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RYAN FLINT HAD to hunch double to avoid hitting his head on the roof of the steep tunnel. The air was so thick with dust that it was like trying to breathe through a duvet. ‘Are you sure this leads down to another tomb?’ he panted. ‘If we go much further we’ll come out in Australia.’

Cleo was hurrying along in front of him, stumbling on the uneven steps. ‘The writing on the stone tablet that Roberto Chan found clearly states that we have to search deeper to find the tomb of the Serpent King.’ She spoke without slowing down or looking back. ‘And this,’ – she patted the stone walls on either side – ‘is the “deeper” part. This steep tunnel represented the journey down to the underworld – or Xib’alb’a, as the Maya called it. The Place of Fear. I can’t wait. Just think! Nobody has entered this tomb since the eighth century.’

There’s probably a good reason for that, Ryan thought. The Place of Fear doesn’t exactly sound very inviting. But he couldn’t turn round now even if he wanted to. Most of the team of archaeologists were up ahead – or rather, down ahead – but two of the workmen were right behind him, struggling with boxes of equipment. ‘And anyway,’ Cleo went on, ‘if we kept going we wouldn’t end up in Australia. The other side of the planet from Mexico is somewhere in the middle of the Indian Ocean. Of course, we’d burn to a crisp at the earth’s core long before we got there …’

Ryan almost laughed out loud. Cleo was always so literal. He also wondered, not for the first time, how she managed to fit so many random facts into her brain. Especially when his own brain was so overheated it was practically toast. Never mind the earth’s core; it was sweltering down here. ‘I’m starting to feel pretty crispy already,’ he muttered.

I suppose I should be used to it by now, he thought. For the first fifteen years of his life, the nearest Ryan had come to the tomb of an ancient ruler was watching old Indiana Jones movies. But since meeting Cleopatra McNeil last year, getting up close and personal with long-dead royalty had become something of a habit. There’d been Smenkhkare and Queen Nefertiti in Egypt, then the First Emperor of China. Now, if Roberto Chan – the young Mexican archaeologist in charge of the dig – was right, they were about to enter the secret tomb of King Jaguar Paw, also known as the Serpent King, or Lord of The Snake Kingdom.

‘The ancient Maya built excellent ventilation shafts,’ Cleo said. ‘They’re all blocked with rubble now, though.’

Ryan was about to point out that knowing that the tunnel had been fitted with high quality air conditioning more than a thousand years ago wasn’t helping, when Cleo slipped and sat down hard. Ryan almost fell over her and bumped his shoulder on a jutting rock. Enraged cursing wafted up from further down the tunnel as Max Henderson, the dig photographer, tried to squeeze his cameras and lighting rig round a tight turn. Roberto and his men had been excavating for months. They’d shored up the roof with wooden props and installed hand-holds and a string of spotlights, but this was the first descent for the whole team with all their kit.

At last they were on the move again. The tunnel made a final turn, levelled out and came to a low archway. Everyone crowded round waiting for Roberto’s signal that they could enter. Cleo’s green eyes glittered in the spotlight. ‘This is it!’ she breathed. ‘King Jaguar Paw’s burial chamber.’

Cleo’s excitement was catching. Ryan felt his heart flutter as he ducked under the archway and came out in a long, narrow room with a vaulted roof, like a small, dark chapel. They swept their torch beams across the painted walls. Shades of blue and green, rust brown and mustard yellow still glowed beneath thick veils of dust. Maya characters in enormous plumed headdresses marched with banners and staffs or sat cross-legged, holding bowls, shields and other objects Ryan could only guess at. Blocks of writing had been squeezed into every space. The Mayan symbols, or glyphs as Cleo insisted he call them, bristled with life; faces, beaks, fins, wings, tails, hands, teeth, claws – all tangled up with whorls and dots and basket-weave lines.

‘This lady is presenting the crown to a new king …’ Cleo’s mum, Professor Lydia McNeil, was dashing from scene to scene like a toddler in a toyshop. ‘And look, here’s a flap-staff dance and a blood sacrifice. This is Sky Witness. And over here, Scroll Serpent …’

Roberto Chan stared as if in a trance. ‘These wall paintings show the entire dynasty of the Kingdom of the Snake …’ He wheeled round in slow motion. Everyone followed his gaze. In the centre of the chamber stood an enormous sarcophagus on a stone platform, bordered by life-sized carved heads, some human, others animal; snarling monkeys, alligators, and snakes with gaping jaws dripping with fangs. A chill scurried down Ryan’s spine in spite of the heat. The heads had clearly been placed here to guard the coffin and, from the look in their eyes, they were not at all impressed at being disturbed by a bunch of twenty-first century intruders. The Place of Fear, he thought, suddenly remembering that he really didn’t like tombs very much.

Cleo had no such worries. She had grown up around archaeological digs and looked totally at home in a burial chamber. She rushed over to the sarcophagus to join her mum, who was already kneeling down to study the inscriptions that covered the sides. Cleo took a small brush from her trusty leather tool belt – or bum bag, as Ryan always called it, just to wind her up – and began to sweep dust from the stone surface.

Cleo could read Mayan glyphs, of course. She could also read Egyptian hieroglyphs, Chinese characters, Latin, Greek and several other languages Ryan had never even heard of. On the other hand, he thought, she has the fashion sense of a beige pop sock. In addition to the tool belt, she was sporting her usual stylish combo: zip-off hiking shorts, and a charity shop t-shirt so faded that it would have taken scientific tests to guess at its original colour. The two long black plaits that hung from beneath her hard hat were lop-sided and pale grey with dust.

‘The stone is cracked right through at this end!’ Pete McNeil – Cleo’s dad – looked up from examining the lid of the sarcophagus. Being a paleopathologist – an expert on ancient death and disease – Pete was more interested in the body inside than the carvings on the outside. The same was true of his research student, Alex Shawcross, who was bouncing with impatience at his side. She flashed a winning smile at Roberto Chan. ‘Ooh yes, if we shimmy this piece to one side we could have a teeny-tiny peek inside, please say we can …’

Ryan willed Roberto to agree. It wasn’t that he wanted to see the body (Ryan had had enough of mummified corpses to last a lifetime). But Cleo had told him all about the stone tablet, known as the Snake Stone, that Roberto had recently discovered. As well as telling them to search deeper for the tomb of the Serpent King, the Snake Stone also spoke of secret knowledge and the prize that all men desire. Surely that must mean treasure of some sort. Ryan glanced around. The wall paintings might count as secret knowledge, he supposed. But he hadn’t seen much sign of treasure yet. It must all be hidden inside the coffin. He was sure it would be spectacular. Heaps of gold and silver and jade, probably … those seemed to be the ‘prizes’ that ancient royalty usually went in for …

Roberto’s face was as smooth and brown as if carved from polished wood, and as stern as the stone heads around the sarcophagus. But at last he nodded. ‘We’ll try to move it just a little.’ He spoke slowly, with a strong Spanish accent. ‘But we must be careful not to cause more damage.’

Everyone joined forces to push against the huge slab of limestone. A deep, rumbling sound echoed around the walls of the tomb as the lid began to move.

‘Max!’ Pete shouted to the photographer, who was lying on the ground taking photographs of the sarcophagus. ‘Can we get some light up here?’

Max Henderson hauled himself up. ‘I’m getting too old for this lark,’ he puffed, struggling to set up the stand for a spotlight. Rivulets of sweat trickled down his pouchy face and darkened his beard. ‘I can’t get this confounded contraption to stay in place.’ He pushed a long metal arm with a light on the end into Ryan’s hand. ‘Make yourself useful, lad. Hold this up. High as you can. Left a bit. Don’t move! I said don’t move!’ Max shoved a second light into Ryan’s other hand. ‘Hold this one out to the other side …’

By the time Ryan looked down through the gap in the lid, he was a human lamp stand, balancing on one leg, all four limbs pointing in different directions, as if he’d been freeze-framed halfway through a star jump.

All he could see was a mass of gleaming red.

The ancient coffin was full of blood.
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BLOOD? RYAN’S HEAD swam. His thoughts raced. That can’t be possible! How can a thousand-year-old corpse be lying in a pool of fresh blood?

He started to reach up to touch the St Christopher medal that he wore round his neck, but then he remembered he had a spotlight in each hand. Dad had given him the silver St Christopher – the patron saint of travellers – before he’d left for the last time. Not that Ryan had known it would be the last time, of course. It was just another work trip. Dad was always going on work trips. Only this time he didn’t come back. That was six years ago …

‘Hold that light still! Stop wobbling about!’

Ryan snapped back to the moment.

Pete and Alex had swooped in on the coffin of blood like vultures on a kill. Ryan knew that death was their job – but did they really have to enjoy it quite so much? Alex had pulled off her hard hat and was leaning so far in through the gap that her head had disappeared. When she came up for air her golden curls were tinged with scarlet. ‘It’s not blood,’ she said, sounding rather disappointed. ‘It’s red powder.’

Pete McNeil nodded. ‘Ground cinnabar, no doubt.’

Cleo shielded the light from her eyes and looked up at Ryan. ‘Otherwise known as mercury sulphide.’ But he already knew what cinnabar was. They’d come across the poisonous powder before, in a cave called The Kitchen of Eternal Life in China. ‘The Maya associated the colour red with death and rebirth,’ Cleo went on. ‘They often used cinnabar to coat the body.’

You might have mentioned that before we opened the lid! Ryan grumbled to himself. He passed the lights back to Max, who had finally managed to get the lighting rig set up, and tried to shake some feeling back into his arms.

Roberto was busy handing out disposable gloves and paper face masks to protect against the cinnabar. The team stood around the sarcophagus looking down at the body, like surgeons about to perform an operation. Although it’s a bit late for this guy, Ryan thought. Beneath the cinnabar, the age-browned skeleton poked out from the shreds of the animal pelts that had once wrapped it. Jade ornaments had been laid out on top of the corpse but now lay scattered among the bones – pendants, ankle cuffs, a heavy belt adorned with carved jade heads. There were vases and bowls too, and some mean-looking thin black blades.

Cleo’s mum pointed at the magnificent mask of square tiles of smoky green jade that covered the face and translated the ancient glyphs that ran around the edge. ‘The white soul breath of Jaguar Paw has died. Here he lies. Yuknoom Yich’aak K’ahk, Lord of the Snake Kingdom.’

Roberto smiled for the first time. He even did a small air punch. ‘Yes! I knew it! This proves it’s King Jaguar Paw. Now they’ll have to believe me! The Snake Stone was right. We searched deeper and we’ve found the tomb of the Serpent King.’

Ryan exchanged a glance with Cleo. She had told him some of the background to this dig. Many other archaeologists had doubted that the stone tablet Roberto had discovered last year was genuine. There were rumours that he had fallen for a hoax, or even worse, that he’d faked the Snake Stone himself. Most people still believed that King Jaguar Paw was the body buried in the tomb above this one, higher up inside the pyramid, which had been excavated years ago.

Ryan looked back down into the coffin. Was he imagining things or had the jade mask moved a little? Suddenly he realised why. Alex had been gently nudging the mask to one side. She blushed as she saw that Ryan had caught her out. ‘Oh dear!’ she said, as she gave a final little push. ‘The mask seems to be slipping off!’

Ryan closed his eyes. Not fast enough. The mask fell away to reveal the skull beneath. The image was now imprinted on the backs of his eyelids. Empty eye sockets. A gaping hole for a nose. A grin full of jade fangs. Red smudges around the bony mouth. The vampire effect was the stuff of nightmares.

Pete McNeil craned over for a closer look. ‘This skull is a most peculiar shape.’

Alex looked as if Father Christmas had just appeared down the chimney. ‘Ooh, cranial deformation? How super!’ Her old-fashioned BBC newsreader voice made cranial deformation sound like something she was being offered at an afternoon tea party.

‘Cranial deformation?’ Ryan asked Cleo. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

‘If you think it’s changing the shape of the skull, then yes. It was a common practise in many cultures …’

‘The Maya were rather keen on a wide, flat forehead,’ Alex cut in. ‘It was a sign of high status. They’d bind the child’s head with wooden paddles like this.’ She pressed her hands against the front and back of her head. ‘Babies’ skulls are surprisingly soft, you know.’

Ryan couldn’t think of anything he’d ever wanted to hear about less than baby-squashing, but Alex was on a roll. ‘It might be because they wanted to mimic the flat shape of a jaguar’s face … The jaguar was a sacred animal, a symbol of power.’

While they were talking, Pete had been peering further under the lid. He looked up, the spotlight flashing off his round wire-framed glasses. ‘Sorry to be a party-pooper, but this isn’t King Jaguar Paw!’

Lydia laughed. ‘Pete, stop messing about. We know it is. His name’s on the mask and it’s all over the sarcophagus too.’

Roberto Chan stared at him. ‘What do you mean?’

Pete shrugged. ‘Let’s just say that if this guy was trying to look like a jaguar he made a pretty thorough job of it. He’s grown two extra legs for a start.’

Roberto made an odd choking noise. With a burst of superhuman strength, he shoved the lid further back. Now they could all see the entire skeleton beneath its tattered shroud.

Ryan was no expert on anatomy, but even he could make out that there were four legs. There was also a long curved line of small bones extending from the spine. ‘Is that a …’

‘Rather splendid tail?’ Pete finished the sentence for him. ‘Yep!’

Roberto swallowed hard. ‘So … they placed some jaguar bones inside the sarcophagus with the body. That’s not unusual in royal Maya burials. Any part of a jaguar was a valuable object …’

Cleo’s dad shook his head. ‘These aren’t extra bones. It’s all one skeleton. And there’s no cranial deformation either. This skull hasn’t been shaped to look like a jaguar skull, it is a jaguar skull.’
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YES, IT WAS obvious, Cleo thought. Now that she could see the skeleton properly it was clearly not human. She stared down at the bones with a mixture of excitement and confusion. Jaguars were of great importance to the ancient Maya, of course, but she had never read of one being given a full royal burial before. It was an extraordinary discovery. She just wished she knew what it meant.

Roberto Chan clearly felt the same way. ‘I don’t understand!’ he cried, throwing up his hands. ‘This burial makes no sense!’ His dramatic gesture knocked a spotlight flying from its stand. Ryan dived to save it, but Max Henderson made a grab for it at the same time. Ryan caught the spotlight. Max caught Ryan’s nose. Ryan yelped, dropped the light, and clapped his hands over his face. His white paper mask – protection against cinnabar dust – was no protection against Max’s fist and was already turning bright red. ‘Doze beed,’ he mumbled, gazing down at the blood splashing into his hands.

‘Sorry, lad! Your face got in the way of my hand.’ Max examined the light. ‘I hope this bulb hasn’t broken.’

‘Stand back from the sarcophagus!’ Roberto snapped. ‘You’re dripping on the artefacts.’

Ryan backed into the corner of the tomb. ‘I’ll just go over here and bleed to death quietly, shall I?’

Cleo couldn’t help smiling. Ryan always went in for wild exaggeration. No one died of a nosebleed! But he was going to make it worse if he kept sniffing like that. She handed him some tissues from her tool belt. ‘Sit down. Put your head back and pinch the bridge of your nose.’

Ryan groaned.

Cleo knew that you should talk to a patient to take their mind off their injury. She sat down next to him. ‘Actually, blood was central to ancient Maya culture,’ she said, choosing a topic that seemed relevant. ‘They offered it up to the gods. Obviously, they would use a sharp blade, rather than a thump on the nose. They collected the blood by letting it soak into strips of bark paper.’

Ryan’s eyes widened behind the bundle of blood-stained tissues. Good, Cleo thought, he’s interested. ‘The Maya saw blood sacrifice as a great honour. They believed that human blood nurtured the gods and kept the world in balance. All those long black blades in the sarcophagus aren’t weapons, they’re lancets specially designed for bloodletting rituals. They’re made from obsidian, a volcanic glass.’

Alex couldn’t resist joining the conversation. ‘It’s razor sharp. You’d hardly feel it slice through your skin.’ She stuck out her tongue and stabbed at it with her finger. ‘This was the usual place,’ she lisped.

Ryan gurgled and waved his hands about. Cleo guessed he needed another tissue and handed one over. ‘The priests gathered the pieces of blood-soaked paper into special bowls,’ she went on. ‘They added rubber and copal resin, and burned them like incense. It produced a lovely thick smoke, perfect for seeing visions in …’

‘On special occasions,’ Alex chipped in, ‘they would pull a rope of ceiba tree thorns through the tongue to produce even more blood.’

Ryan dropped the tissues. His face had turned an unusual shade of greenish-white. He mumbled something that sounded like, ‘Really … not … helping …’ Then he was scrabbling to his feet and lurching out of the chamber.

Cleo and Alex looked at each other and shrugged.

Must be the heat down here, Cleo thought as she went back to clearing dust from the sarcophagus. It was hard work, and by midday she began to feel hungry and made the long climb back up the tunnel. She emerged through the floor of the upper tomb via a trap door, which had been hidden for over a thousand years until it had been unearthed by Roberto’s excavations. She helped herself to packed lunches from a large icebox and climbed a second tunnel – shorter, but just as steep – to come out onto a wide stone platform.

Cleo stood for a moment, blinking in the dazzle of the sunny January afternoon. The platform was about two thirds of the way up the vast temple-pyramid known as Structure Two, in the heart of the ruined city of Calakmul. Looking down, the wide grey stone steps that flanked the pyramid stretched away dizzyingly towards the ground far below. Looking up, the pyramid rose even higher in a second stage, with more stairs leading to the flat peak. Ryan was sitting with his back against a crumbling wall almost at the top.

The rise of each step was so high that Cleo had to push up with her hands on her knees. By the time she sank down next to Ryan on the sun-warmed stone, she was out of breath. His nose had stopped bleeding and his face had returned to its usual colour – fair with a hint of sunburn and freckles – although, now with added smudges of dried blood. ‘You look as if you’ve been daubed with cinnabar,’ she puffed.

‘Cheers! It’s my dead jaguar look. I’m still working on it.’ Ryan had his sketchbook open on his knee but he hadn’t drawn anything yet. He was tilting his head to one side and squinting through narrowed eyes.

‘What are you doing?’ Cleo asked, handing him a bottle of water and a taco wrapped in greaseproof paper. ‘Your nose is all right now, isn’t it?’

‘I’m looking at the trees … they’re just so green.’

Cleo wondered whether Ryan had lost more blood than she’d thought. They were looking out over a forest canopy that stretched as far as the horizon in every direction. Calakmul – the modern name for the capital city of the Snake Kingdom – was in the middle of a vast jungle on the Yucatán Peninsula of Mexico. The main structures had been cleared, but trees still grew among the ruins. The snake-like roots of strangler figs wrapped themselves around monuments and burst through walls. ‘Trees usually are green,’ she pointed out. ‘It’s chlorophyll, the pigment needed for photosynthesis …’

‘It’s not just any green,’ Ryan interrupted through a mouthful of corn tortilla, fried chicken and beans. ‘It’s mega-green, like someone’s been into Photoshop and turned the saturation up to maximum. It’s a massive tree ocean.’ He swept his arms out over the panorama. ‘The tops of the other buildings are like little islands poking up through the waves. And look! There are even ghostly black pirate ships racing about.’

Cleo gave Ryan a long, hard look. He really was rambling now. ‘Those “black ships” are just cloud shadows,’ she explained as slowly and clearly as she could. She pointed at the sky, which was deep blue and dotted with fat little white clouds. ‘The the wind is blowing the clouds past the sun …’

Ryan took a glug of water and almost choked with laughter. ‘You don’t say!’ he spluttered. ‘Imagination really isn’t your thing, is it?’

Cleo couldn’t see what imagination had to do with it. Cloud shadows weren’t imaginary. It was basic physics. She decided to change the subject. ‘The Maya kings and priests performed their ceremonies up on these high platforms on the pyramids,’ she said. ‘The crowds all gathered in the plaza below to watch. Important events would be marked with rituals involving bloo—’

Ryan held up his half-eaten taco and the water bottle in a cross sign. ‘If you say the b-word one more time, I’ll have to push you off the edge.’

‘B-word?’ Cleo echoed. ‘Oh, do you mean bloo—’

Ryan clapped his hands over his ears. ‘La-la-la! I’m not listening.’

Cleo wondered when Ryan had suddenly developed this irrational fear of blood. She gazed out over the forest. The only sounds were the whistle and cackle of birdsong and a muffled word or two floating up from the handful of tourists milling about far below. Calakmul was an hour’s drive along a single-track road from the nearest highway; few visitors made it this far.

Ryan broke the silence. ‘Just think! King Jaguar Paw could have stood on this exact spot, looking out over this scene.’

‘Actually it would have looked completely different then,’ Cleo pointed out. ‘The trees were all chopped down to make room for wide plazas and avenues. The pyramids were painted white and red and there were huge stone masks of Witz monsters down the sides, their mouths gaping open to symbolise caves on a mountainside.’ Cleo’s thoughts drifted back to the discovery deep inside the pyramid. ‘I can hardly believe what just happened down there.’

‘I know! Max thumped me right on the hooter. I’ll be scarred for life.’

Cleo frowned. How could Ryan think his nosebleed was the most significant event of the day? Then she saw his mouth curl into a big grin. She wished he’d give her some sort of sign when he was joking. ‘I meant the burial.’

‘Ah yes, you mean the minor detail that the king appears to have turned into a whopping great jaguar. So what’s that all about?’

‘I wish I knew.’ Cleo thought back over the events leading up to the jaguar discovery. Mum had known Roberto Chan since she’d met him at a conference several years ago. When he’d called and asked her to help decipher the Snake Stone she’d been happy to help. According to Roberto, he had come across the stone tablet in the storage room of a local museum where it had sat gathering dust for over fifty years. It appeared to come from Naranjo, another ancient Maya city, and was actually a fragment broken off from a larger stela, or stone monument. It was in the shape of a coiled snake, which was why it had come to be known as the Snake Stone.

Most of the writing on the Snake Stone recorded the battle victories of Smoking Squirrel, the great eighth-century Naranjo warlord. But one section talked of Jaguar Paw’s death; search deeper to find the tomb of the Serpent King. Roberto was hugely excited. He’d never been convinced that the burial in the upper tomb was that of King Jaguar Paw, and this seemed to support his theory. But when he went public with his find, many people thought it was just a little too convenient that Roberto had happened to stumble across a stone tablet that proved him right. Mum had stood by him. She was sure that the Snake Stone was genuine. When Roberto had finally found the concealed tunnel down to the lower tomb, he had invited the McNeil team to join the dig.

It had all been going well. Until the jaguar showed up!

‘The thing is,’ Cleo told Ryan, ‘Jaguar Paw’s death was a mystery even before Roberto found the Snake Stone. This has just added to the puzzle.’

Ryan frowned. ‘What’s the mystery? I thought you said everyone believed he was the man buried in the upper tomb?’

‘Most people did. When that tomb was discovered in the 1990s there were some grave goods in the coffin with Jaguar Paw’s name on them. The date was 700AD, which seemed about right. But it just didn’t look like a grand enough burial for a great king. That’s what Roberto thought anyway. He published lots of articles about it.’ Cleo ate the last piece of her taco and tipped out the crumbs from the greaseproof paper. ‘And then there are other historians who claim that Jaguar Paw was captured in a major battle with the city of Tikal in AD 695 – which would mean he couldn’t have been buried here in Calakmul at all.’

‘What if he escaped and found his way home?’ Ryan suggested.

‘Unlikely. Calakmul and Tikal were rival states. If the King of Tikal had captured his sworn enemy he would almost certainly have sacrificed him. He probably had to play in a ritual ball game.’

‘You mean football or something?’ Ryan laughed. ‘What’s so bad about that? Unless you’re a Chelsea fan, of course!’

Cleo assumed that this was a joke but as she never understood anything Ryan said about football, she didn’t even try to figure it out.

‘The ball game was called pitz.’ Cleo scrunched the taco paper in her hands. ‘They cut off their captives’ heads and used them as the balls.’

Ryan stared at her. ‘Sorry. For a moment there I thought you said they used heads for footballs …’

‘That’s right.’ Cleo was sure Ryan had heard the first time.

Ryan nodded. ‘So you’re saying Jaguar Paw can’t have been buried here unless he came back from the dead, reattached his head, and crawled home. It’s obvious then. The man was a zombie. Either that or he had a very good stunt double!’

Cleo didn’t believe in zombies and she seriously doubted that stunt doubles had been invented in the eighth century. ‘The obvious explanation is that Jaguar Paw wasn’t captured in that battle with Tikal. That’s what most people think.’

Ryan brushed crumbs from his jeans. ‘There’s something else mysterious about that burial we found today – apart from the whole jaguar skeleton thing, I mean. Didn’t the Snake Stone say something about prizes and stuff that would be found in Jaguar Paw’s tomb?’

‘There were some words missing,’ Cleo said. ‘But Mum deciphered it as there you find secret knowledge … the way to the prize that all men desire.’

Ryan shrugged. ‘Maybe I’ve been spoilt by seeing too many bling-tastic royal tombs lately, but Jaguar Paw’s burial didn’t seem that stuffed with treasure. I know there were a few jade bowls and pots, but it’s not even in the same league as Nefertiti’s tomb, is it? And, the First Emperor of China had a scale model of the universe made of jewels, for goodness sake!’

Cleo knew what Ryan meant. She’d expected something more spectacular too. Perhaps the secret knowledge would be revealed when they deciphered the writing on the sides of the sarcophagus. It would probably be a complex star chart or calendar. The Maya were highly sophisticated astronomers. ‘One thing the Snake Stone didn’t mention,’ she said, watching as a grackle – a glossy black bird with yellow eyes and a long tail – landed and began pecking at the taco crumbs, ‘was anything about there being an actual jaguar buried in the tomb!’

Ryan laughed. ‘They mummified animals in ancient Egypt all the time. Cats, dogs, crocodiles. Even birds,’ he added in a whisper, glancing at the grackle as if worried it might overhear and be upset.

‘But the Egyptians didn’t bury those animals inside the royal sarcophagus with the pharaoh’s name all over it,’ Cleo pointed out. ‘It’s as if the people who buried that jaguar actually believed it was King Jaguar Paw.’

‘Maybe it was,’ Ryan suggested. He was holding his hand out, feeding the grackle scraps from his palm. ‘What if there was a spell or a curse that turned him into a jaguar after he was shut inside the sarcophagus? That would count as secret knowledge in my book!’

Cleo was always astonished by how willing Ryan was to believe in the paranormal. ‘A spell?’ she snorted. ‘Magic, you mean?’

‘Why not? He could be a were-jaguar!’ Ryan hooked his hands into claws. ‘Who dares to disturb my tomb?’ he boomed. ‘Vengeance will be mine!’ He reared back, opening his mouth to roar …

An explosion of growling, howling and grunting ripped through the tranquil afternoon. The grackle screeched and took off, its wings flapping against Cleo’s face. Ryan spun round, eyes wide with fear. ‘What … is … that?’ he stammered.

‘Howler monkeys.’ Cleo pointed down at a spot where the treetops were swaying and bouncing. Red-brown fur flashed through the foliage. She’d heard it many times before, but Ryan and his mum had only joined the camp two days ago. This was the first time he’d heard the male howlers proclaiming their territory. And Cleo certainly wasn’t going to admit that the roaring had startled her so much that for a moment – no more than a nanosecond – she’d almost seen the ancient were-jaguar bursting out of the pyramid to wreak revenge. ‘They’re one of the loudest land mammals in the world,’ she said in her most matter-of-fact tone. ‘The hyoid bone in the throat amplifies their call.’

She jumped up, impatient to return to the tomb. One part of the text on Roberto’s Snake Stone had proved to be true, at least; they had found King Jaguar Paw’s burial by searching deeper beneath the upper tomb. If the rest of the inscription was right, there should be ‘secret knowledge’ and the ‘prize that all men desire’ waiting for them down there too.

Or, Cleo wondered, did the fact that the coffin contained a jaguar’s body prove that the other archaeologists had been right all along, and that the Snake Stone was some kind of elaborate hoax. A flicker of worry caught in her throat. Sir Charles Peacocke, Mum’s boss in London, had not been at all keen on her coming to Calakmul, in case the Snake Stone turned out to be a fake and she got tangled up in an embarrassing scandal. After all the problems they’d had in Egypt and China, that would be the last straw. Mum had put her reputation on the line to support Roberto.

Cleo gave herself a shake. The Snake Stone was genuine. Nothing would go wrong this time. The dig would be a great success, a major step forward in understanding the ancient Maya civilisation. They would solve the mystery of Jaguar Paw’s death. Was he the man buried in the upper tomb or had he been sacrificed in Tikal? Why had a jaguar been buried in his place in the royal tomb? What was the secret knowledge and the prize all men desire?

Whatever the answers, Cleo was quite sure they didn’t involve zombies, stunt doubles or were-jaguars.
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CLEO PROPPED HER chin in her hands and frowned at the Lords of Death.

With their skeletal grins, hooked noses and smoking torches growing from their foreheads, they were a gruesome crew. The photograph was from the sarcophagus lid, one of many that Max had enlarged and printed out. They were now arranged on the table, held down at the corners with large pebbles. Cleo peered at the column of glyphs that ran down the side of the panel. All she had so far was that the axe-wielding Lord Chac-Xib-Chac had lured King Jaguar Paw into the Hall of Fire …

It was the morning after the jaguar discovery. While most of the team had returned to the tomb, Cleo had stayed in camp with Mum to study the inscriptions from the sarcophagus, searching for clues to help solve the puzzle of the burial and uncover the secret knowledge promised by the Snake Stone. To make the most of the sunlight, they’d set up a trestle table outside the long white and silver R.V. trailer that was the McNeil family home for the duration of the dig.

The camp was in a clearing among the trees. The trailers were parked around a patch of scrubby grass, strewn with fallen leaves and seed cases. On one side a path led to a cluster of concrete block huts with roofs of dried palm fronds where most of the workmen lived while on site. On the other, was a track to the ruins of Calakmul. Although the camp was almost a mile from the central buildings, ancient half-walls and tumbledown monuments poked up through the undergrowth even here.

‘K’uhul kaanal ajaw. Yes, yes, Holy Lord of the Snake Kingdom, we know that …’ Cleo talked to herself as she worked. ‘But what did he do? Where’s the verb?’ Mum broke off from her own translation to help her work it out. Cleo kicked the table leg with frustration. Mum had been teaching her ancient Mayan for months now. She couldn’t understand why she was finding it so much harder than all the other languages she knew.

Like Egyptian hieroglyphs, the Mayan script was a mixture of symbols that stood for whole words and others that stood for the sounds of the language – syllables in the case of Mayan. Cleo could recognise glyphs that came up regularly, such as snake, sky, lord, jaguar, temple, blood and captive, as well as numbers and the names of days and months. Beyond that, she struggled.

A cloud of yellow butterflies flitted past. Colias eurytheme, Cleo thought, automatically labelling them with their Latin scientific name. They landed on the branch of a dogwood tree. Piscidia piscipula. If only it were as easy to memorise the glyphs! They were just so complex. To make it worse, every scribe seemed to write them in his own artistic way.

Cleo tried to concentrate again, but now she wasn’t even sure it was the Hall of Fire. Perhaps it was the Hall of Bats. Either way, it was all about King Jaguar Paw entering the Underworld. So far she’d found nothing useful about buried jaguars or secret knowledge. She looked up at the trailer that Ryan shared with his mum, Julie. They’d been inside all morning with the radio on full volume. She could hear every word of the Country and Western ballad over the hum of the generator that provided the camp’s electricity. Mis lágrimas fluyen como un rio, the singer lamented. Cleo had no trouble translating from Spanish; my tears flow like a river. Perhaps, she thought darkly, the poor woman’s trying to read Mayan glyphs …

A door slammed on another trailer. Max Henderson lumbered down the steps. ‘More photographs,’ he announced as he dumped papers on the table. ‘These are the best I can do. That printer I’ve got here must be left over from the Stone Age.’

Cleo always wondered why Max had gone into a career as a dig photographer. He disliked everything about archaeology; travelling, enclosed spaces, dust, heat, foreign food … But Mum had worked with him for years. She said he was the best in the business, and nobody was as careful about recording every detail of information with each image. Cleo was about to point out that they didn’t have printers in the Stone Age when Max froze and then slowly raised the binoculars that always hung from his neck. The only thing he did like was birds. ‘Long-billed gnatwren,’ he murmured. ‘On that ceiba branch …’

Mum turned a page of her notebook.

‘Shh!’ Max hissed

Cleo looked at Mum. They both raised their eyebrows, but neither dared speak. An unremarkable brown bird chirped and took flight. Max harrumphed and stomped away.

‘What is this, a sponsored silence?’

Cleo swung round in her chair to see Ryan standing behind her. ‘What have you been doing all morning?’ she asked.

Ryan didn’t answer the question, ‘Ooh, I love these glyphs!’ he said. ‘I’m not a genius like you, so I’ve no idea what any of them mean, but they’re so cool.’ Cleo could tell he was trying to change the subject but she couldn’t figure out why. Ryan pulled up a chair and pointed at one of the printouts. ‘But I recognise this one. Smug Snake Lurks under Pile of Stones.’

Mum smiled at him. ‘That’s right. It’s the emblem of the Snake Kingdom. It’s pronounced Kan.’

‘That explains why it’s all over the place.’ Ryan took out his sketchbook and turned to a page filled with beautifully-drawn glyphs. ‘I copied these yesterday morning. They’re from the ceiling of that little alcove in the upper tomb.’

Cleo had noticed Ryan wedged under the overhang. It was so low that he’d had to lie on his back like a mechanic under a car.

‘I practically had to bend my arms into origami folds to hold the pencil.’ Ryan rubbed his neck. ‘Not to mention the blast of icy air coming from the wall at the back. It’s given me neck ache. Yes, we artists suffer for our art!’

Cleo laughed. Ryan grumbled about the conditions on a dig almost as much as Max did. ‘Icy? I thought you said it was too hot down there?’

‘It was!’ Ryan said. ‘What is it with tombs? They can be boiling hot and chill you to the bone at the same time. It must be all the ghosts wandering around or something …’

Cleo rolled her eyes. Ryan was always on about ghosts and monsters and evil spirits. Before she could put him right he pointed to a glyph on the photograph she was studying. ‘What does this one mean?’ he asked. ‘Fierce Face with Tattooed Cheek? I’ve seen it a lot.’

To Cleo’s relief the glyph was one that she recognised. Since Ryan had just called her a genius, she felt embarrassed to reveal how little of the script she could read. ‘It’s Ix,’ she told him. ‘It goes before a name to show that it’s a woman. It’s usually translated as Lady. Here it’s Lady Six Sky.’

Mum leaned back in her chair, and fastened her hair into a bun with her pencil. ‘I’ve deciphered most of this section from the lid,’ she said. ‘Jaguar Paw has descended to Xib’alb’a. But he will outwit the Lords of Death and return from the deepest waters. He will rise through the World Tree to live forever among his people.’

‘The Maya believed that the spirits of the ancestors could return to this world,’ Cleo explained to Ryan. ‘It was part of the ritual where they saw visions in the smoke that came from burning bloo—‘ She saw Ryan’s face and stopped herself saying the b-word just in time. ‘From burning you-know-what. The most important vision was a giant snake called the Vision Serpent. It opened up a portal to the Underworld so that the Ancestors could climb up through its mouth …’

‘But it says Jaguar Paw will come back through the World Tree,’ Ryan said. ‘What’s that?’

‘The World Tree was a central feature of ancient Maya mythology,’ Cleo said. ‘It was believed to connect the three levels of the cosmos; the Underworld, the earth and the skies. It can appear through the portal that opens when the Vision Serpent is summoned.’ She passed Ryan one of the photos. It showed the World Tree with its roots coiling among the dark waters of the Underworld, the mighty trunk sprouting up through the earth and the branches reaching into the sky, all twining scrolls and fronds, topped by a fabulous celestial bird.

Ryan immediately turned to a new page of his sketchbook and began to copy the intricate design.

‘Ryan does have a point.’ Mum frowned down at her notes. ‘It is surprising that there’s no mention of the Vision Serpent here. The next lines are puzzling too. ‘To find the entrance to the Underworld, count the hidden path through the forest. Enter the mouth of the Witz monster and follow the trail of the Serpent King.’

‘The Serpent King must mean Jaguar Paw, the ruler of the Snake Kingdom,’ Cleo said. ‘But what does it mean by count the hidden path? Shouldn’t that be paths, plural?’

‘I did check,’ Mum said, a little snappily. ‘It’s definitely path.’

Cleo wondered whether Mum had made a mistake but decided not to push it. She’d read about there being different roads to the Underworld in the Popol Vuh, the Maya sacred book, but there was nothing about counting them. She noticed that Mum had circled another glyph with red pen. ‘What’s that?’ she asked.

‘I can’t quite make it out. It looks like Wacah Chan, which is the Mayan name for the World Tree, but it’s got these extra elements here.’ Mum indicated two curved bumps, one at the top left and one at the bottom left of the symbol. ‘I’ve not seen those before …’

Ryan picked up the printout and squinted at it from different angles. ‘Yeah, I thought so,’ he said. ‘Those bumps are part of the Curly Teacup Handle symbol. I don’t know what it means but it’s the same as the one over here.’ He held out another page to show Cleo. ‘They look like separate bumps, but they’re connected. It’s just that there’s a chip in the stone so you can’t see the middle bit.’ He drew a copy of the glyph, adding in a faint line to show how the missing part fitted in. ‘It’s like the cup handle has broken, so that all that’s left are the top and bottom bits.’

Cleo stared at the photograph. The Curly Teacup Handle was a silly nickname for a glyph, but Ryan was right. When you looked carefully you could see the slight change in colour where the stone had been damaged.

Mum could see it now too. ‘It’s the possessive pronoun!’ She shook her head. ‘But that’s just so weird! It can’t be.’

Ryan grinned. ‘Oh no! Not the dreaded possessive pronoun? Quick, call the newspapers! We’ve got jaguars in coffins, magic trees and dead people climbing out of the mouths of snakes, and that’s the weird part?’

But Cleo knew why Mum was so puzzled. ‘The Curly Teacup Handle is really called the u-glyph. It means his or her …’ she explained. ‘So whatever word it’s attached to, it means that the thing belongs to somebody. In this case, it’s attached to the World Tree.’ She waited for Ryan to get the point but he was still looking blank. ‘How can the World Tree belong to anyone?’ she went on. ‘The World Tree is a mythical symbol. It’s not a thing anyone can own …’

Ryan nodded slowly. ‘Oh, I see. It’s like saying ‘his Loch Ness Monster’ or ‘his Father Christmas’. It doesn’t make sense.’

‘Actually it’s her World Tree,’ Mum said. ‘This says it belonged to Lady Six Sky …’

‘Unless it’s a fluffy toy Loch Ness Monster or a plastic model of Father Christmas, of course,’ Ryan went on. ‘Then they could belong to someone.’

Mum laughed. ‘I’ve never heard of a model of the World Tree. Especially not a plastic one!’

But Cleo suddenly had an idea. Ryan was right. Not about the plastic, of course. The Maya had made use of rubber and chicle, but true plastics were unknown before the twentieth century. But perhaps Lady Six Sky did own some kind of model of the World Tree. ‘It could have been a beautiful artefact made of jade or obsidian or even gold,’ she said. ‘Don’t you see? This World Tree could be the prize that all men desire that the Snake Stone talks about.’

Mum still looked doubtful. ‘Hmm. I don’t know. We didn’t see any sign of it in the coffin.’

But Cleo was convinced. ‘But Mum! There could be all kinds of grave goods under the rubble that we’ve not uncovered yet. Or maybe it’s hidden somewhere else inside the burial chamber.’ Her heartbeat quickened. They were no closer to solving the mystery of why a jaguar had been buried in the king’s tomb. But they could be on to something even more exciting. No one had ever discovered an artefact in the form of The World Tree before. And if Smoking Squirrel, the great warlord of Naranjo, had described it as ‘the prize that all men desire’ on the Snake Stone, it could be something really special, the Maya version of the Holy Grail …

Mum nodded slowly, winding the pencil round and round in her hair. ‘It is an intriguing idea. I need to do more work on these texts to see if there’s any evidence that we’re talking about an actual World Tree object here rather than the standard mythical symbol.’ She shuffled her notes together. ‘Let’s get some lunch to keep us going.’

Cleo turned to Ryan. ‘We’ll help, won’t we?’

Ryan looked up from shading the branches on his World Tree. ‘Oh yeah, maybe …’

The delicious smell of fried chicken drifted from the palm-thatched kitchen gazebo where Rosita – the elderly Maya lady who was cooking for the team in camp – was preparing lunch over an open fire. As they walked over to the plastic tables set up under the spreading branches of a giant ceiba tree, Cleo wondered why Ryan was being so vague about helping this afternoon? They could be on the trail of a truly ground-breaking discovery. What else could he possibly have planned, after all? They were in the middle of the jungle, hours away from the nearest cinema or football pitch.

At the end of the meal Ryan got up quickly, ‘I’m feeling a bit sick,’ he said, holding his stomach. ‘I think I’ll go and lie down.’

Now Cleo was really baffled. He’d just wolfed down two helpings of chicken and rice.
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RYAN RUSHED INTO the trailer and flopped down on his bed. He didn’t really feel ill. Not unless you counted the vinegary churn of dread in his stomach. But there was a reason he couldn’t help Cleo with the sarcophagus texts this afternoon.

He was going as his mum’s unofficial bodyguard to a secret meeting with a ruthless gang member.

What could possibly go wrong?

Apart from literally everything, he thought grimly.

He stared up at a fly trapped in the mosquito net.

King Jaguar Paw wasn’t the only man whose fate was unknown. It was a different mystery that had persuaded Ryan’s mum that they needed to come to Mexico, even though it meant Ryan missing several weeks of school; joining their friends, the McNeils at the dig in Calakmul was really only a cover story.

When Dad disappeared six years ago he’d been making a documentary film about drug smuggling gangs in South America. Mum had been trying to find him ever since. But, even though she was an investigative reporter, all her leads had led to dead ends. Then, when they were in China last year, she’d had a tip-off from a member of the Tiger’s Claw gang that Dad was being held prisoner somewhere in the Yucatàn Peninsula of Mexico.

Mum had never given up hope that he would be found alive.

Ryan wasn’t so sure. Or maybe it was just that he didn’t dare to believe that the huge dad-shaped hole in the middle of his world could ever be filled in. He’d trained himself to stay well away from the edge of the hole in case he fell in and never climbed out; keeping busy, joking around, not letting anyone know how much it mattered. Meeting Cleo and being caught up in her world of ancient mysteries had helped more than anything. Sometimes he could almost forget the hole was even there. But it was. Always.

‘Get ready!’ Mum shouted from the kitchen. ‘The coast’s clear.’

Ryan grabbed his backpack and threw in a bottle of water. Not that I’ll care about being dehydrated when I’m getting beaten to a pulp by a gangster, he thought. He’d be a lot safer spending the afternoon poring over ancient Mayan scripts – even if it meant listening to Cleo and her mum going on about possessive pronouns and blood rituals. But what choice did he have? If he didn’t go, Mum would only go by herself. Yesterday she’d met a journalist who had tracked down a member of a notorious local gang called Los Lobos Rojos – The Red Wolves – who claimed to have information about Dad’s whereabouts. This gang member, Miguel, was prepared to talk; at a price, of course. And only if Mum went alone.
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