found to contain high concentrations of iridium, an extremely rare metal thought to exist deep within the Earth’s core. Iridium is the only metal capable of surviving temperatures in excess of 4,000 degrees Fahrenheit and is practically insoluble, even to the strongest acids. The fact that high concentrations of iridium have been found in meteorites led Alvarez to propose his theory that the K/T sediment was the remains of a settled dust cloud created by the impact of a large (seven-mile-wide) asteroid that struck Earth 65 million years ago. All Alvarez needed to prove his theory was to find the impact site.


In 1978, a helicopter pilot and geophysicist named Glenn Pennfield had been flying over the Gulf of Mexico completing aerial surveys designed to measure faint variations in the Earth’s magnetic field, telltale signs indicating the presence of oil. Passing over an area of water just off the northwestern Yucatán Peninsula, Pennfield had detected a symmetrical ring of highly magnetic material one hundred miles across, buried one mile below the seafloor. Analysis of this immense donut-shaped configuration later confirmed that the area, covering both land and sea, was a crater—the impact site of a giant asteroid.


Named for the Yucatán town located between Progreso and Merida, the Chicxulub crater is the largest impact basin to form on our planet over the last billion years. The approximate center of the site is underwater, 21.4 degrees north latitude by 89.6 degrees west longitude, buried beneath 1,000 to 3,000 feet of limestone.


The crater is vast, 110 to 180 miles in diameter, spread out over the northwestern coast of the Yucatán Peninsula and the Gulf of Mexico. Surrounding the land-based section of the crater is a circular ring of sinkholes. These freshwater sources, called cenotes by the Mexican locals, are believed to have been formed in the Yucatán geography as a result of the extensive fracturing the limestone basin suffered during the asteroid’s impact. Sixty-five million years ago, the Central American landmass was still underwater.


Dominique looks up, slightly irritated. “I don’t get it. What’s the big clue?”


“The Piri Re’is map, the one I located on the Nazca plateau. I found it sealed in an iridium canister. The map was marking the site of the Chicxulub crater. Chichén Itzá is located right along the outer rim of the impact ring. If you draw a line from the Kukulcán pyramid to the center point of the impact crater, the angle measures 23.5 degrees—the precise angle of the Earth’s axis of rotation, a tilt responsible for providing us with the seasons of the year.”


Here we go again. “Okay, so what does all this mean?”


“What does it mean?” Mick winces as he jumps to his feet. “It means the Kukulcán pyramid was deliberately and precisely positioned on the Yucatán Peninsula in relationship to the Chicxulub crater. There’s no mistaking this, Dominique. There’s no other ancient structure close to the impact site, and the angle of measurement is too precise to be happenstance.”


“But how would the ancient Mayans have known about an asteroid impact sixty-five million years ago? Look how long it took modern man to figure it out.”


“I don’t know. Maybe they had the same technology the Piri Re’is map-maker used when he drew Antarctica’s topography, even though it was covered by sheets of ice.”


“So what’s your theory—that humanity will be destroyed by an asteroid on December 21?”


Mick kneels on the floor by her feet, his swollen face in agony. “The threat to humanity isn’t an asteroid. The likelihood of another asteroid impacting the same location is too astronomical even to consider. Besides, the Mayan prophecy points to the dark rift, not a celestial projectile.”


He lays his aching head on her knee. Dominique smooths back his long brown hair, greasy with sweat and oil.


“Maybe you should get some rest?”


“I can’t, my mind won’t let me rest.” He stands, pressing the compress to his swollen eye. “Something’s always bothered me about the location of the Kukulcán pyramid. Unlike its counterparts in Egypt, Cambodia, and Teotihuacán, the structure always seemed displaced—like an exquisite thumb, geographically situated without rhyme or reason, while its sister fingers are dispersed at almost equal intervals across the face of the Earth. Now I think I understand.”


“Understand what?”


“Good and evil, Dominique, good and evil. Somewhere within the Kukulcán pyramid lies good—the key to our salvation. Somewhere within the Chicxulub crater lies a malevolent force, growing stronger as the solstice approaches.”


“How do you know—never mind, I forgot, you can feel it. Sorry.”


“Dom, I need your help. You have to get me out of here.”


“I tried—”


“Forget appeals, there’s no time. I need out now!”


He’s losing control.


Mick grabs her wrist. “Help me escape. I have to get to Chichén Itzá—”


“Let me go!” She reaches for the pen with her free hand.


“No—wait, don’t call the guard—”


“Then back off, you’re scaring me.”


“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” He releases his grip. “Just hear me out, okay? I don’t know how humanity is going to perish, but I think I know the purpose behind that deep-space radio transmission.”


“Go on.”


“The signal was an alarm clock, traveling down the Black Road, a celestial corridor that’s aligning itself to whatever’s buried in the Gulf.”


Foletta was right. His delusions are getting worse. “Mick, take it easy. There’s nothing down there—”


“You’re wrong! I can feel it, just like I can feel the Black Road to Xibalba opening wider. The pathway’s becoming more pronounced—”


He’s rambling …


“I can feel it spreading, I don’t know how, but I can, I swear it! And there’s something else—”


She see tears of frustration leak from his eyes, or is it genuine fear?


“I can sense a presence looming on the other side of the Black Road. And it can sense me!”


The nurse enters, followed by three imposing orderlies.


“Good evening, Mr Gabriel. It’s time for your medication.”


Mick spots the syringe. “That’s not Zyprexa!”


Two orderlies grab his arms, the third tackling him by the legs.


Dominique watches helplessly as he struggles. “Nurse, what’s going on here?”


“Mr Gabriel is to receive three shots of Thorazine a day.”


“Three?”


“Foletta wants to turn me into a vegetable! Dom, don’t let him—” Mick is thrashing wildly on the bed, the orderlies struggling to keep him down. “Don’t let them do it. Dominique, please—”


“Nurse, I happen to be Mr Gabriel’s psychiatrist, and I—”


“Not anymore. Dr Foletta’s taken over. You can speak to him about it in the morning.” The nurse swabs alcohol on Mick’s arm. “Hold him steady—”


“We’re trying. Just stick him—”


Mick raises his head, the blood vessels protruding from his neck. “Dom, you have to do something! The Chicxulub crater—the clock’s ticking—the clock’s—”


Dominique sees the dark eyes roll up, his head flopping back against the pillow.


“There, that’s better,” the nurse coos, retracting the syringe. “You can go now, Intern Vazquez. Mr Gabriel won’t be needing your services anymore.”
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OCTOBER 21, 2012: PENTAGON, ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA


Pierre Borgia enters the briefing room and takes his seat at the oval conference table between Secretary of Defense Dick Przystas and US army Chief of Staff General James Adams. Seated directly across from him is CIA Director Patrick Hurley, Air Force Chief of Staff, General Arne Cohen, and Chief of Naval Operations Jeffrey Gordon. The six-foot-six-inch Chief of Naval Operations acknowledges Borgia with a quick nod.


General “Big Mike” Costolo, Commandant of the Marine Corps, follows Borgia in, taking his place to Gordon’s right.


At the head of the table is General Joseph Fecondo. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and veteran of the Vietnam and Persian Gulf Wars wipes the palm of a manicured hand across his tan, receding hairline and gazes at Borgia and Costolo with a look of annoyance. “Well, now that we’re all finally here, I guess we can begin. Director Hurley?”


Patrick Hurley takes his place at the podium. Trim and fit, the 52-year-old former all-American shooting guard from Notre Dame looks like he still plays competitive basketball.


Hurley activates a control switch at the podium. The lights dim, and a black-and-white satellite photo appears on the large screen to the CIA director’s right.


Borgia recognizes the quality of the image. The digitalized photo comes from the C-8236 high-resolution thermal-imaging camera, mounted aboard the Air Force’s top-secret aircraft, Darkstar. The stealth Unmanned Aerial Vehicle (UAV) is a flat, clam-shaped vessel with enormous wings. Darkstar operates at altitudes of 65,000 feet and can transmit close-up images in all weather conditions, day or night.


A computerized square appears in red. Hurley positions it, then enhances the image within. Details of a small school and children’s playground enlarge and focus. Adjacent to the school is a well-enclosed concrete parking lot.


The CIA director clears his throat. “The series of photos you’re about to see were taken above an area just northeast of Pyongyang along North Korea’s western coast. On the surface, the site appears to be nothing more than a children’s elementary school. But buried 1.3 kilometers beneath this parking lot is Kim Jong-Il’s underground nuclear-weapons facility, the same facility the North Koreans used when they first began test-firing two-stage medium-range missiles back in 1998. We suspect the site may also house the new TAEPO-DONG II missile, an ICBM with a range of twenty-two hundred miles, capable of carrying multiple nuclear warheads.”


Hurley clicks to the next photo. “Darkstar’s been monitoring the facility for the last two weeks. The photos I’m going to show you were taken yesterday evening, between the hours of eleven o’clock and 1:00 a.m., Seoul.” Hurley magnifies the image to reveal the figures of two men exiting a black Mercedes-Benz.


“The gentleman on the right is Iranian President Ali Shamkhani. The gentleman on the left is China’s new Communist Party Leader and former military commander, General Li Xiliang. As Pierre will tell you, the general’s hard-line Communist all the way.”


Hurley clicks through several more photos, stopping at a man dressed in a long, black, leather coat, who seems to be staring up at the heavens as if he knows his picture is being taken.


“Christ,” Borgia whispers, “it’s Viktor Grozny.”


“Almost looks like he’s staring at our camera,” General Cohen adds.


“The roll call’s not quite over.” The CIA director changes the image. “And our host for the evening—”


Borgia’s heart races faster. “Kim Jong-Il.”


Hurley turns the lights back up and takes his place at the conference table. “Viktor Grozny’s nuclear deterrent summit was held weeks ago. So why would the leaders of four nations representing 38 percent of the nuclear weapons on this planet choose to meet in secrecy at this particular site?”


Secretary of Defense Dick Pryzstas leans back in his chair and brushes back his mop of white hair. “Admiral Gordon, would you share the information you and I spoke about earlier?”


The lanky admiral strikes a key on his laptop. “Our latest satellite surveillance indicates the Iranians have bolstered their military presence along the northern shores of the Persian Gulf. In addition to repositioning their Howitzers and mobile SAM sites, Iran recently purchased an additional forty-six Hudong-class patrol boats from China. Each of these vessels are equipped with C-802 antiship cruise missiles. The Iranians are also in the process of doubling their Chinese Silkworm missile sites along the coastline and, despite UN protests, have continued to fortify their surface-to-air and surface-to-surface missile batteries on Qeshm, Abu Musa, and the Sirri islands. In essence, Iran is preparing to effectuate a gauntlet at the narrowest section of the Strait of Hormuz, an area only fifty kilometers wide.


“The Iranians claim the military buildup is in preparation for Grozny’s military exercise in December,” Secretary of Defense Przystas states. “Of course, should hostilities break out in the Middle East, the Iranian gauntlet would prevent our fleet from accessing the Persian Gulf.”


“Not to add to the paranoia, but what about nukes?” General Costolo pushes back from the table. “The Israelis claim Grozny sold the Iranians sickle missiles with nuclear warheads when he helped negotiate the 2007 Middle East Peace Accord.”


Admiral Gordon turns to face Costolo. “Iran has the strength and geography to carve out a new domain for itself in the Middle East. If war broke out, Russia would be in a position to consolidate the Middle East as a hegemony.”


“Grozny certainly looks like he’s preparing for nuclear war,” Borgia states.


“Pierre, Russia’s been preparing for nuclear war for the last sixty years,” General Fecondo interrupts. “Let’s not forget that it was our own forging ahead to build a Missile Defense Shield that added to their own paranoia.”


“There may be one other hidden variable to consider, General,” the CIA director says. “NSA intercepted a communication between Russian Prime Minister Makashov and the Chinese Defense Minister. The conversation concerned some kind of new high-tech weapon.”


“What sort of weapon?” Pryztas asks.


“Fusion was mentioned, nothing more.”



Sanibel Island, West Coast of Florida



Dominique slows the black Pronto Spyder convertible, keeping the roadster just under fifty as she passes through the Sanibel Island bridge tollbooth. Electronic sensors record her vehicle’s license plate and VIN, the information instantly fed to the Department of Transportation, which adds the amount of the toll to her monthly transit bill. She keeps the car under fifty for the next mile, knowing she is still in range of the automated system’s radar gun.


Dominique maneuvers the Spyder across the bay bridge to Sanibel and Captiva Island, a residential and resort area nestled on a small island on the Gulf Coast of Florida. She drives north along the heavily shaded single-lane roadway, then winds her way west, passing several large hotels before entering a residential area.


Edith and Isadore Axler live in a two-story cube-shaped beach home situated on a half-acre corner lot facing the Gulf of Mexico. At first glance, the exterior redwood slats enclosing the home give it the look of an enormous party lantern, especially at night. This protective layer of scrim protects the structure from hurricanes, creating, in effect, a house within a house.


The south wing of the Axler home has been renovated to accommodate a sophisticated acoustics lab, one of only three on the Gulf Coast interfaced with SOSUS, the United States Navy’s Underwater Sound Surveillance System. The sixteen-billion-dollar network of undersea microphones, built by the federal government during the Cold War to spy on enemy submarines, is a global grid tied to navy shore stations by some thirty thousand miles of undersea cables.


As the military’s need for SOSUS began to dwindle in the early 1990s, scientists, universities, and private businesses successfully petitioned the navy for access to the acoustics network. For oceanographers, SOSUS became the Hubble Telescope of undersea exploration. Scientists could now hear the super-low-frequency vibrations made by ice floes cracking, seabeds quaking, and underwater volcanoes erupting, sounds normally lying far below the range of human hearing.


For marine biologists like Isadore Axler, SOSUS provided a new way of studying the planet’s most intelligent ocean-dwelling life forms: the cetaceans. With the assistance of the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, the Axler home had become a SOSUS acoustics station, focusing specifically on the cetacean inhabitants of the Gulf of Mexico. Using SOSUS, the Axlers could now record and analyze voiceprints of whales, identify species, count populations, even track single subjects across the northern hemisphere.


Dominique turns left down the cul-de-sac, then right into the last driveway, comforted by the familiar sound of pebbles crunching beneath the weight of her roadster.


Edith Axler greets her as the convertible top snaps shut into place. Edie is an astute, gray-haired woman in her early seventies, with brown eyes that exude a teacher’s wisdom and a warm smile that projects a mother’s love.


“Hi, doll. How was your drive?”


“Fine.” Dominique hugs her adoptive mother, squeezing her tight.


“Something’s wrong?” Edith pulls back, noticing the tears. “What is it?”


“Nothing. I’m just glad to be home.”


“Don’t play me for senile. It’s that patient of yours, isn’t it? What’s his name—Mick?”


Dominique nods. “My former patient.”


“Come on, We’ll talk before Iz comes out.” Edith leads her by the hand to the Gulf-access canal located on the south side of the property. Docked along the concrete seawall are two boats, the smaller of the two a 35-foot fishing boat belonging to the Axlers.


They sit together, hand in hand, on a wooden park bench facing the water.


Dominique stares at a gray-and-white pelican basking on one of the wooden pilings. “I remember when I was young—whenever I had a bad day, you always used to sit with me out here.”


Edie nods. “This has always been my favorite spot.”


“You used to say, ‘How bad can things be, if you can still enjoy such a beautiful view.’” She points to the rustic-looking 48-foot trawler docked behind the Axler’s fishing boat. “Whose boat is that?”


“It belongs to the Sanibel Treasure Hunters’ Club. You remember Rex and Dory Simpson. Iz rents the space out to them. See that canvas, there’s a two-man minisub secured to the decking beneath it. Iz will take you out for a spin in it tomorrow if you’d like.”


“In a minisub? That’d be fun.”


Edie squeezes her daughter’s hand. “Tell me about Mick. Why are you so upset?”


Dominique wipes away a tear. “Ever since fat-fucking Foletta switched my assignment, he’s kept Mick on heavy doses of Thorazine. God, Ead, it’s so cruel, I can’t—I can’t even bear to look at him anymore. He’s so doped up—he just sits there, strapped in a wheelchair like some drooling vegetable. Foletta pushes him out to the yard every afternoon and just leaves him sitting in the arts and crafts area, like Mick’s some kind of hopeless geriatric patient.”


“Dom, I know you care a great deal about Mick, but you have to remember, you’re only one person. You can’t expect to save the world.”


“What? What did you say?”


“I just meant that as a psychiatrist, you can’t expect to help every institutionalized resident you come in contact with. You’ve worked with Mick for a month. Like it or not, this is out of your hands. You have to know when to walk away.”


“You know me better than that. I can’t just walk away, not when someone’s being abused.”


Edie squeezes her daughter’s hand again. They remain silent, watching the pelican flap its wings as it maintains its precarious balance on the piling.


Not when someone is being abused. Hearing her own words, Edie thinks back to the first time she met the frightened little girl from Guatemala. She had been working part-time as a school nurse and counselor. The ten-year-old had been brought to her, complaining of stomach cramps. Edith had held the little girl’s hand until the pain had subsided. This small act of motherly love would forever bind Dominique to the woman, whose own heart broke as she learned about the sexual abuse being inflicted upon the child by her older cousins. Edie had filed a report and arranged for foster care. She and Iz had adopted Dominique six months later.


“Okay, doll, tell me what we can do to help Mick.”


“There’s only one solution. We need to get him out of there.”


“By out, I assume you mean to another asylum.”


“No, I mean out, as in permanently out.”


“A jailbreak?”


“Well, yes. Mick may be a bit confused, but he’s not insane. He doesn’t belong in a mental institution.”


“Are you certain, because you don’t sound too sure yourself. Didn’t you tell me that Mick is convinced the world is coming to an end?”


“Not the world, humanity, and yes, he does believe that. He’s just a little paranoid, but who wouldn’t be after spending eleven years in solitary.”


Edie watches Dominique fidget. “There’s something else you’re not telling me.”


Dominique turns to face her. “This will sound crazy, but there seems to be truth in many of Mick’s delusions. His whole doomsday theory is based on some 3,000-year-old Mayan prophecy. I’m in the process of reading his father’s journal, and some of the findings are mind-boggling. Mick practically predicted the arrival of that deep-space radio signal on the fall equinox. Ead, when I lived in Guatemala, my grandmother used to tell me stories about my maternal ancestors. The things she said were pretty frightening.”


Edie smiles. “You’re starting to scare me.”


“Oh, I know it’s just superstitious nonsense, but I feel like I owe it to Mick to at least check some of these things out. It might help alleviate some of his fears.”


“What things?”


“Mick is convinced that whatever’s going to destroy humanity is hidden in the Gulf of Mexico.” Dominique reaches into her jeans pocket and removes several folded pages, handing them to Edie.


Edie glances at the printout. “The Chicxulub impact crater? How’s a depression buried a mile beneath the seafloor going to kill humanity?”


“I don’t know. Neither did Mick. But I was hoping—”


“—you were hoping that Iz could check it out using SOSUS.”


Dominique smiles. “It would make me feel a lot better.”


Edie gives her daughter a hug. “Come on. Iz is in the lab.”


Professor Isadore Axler sits at the SOSUS station, headphones on, eyes closed. His face, speckled with liver spots, is serene as he listens to the haunting cetacean echoes.


Dominique taps him on the shoulder.


Iz opens his eyes, his thinning gray goatee spreading into a tight smile as he removes the headphones from his ears. “Humpbacks.”


“Is that how you say hello? Humpbacks.”


Iz stands and gives her a hug. “You look tired, kiddo.”


“I’m fine.”


Edie steps forward. “Iz, Dominique has a favor to ask.”


“What, another one?”


“When did I ask the last one?”


“When you were sixteen. You asked to borrow the car. Most traumatic night of my life.” Iz pats her cheek. “Speak.”


She hands him the information on the Chicxulub crater. “I need you to use SOSUS and tell me if you hear anything down there.”


“And what am I supposed to be listening for?”


“I don’t know. Anything unusual, I guess.”


Iz gives her his famous “stop wasting my time,” stare, his tangled gray eyebrows knitting together.
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