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  PROLOGUE




  Thin tendrils of pale gray smoke snaked under the emerald green canopy of leaves between the narrow, towering trunks of the breadnut and sapodilla trees. The autumn sun filtered to the jungle floor and the uneven stone steps of the Conjunto Las Pinturas, creating a hazy appearance like an early morning fog despite the sultry afternoon temperature.




  Two hundred and forty stout warriors, their elaborately carved wooden headdresses perched above their sloped copper-skinned foreheads, stood silently at attention, shoulder to shoulder in a semi-circle at the base of the structure. Circular hefty wooden shields weighing fifteen kilograms apiece leaned against their knees, ready for battle. Each held an obsidian pointed spear with shafts hewn from strong, straight saplings that had been fashioned by craftsmen who had been trained solely for such duty.




  The fearless warriors likewise had been trained for limited purposes—to fight in the name of King Bat Jaguar who stood over them at the edge of the first level of the Conjunto Las Pinturas. Decades earlier, strong Maya workers had painstakingly cut and positioned boulders on a mound of earth to form a primitive block edifice over ten meters high. Each of its four levels held a certain significance, but for the present the structure merely served as a secret meeting place.




  The King slowly scrutinized his troops as he contemplated the gravity of the situation. The ferocious images of a jaguar baring menacing teeth, an eagle attacking with its outstretched claws, and a scaled serpent striking with its sharp fangs adorned the King’s headdress. Brilliant green, scarlet and white feathers plucked from quetzals and macaws hung down both sides, producing a ceremonial air to the headpiece.




  Rings of carved cedar formed open holes through each earlobe nearly large enough to insert an index finger through them. Three strands of dark shell beads encircled his thick neck. Matching bracelets adorned his wrists. Two freshly groomed jaguar pelts draped over his broad shoulders.




  King Bat Jaguar also surveyed the perimeter of the gathering, confirming that his larger contingent of warriors had successfully sealed the area from trespassers and the citizens of Coba. Everything appeared in order. He waved a two meter long wooden staff topped with a carved jaguar paw-shaped knob in a circular motion.




  Several minutes passed in patient silence as the men maintained their attentive posture, then a single file line of a dozen men made their way over the top level of the Conjunto Las Pinturas and stepped solemnly toward the King. Each wore tan deerskin shoulder pieces and headdresses similar to those of the warriors.




  The first member gingerly carried a shallow black clay bowl nearly the size of a warrior’s shield in his arms as he made his way down the steep steps. The next three men clutched small, traditional style white clay bowls in their hands. The leader slowly approached the King, holding the dark bowl out as if it were an offering.




  King Bat Jaguar bowed in a shallow fashion to acknowledge the presence of the twelve men. His regal headdress appeared as if it would tumble off of his head. Its long feathers flitted softly like the wings of a bird on the perfect updraft, as if assisting the King in his defiance of gravity.




  The leader raised his black bowl to the King, who peered into its dark lumpy contents. A fetid odor filled his nostrils but he did not flinch. His mocha eyes met those of the leader, and King asked in voice only they could hear, “Do the entrails of the armadillo confirm what the Gods want us to do, Highest of the Order White Sun?”




  “King Bat Jaguar, you can see for yourself,” he offered a sight nod of respect. “Those of the iguana, the boar and the fish likewise affirm the path that you must take,” he motioned to the three men immediately behind him. Each held their white clay bowls forward for confirmation.




  King Bat Jaguar waved his hand over the beckoning bowls without looking. “I trust you as the citizens of Coba trust me.” He turned to face the earnest warriors.




  “We have been shown the truth,” the King began in a pensive tone. “Each of you will do as I command, and will earn your place as Coba’s most honorable and noblest warriors, both for the present and for the distant future. As a tribute to your sacrifices, a special platform will be constructed north of La Inglesia. Your likenesses shall adorn its four walls for all of eternity.”




  The warriors leaned forward in unison like stalks of chest high maize bowing in the wind. They hung on every word, honored to have been selected to do the King’s bidding.




  “Highest of the Order White Sun and his assistants will divide you into groups of four men.” King Bat Jaguar controlled his voice in a masterful fashion; firm and loud enough for his men to appreciate the significance of his words yet sufficiently muted so that his message did not carry to the ears of those who were not privileged. “You will be blessed by the Highest of the Order White Sun for a journey that will require you to travel toward the setting sun when the White Walkway rises in two nights and other directions across the lands.”




  “I will personally instruct each of you of your specific duty when the time is right. Until then, you are not to speak of our plan with anyone except the warriors in your group.”




  King Bat Jaguar paused as he studied their faces. He concluded by their stern expressions and unblinking dark eyes that fear was not part of their vocabulary. And more importantly, that each stood ready to sacrifice his life for the King and for Coba.




  “Tomorrow, as the sun falls, Highest of the Order White Sun will prepare a citizen who will offer a beating heart to the Gods to keep you safe and to guide you on your most important journey. You must succeed. You will succeed.” He let the quiet jungle emphasize his point before continuing with his address.




  “You will not be advised of the ultimate goal of your journey, for it must remain the secret of the Kings for many calendars. Some of you will remain at your destination. Many of you will return for a final sacrifice. Each of you can be assured that the Upper World will be your reward for the trust that is being placed in your able hands.”




  King Bat Jaguar raised his wooden staff toward the warriors as a symbol of good fortune. They in turn mimicked his action as a symbol to confirm their commitment to obey his every command.




  CHAPTER 1




  Sabrina Whelan reclined on the wet beige canvas that stretched between the twin hulls of the catamaran, balancing herself on her elbows. The flexible deck rocked gently like a two-thirds full waterbed as the sail swung around, just inches above her flowing light brown hair. She resisted raising up to catch a glimpse of the silhouette of the darkened shore, fearful that the rigging would strike her and knock her overboard into the small but churning Caribbean waves. Instead, she watched her new acquaintance, Stuart Everly, guide the craft.




  Sabrina had been intuitively nervous when Stuart and she sailed out of the sleepy little haven of Puerto Aventuras on the Yucatan Peninsula for the late-night excursion, and for her, a final voyage. She had never been on a sailboat, let alone on an unfamiliar sea in the middle of the night. Her uneasiness had slowly subsided as they glided along because Stuart made sailing look so easy. He pulled on nylon lines and tied them off with a relaxed smile. The bow cut smooth arcs through the water.




  She began to feel a little more at ease when Stuart pointed out a few of the brightly lit resorts lining the edge of the Caribbean Sea as they sailed south. Her heart skipped a slight beat the first time that he had aimed her index finger at a bright star hovering above the western skyline. Maybe she should ‘Live a little.’




  Her initial tension had also eased slightly as she became acclimated to the rolling motion of the twin hulls. Still, she couldn’t help but feel nervous since she was on a nighttime adventure in a foreign country with a guy that she had only known for two days. It didn’t occur to her that he must have spent a lot of time visiting the area to be able to recite the information so freely.




  Her uneasiness totally melted an hour and a half later when she first spotted the spire at Tulum towering above them, perched on a black bluff that separated two sections of sandy beach. It was one of many structures that were built almost one thousand years ago by the Maya, and the most visible as it stood at solemn attention on top of the rocky cliff. She was silently thankful for the comforting illumination of the full, almost white, moon suspended in clear night sky like a security light as a balmy tropical breeze powered them toward the shore.




  The triangular sail billowed as the light breeze pushed them toward their destination. Stuart skillfully guided the eighteen foot catamaran through the light Caribbean surf onto the sandy shore at the base of the bluff. Stuart crawled on his knees to the front of the boat after securing the keel, then leaped off the edge of the hull, landing in shin-deep water. He quickly dragged the twin hull craft onto the beach. “You can jump off now,” he called to Sabrina.




  Sabrina hopped from the sailboat, carefully clutching her pair of sneakers and a backpack stuffed with a change of clothes and a camera. He had pulled the boat into the shallow surf so that the warm salt water lapped at her ankles. She ignored its comfort as her eyes feasted on the deserted shoreline. Once she was out of the surf’s gentle pulse, Stuart lowered the dark red sail and mast, then dragged the twin-hulled craft clear of the tide line.




  Stuart joined Sabrina, also carrying a backpack and tennis shoes in his hand. Both stood quietly side by side for a few minutes on the soft sand, staring to the southeast of their landing point at the looming silhouette of the ancient stone tower that stood guard over the dark rocky cliff.




  “Pinch me,” Sabrina whispered, as the site was breathtaking beyond any description.




  “Maybe later,” Stuart winked.




  Sabrina had met Stuart only two days earlier, when they both approached the only unoccupied stool at the swim-up bar at the plush tropical spa resort. He graciously stood aside and offered to buy her a drink. She was reluctant at first, particularly since she had come to the Riviera Maya under less than pleasant circumstances. But Stuart had a soft, friendly voice, and a great smile with perfect teeth. His tanned tennis player-like body, with his trim chest muscles, had also helped her decision. She thought he looked young, but his thinning black hair made her estimate that he was about forty years old.




  They talked for almost an hour about the wonderful amenities and activities at the all-adult resort before he invited her to dinner. She instantly felt like she had known him for years. That evening, they discovered that they had similar backgrounds, growing up in small Midwestern cities but different states. He was the third of five children, the ‘forgotten middle child’ to use his words. He had escaped the small town by earning a degree in accounting. Now, he was thirty-three and working in Chicago with a small manufacturing firm. He told her that it was his third trip to the Cancun area in the last two years.




  Sabrina noticed that he avoided looking into her eyes when he talked about certain subjects, such as his age. Her father had taught her to not trust someone who can’t look you in the eye. She kept her doubts about his age to herself. After all, her dad also taught her, ‘Don’t rush to judge someone.’




  Sabrina informed him that she was the oldest of two daughters, and had graduated from a small town college with a business marketing degree. She now worked in St. Louis with a local bank. She didn’t tell Stuart that she was four years younger than him, but she did offer that she had never been to Cancun.




  Sabrina Whelan did not finish that first evening with any romantic feelings for Stuart Everly. On the contrary, her feminine instincts vibrated in warning for a majority of the encounter, but she could not pinpoint the reasons. She found Stuart to be a good listener and an interesting conversationalist. She ended the night by accepting his offer to meet at the beach at two on the following afternoon to relax and soak up the sun.




  The next day, they spent a few hours together on the sandy beach under swaying palms. They enjoyed an occasional splash together in the warm Caribbean Sea. Sabrina lounged reading a trashy romance novel while Stuart windsurfed across the turquoise waves. An attentive waiter made sure that they had icy, tropical drinks garnished with umbrellas and sweet pineapple slices. Late in the afternoon, Sabrina finally found enough courage to approach the subject of relationships.




  She confessed the reason for her single status at an all-adult tropical resort that catered to honeymooners and couples: her parents had given her the trip as a honeymoon present. However, she had found her husband-to-be, Frank, in a compromising position with his secretary when Sabrina had surprised him at his office to take him to lunch merely two weeks before their wedding. Quite a surprise for both of them, in fact. Her parents did not have any cancellation rights for the trip, so she either had to use the trip or lose it.




  A couple of her friends begged off, unable to leave for a ten day vacation on short notice. She secretly believed that they declined because they would be uncomfortable with a jilted bride. So Sabrina decided to test her new, albeit forced, independence by packing up a few good paperbacks and a new bikini, and traveling alone.




  Stuart had listened patiently as Sabrina spilled her emotions, but his eyes averted hers frequently as if he was looking past her. At least he wasn’t staring at her breasts and skimpy red bikini. She asked him why he was alone, but she felt that he avoided the question by claiming that he liked to travel alone.




  She let it pass, again giving him the benefit of the doubt. Sabrina declined his offer to join him for dinner, and immediately felt a slight pang of guilt since she had monopolized the afternoon’s conversation. They sat silently for several uncomfortable minutes sipping the remnants of their drinks after she had rejected his offer.




  “You’re right,” he brushed off her refusal without showing any damage to his ego. “We’ve already had that experience. How about something a little more adventurous?”




  “Such as?” she replied warily.




  “I’m renting a catamaran for the next couple of days. I’ve got to meet the owner in an hour or so. I’m thinking about a short sailing trip under the moon. Maybe check out some Maya ruins on the coast a few miles south of here.” He kept looking over her shoulder as if someone was sneaking up on her. His habit of avoiding prolonged eye contact made her suspicious, but she had already opened the door on his offer.




  “I saw the tour brochures in the hotel lobby. I thought about taking a bus trip to at least one of the archaeological sites,” she said. “I just didn’t relish the thought of an afternoon on a crowded tour bus in the sweltering heat, regardless of whether it was air conditioned. Aren’t the sites only open during the day?” she asked.




  “They do night presentations at a couple of sites,” Stuart replied. “But at Tulum, they have blocked off a couple of areas that I’d like to see up close, like the Grand Plaza and Temple of the Gods. I want to climb up the Castle to see the altar that they used for sacrifices to their gods. Animal sacrifices, not human,” he added as if that made the practice acceptable. “There’s nothing like that in the States.”




  “But won’t you get in trouble if they catch you?” she asked, still reluctant, especially after his out-of-place reference to sacrifices. But Stuart had her attention.




  “Why do you think I’m going to sail there? I went there the day after I arrived. It’s got this big beach with an easy trail leading to the top of the bluffs. They guard the main gate and exit. I won’t get caught. There’ll be a full moon and I’ve got flashlights. I’ll have you back by two a.m. Too risky for you?” he said almost taunting her.




  “What if you do get caught?”




  “I won’t,” Stuart replied confidently. “Besides, I can push the boat back out and be gone before they can get the coast guard or whatever it’s called down here to chase me. It’s not like they’d shoot me or something,” he added, displaying those irresistible perfect white teeth.




  Her gut warned her ‘No!’ but her recently broken heart pleaded, ‘Live a little.’ After a few more rounds of questions and his logical sounding replies, Sabrina accepted his offer. Not exactly what she had anticipated when she left the St. Louis airport in tears a few days earlier while her parents encouraged her to have fun.




  She met him later that evening and they walked the short distance to the silent harbor. Stuart had rented a newer sailboat with a small outboard motor and a big red sail. He demonstrated his apparently natural sailing skills as they left the small bay shortly after sunset. He made raising the sail look easy despite its size, and adjusted the nylon lines and rudder without any noticeable effort, which plotted them on a course that paralleled the shoreline. Stuart turned on small running lights as the sun set into the silhouette of the thick jungle on the horizon. He sailed about a half mile beyond the surf line, its white capped waves an ever changing fluorescent streak in the full moon’s light.




  Sabrina’s protective instinct caused the hair on the back of her neck to stand on end despite the warm weather. Being so far from shore on a small boat caused her a fear that she had never experienced. Stuart’s habit of avoiding eye contact was worse now than when they had walked to the harbor. She wondered if her voice that had pleaded ‘Live a little’ had meant ‘You only have a little longer to live.’




  CHAPTER 2




  Russell Palmer sprinted for his life, tripping over thick green underbrush and uneven rocks that served as obstacles along the narrow path. He ducked below drooping tree branches heavy with sharp leaves, and twisted his body to avoid being slapped by broad, man-sized, shiny ferns and prickly briers. Camouflaged birds cawed loudly, the sound of their wings fluttering overhead as he dashed wildly and blindly down the cramped trail. Disturbed insects hovering in swarms swiftly scrambled for cover to avoid his wake. Thankfully, the path was level, although he may as well have been climbing a steep hill as his chest heaved with exhaustion.




  Russell flailed his arms in windmill fashion to defend against the wild vegetation. Salty sweat flowed from every pore of his tanned body. Primal fear and horror filled every corner of his thoughts as he gasped for breath with each stride. He continued running, sensing that the sleek spotted jaguar tracked him merely a few yards back, waiting for the right moment to pounce.




  Very little sun reached the jungle floor through the canopy of the towering, narrow-trunked trees. Russell guessed it was early afternoon. He had no idea how far or how long he had been running. For that matter, he had no idea where he was or how he had become involved in this life-threatening predicament. He felt as if he had been plunged into the middle of a movie’s chase scene as the token doomed victim.




  All of his hours working out in the gym felt for naught. He strained to inhale much-needed oxygen through his parched throat. Dizziness impairing his vision. Nauseating grumblings in his abdomen. Legs aching to the point of collapse. Sweat enveloping him like a sopping blanket. But he had to continue to run because death stalked him patiently. He was sure of it.




  Russell darted to the left when he reached the base of a large tree. Thin strips of vanilla-colored bark the size of pages from a paperback book cut into his shoulder, drawing a bright red line on his clinging shirt. Within a few yards, he found himself in a small clearing twenty-five to thirty feet in diameter. He hastily checked his bloodied, welt-covered shoulder as he halted near the far edge. The path which Russell had hoped would lead him to safety had dead-ended. Lungs wheezing involuntarily in their search for oxygen, he listened as he urgently surveyed the open area in search of an escape route. The birds that had been noisily announcing his arrival through the dense jungle had become eerily silent.




  The bright sun hit the earth like a spotlight as sweat dripped off his brows and chin, then ran down his fatigued arms dangling at his sides. Russell noted that the entire circle appeared to have been paved with worn flat stones. Unfortunately, it also appeared that the only way out was the way that he had stumbled into the clearing.




  No jaguar pounced from the thick bushes bordering the clearing. Still, he sensed its presence. Stalking. Contemplating. Plotting Russell’s demise. Then it occurred to him that he had not actually seen a jaguar chasing him. What the hell was going on?




  His legs felt like spongy rubber from racing so hard for so long. Crimson rivulets of fresh, bright blood oozed from scratches covering his legs from the bottom of his pale blue shorts to his bare ankles, and on his arms from the end of his white t-shirt sleeve to the back of his hands. His clothes, drenched with sweat, clung to him like tacky plastic wrap charged with static electricity. Nothing like a little blood and a lot of sweat to provoke a savage carnivorous beast, he thought. And a hovering crowd of less-threatening but very aggressive mosquitoes which he swatted to no avail.




  Several moments passed as Russell gasped to regain his breath. Long leafed ferns near the only access on the other side of the clearing rustled slightly, interrupting his recovery. A full grown jaguar, its tawny coat speckled with irregular black spots, slithered cautiously out into the open from between the jade leaves. Its sleek body crouched so low to the ground that its motion resembled an enormous snake. It emitted a low, threatening purr.




  Russell froze, but his heart thumped like it was going to hammer its way out of his chest. One question had been answered: the jaguar was real, all two hundred plus pounds of it. But it still didn’t answer how he had been thrust into the precarious situation.




  The jungle cat locked its voracious green eyes on Russell, and slowly began circling him. Russell inched to the center of the clearing, toward the only exit. He recalled reading somewhere that he shouldn’t expose his back to a carnivorous animal, so he pivoted to maintain face to face contact with the prowling creature. The jaguar shifted its direction slightly, spiraling toward the middle, and toward him, with each revolution. White, foamy spittle dribbled from its menacing fangs.




  Russell continued rotating to match with the circling feral beast in an almost ritualistic dance. The invisible creatures of the thick forest remained so quiet that he could hear the stalker’s steady breathing timed in unison to his shallow breaths.




  The jaguar confidently moved to within eight feet of Russell, shoulders wide, its huge paws padding stealthily on the worn stone. Despite its raw beauty, it smelled like his childhood dog after being caught in a summer storm. He was certain that the big cat could smell his fear. He raised his sweaty hands in front of him, preparing to block any attack. Russell momentarily glanced up, trying again to locate an escape route through the jungle. No such luck, and even if there were, he was not so sure that he had the strength to renew the pursuit, or in his case, the retreat.




  The jaguar inched closer, slithering lower to the ground, its long black tail poised high in the dense air behind it. Russell could stretch out and touch it if he dared, but he knew that doing so would surely result in an immediate and undesirable amputation. The big cat stopped. It flexed its thick muscular. The sun gave its sleek fur the look of glimmering gold. It stared motionless at Russell. Hunter facing the hunted. Ravenous eyes locked. Long white fangs bared. Muscular shoulders poised. Ready to pounce.




  This is it, Russell thought. I don’t understand. Why me? How did I get into this? Who put me here? Is this how I’m going to die? What is that noise? That ringing? My cell phone? Russell slowly lowered his right hand and reached into his pocket of his shorts, maintaining face to face contact with his pursuer. No phone. Still ringing. Using the other hand, he tried the other pocket. Nope. Still ringing. He ventured to look down to see if there was a telephone latched to his waist.




  The jaguar, sensing its chance, lunged with lightening speed, its sharp pointed claws swiping at Russell, snarling loudly as it attacked. Russell instinctively dropped onto the hard ground and rolled to his left, barely inches beyond the feline’s huge paws.




  The jungle cat landed, then swiftly whirled its barrel-like body with incredible speed to face Russell before he could stand. It flashed its sharp fangs again and growled from deep within its throat. The ringing continued, causing the jaguar to hesitate briefly, as if considering whether it had encountered a potential threat.




  Russell’s knees and hands ached from his drop to the stone floor. He now faced the sleek feline from ground level as he lay on his left side. He impulsively rolled onto his stomach, and then pushed himself up on his battered hands and sore knees. The jaguar watched patiently as if enjoying Russell’s misery and confusion. Russell stood cautiously, keeping his eyes on his attacker as he rubbed his bruised knees. He inhaled deeply in an effort to open new air passages in his lungs, trying to renew his strength. The intermittent ringing continued, but he could not determine its source.




  The muscular hunter, instinctively recognizing that its prey was wounded, renewed its attack. It snarled loudly as it sprung at Russell.




  He raised his exhausted arms to defend against the pouncing predator and squeezed his eyes tightly shut. “No!” he howled.




  CHAPTER 3




  Sabrina, her mouth open in awe, gazed at the rocky bluff above her as she stood on the beach below Tulum. Stuart, standing next to her, reached into his backpack.




  “First, some of this,” he produced a tube of lotion. “Bug repellent. I wouldn’t want the mosquitoes to get you.”




  “Thanks,” she accepted a squeeze of creamy coconut-scented liquid into her palm and began rubbing it on her exposed skin. “Anything else I should be worried about? Like snakes?”




  “Just the four to five foot long iguanas,” he replied as he finished putting lotion on back of his neck and placed the cap on the tube.




  “What? I’m not going up there if there are lizards!” she waved her arms.




  “Don’t be such a baby,” he snapped, as if scolding her.




  Sabrina was not sure how to react.




  “Let’s go,” Stuart nodded before she could respond as he headed toward the bluff. “I shouldn’t have any trouble finding the path in this moonlight.” He headed toward the rocks, and slipped on his tennis shoes when they reached the end of the sandy trail. “Better put your shoes on because it turns to gravel just a few feet ahead.”




  Sabrina followed Stuart’s lead. Moments later, they reached the top of the path. Sabrina nearly tripped over her own feet as she was astonished by the view of the abandoned ancient ruins. Stuart was right. There was nothing like these stone buildings in the United States. A large structure resembling a medieval tower which Stuart called the Castle loomed about thirty feet to their left. Several smaller crumbling stone edifices lay in front of them. Sabrina noticed the low stone wall in the distance that surrounded the site. The full moon cast eerie shadows across the uneven gray walls and created dark nooks and corners.




  “Let’s go up there first,” said Stuart, motioning north. “We can circle around and save the Castle for last.”




  “You’re the leader,” she replied as he headed across the short grass toward a long concrete block-like structure that Stuart had called the Grand Palace.




  For almost two hours, Stuart and Sabrina traipsed around the ancient site, conducting their own private exploration. Stuart seemed well prepared for their visit as he pointed out by name several of the buildings and their uses by the Maya inhabitants. He pointed his flashlight at reliefs cut into the wall consisting of faces with broad forehead and Egyptian-like symbols which he called ‘glyphs’ that were carved into the limestone blocks. Several times, they stepped over makeshift barriers formed with thin wooden poles and frayed rope designed to prevent tourists from climbing the buildings. They also took several short breaks to drink cool water that Stuart had stashed in his backpack.




  Stuart offered his historical insights on the mysteries of the Maya and their strange rituals. He described how they sacrificed animals, and how they removed the animals’ hearts and threw them into the deep freshwater well at the north end of the walled city to appease the gods of the sun, maize and rain. He explained that the Maya developed unique math and multiple calendar systems, and that they had obsessed with the concept of time. They had also conducted major studies of the stars to the point that they could determine the dates of solar and lunar eclipses and monitor the seasons, the latter of which was of great importance to their farming endeavors.




  She commented that many of the buildings were in seriously damaged condition, and that several were not really much more than piles of rubble. He explained that the Mayas built the temples and structures using limestone and a crude concrete mixture without metal tools or domesticated animals like donkeys or horses to move and position heavy objects. Unfortunately, their structures were highly susceptible to erosion by the heavy subtropical rains and constant onshore winds of the Caribbean Sea.




  Sabrina had a thousand questions, but she did not want to interrupt Stuart as he led her around the ancient ruins. She also wanted to take some photographs, but he cautioned her not to as the flash could alert the guards to the presence of unauthorized visitors. Fortunately, the combination of muted noise from the wind coming up over the bluff and surf enabled them to converse in almost normal voices without alerting anyone who may have been guarding the site.




  “So, whadda ya think of Tulum?” Stuart asked as they stood at the base of the Castle.




  “I’ve never seen anything like it!” Sabrina exclaimed as she traced a carving of a face on the stone with her index finger. “The carvings on the walls are magnificent! I can’t believe they built all of this, but yet they abandoned it and no one seems to know why.”




  “There are several theories as to why they left. Most theories center on wars between the various groups. That’s why many experts believe Tulum was surrounded by a wall. It’s the first Maya site with a wall built for protection. But apparently it wasn’t enough.” Stuart pulled a flask out of his backpack as he spoke.




  “It’s not like the wall’s that high. I saw several places where it couldn’t have been more than ten feet high. It didn’t look like they’d be too hard to climb. Guess the sacrifices weren’t used to protect them from war.”




  “Actually,” Stuart began while he poured a burgundy liquid from the flask into two small plastic cups, “many experts believe that the Maya were very docile. They weren’t conquerors like the Aztecs or the Toltecs, although the information they left behind indicates that they would defend themselves to the death. As time progressed, they began initiating battles and performing human sacrifices. If you go to another major site near, Chichen Itza, you’ll see more evidence of some gruesome, barbaric behavior.”




  Stuart wedged the plastic cork into the flask, and continued, “Then it seems that there was a split of the people and they dispersed throughout the Yucatan Peninsula. Tulum was one of the last of the Maya cities. You could use a map to trace their history which shows them coming north over several centuries, each time abandoning one city and going on to build the next. It’s like they were trying to avoid trouble at first, then decided to be part of the trouble in the middle years, and then reverted to avoiding trouble around the time Tulum was built.”




  “What happened after that?” Sabrina asked as she sat down on a stone step.




  “People scattered even more across the Yucatan Peninsula. Quite a few ended up in a city called Mani,” Stuart answered as he offered one of the cups to Sabrina. “But that city was nothing like the past cities, and more or less vanished in the jungles near Merida. Many still survive in large numbers, particularly in Belize and Guatemala. Let’s share a toast of wine before we climb.”




  Sabrina took the cup, raised it to tap Stuart’s cup. She took a small sip. The wine gave her stomach a welcome, tingly feeling. “Smooth wine,” she said, smiling at Stuart.




  Stuart nodded, then consulted his watch. He sat his untouched cup down and began rummaging through his backpack. She sipped the rest of her drink. Stuart asked, “You ready to climb the steps to the altar? It’s nearly midnight, and we’ll need to be heading back.”




  “Let’s do it,” Sabrina replied as she stood and tilted her cup to finish her wine.




  Stuart waved a small plastic bag in front of her. “Don’t forget not to leave any trash behind.” He took her cup, then slid his cup into hers. He tied the top of the plastic bag into a knot and stuffed it into his backpack.




  “Tell me again, why did they sacrifice?” she asked.




  “Mainly to appease the gods to insure their success. For example, they would offer sacrifices for the god of rain, to be sure they had enough rain for their crops. Then they would offer sacrifices to the god of maize, their major food, so that they would have a good crop. The sun was represented by a god. So were Venus, death, war, wind, and childbirth. They even had a god who oversaw their gods.”




  “So if they didn’t sacrifice humans, what did they sacrifice?” Sabrina asked as they climbed the wide steep steps. She felt dizzy, but did not say anything to Stuart.




  “Animals, because their blood was considered an important part of the nourishment for the soil. They would pour it on the ground to make sure that they had a successful harvest.” They reached the main platform at the top of the Castle and approached the knee high altar that sat toward the middle front so onlookers could view the ceremonies.




  It resembled an ornamental concrete bench like those found in fancy gardens. One end sported a stone-weathered head slightly larger than a basketball whose face had eroded away with time. Protrusions that appeared to be knees formed the other end, giving the impression that the seating area was the chest and flat belly of a tall, muscular person in a reclining position.




  “The Maya called this altar a chacmool,” as he wiped his hands across the flat portion of the altar. “The ceremony itself was pretty gruesome, but not as bad as when they conducted human sacrifices.”




  “I thought you said there were no human sacrifices. So what did they do to people that was so gruesome?” Sabrina asked, as she leaned against the altar and took several deep breaths. Her lightheadedness intensified. Maybe it was from the physical workout climbing around the ruins, or maybe because it was late, or the wine, or maybe a little of all, she thought.




  “They sacrificed people at other sites. The victim would lay down or be lifted onto the altar, and four priests would each hold a leg or an arm. No one knows for sure if it was day or night, but some of the glyphs show them during full moons, like tonight. Then a fifth priest would take an obsidian knife, which is a shiny black volcanic rock, and cut out the person’s heart while it was still beating. The heart would then be offered to the gods. Really bloody and gory.”




  “Sorry I asked,” Sabrina shivered. “But no one was killed here?”




  “The experts don’t think so, although the altar looks big enough for a person. You’re a little taller than the average Maya, so lay down and let’s see,” he motioned to her.




  “Why not? I’ve gone this far,” she replied as she sat her backpack on the ground. Stuart sat his backpack down as Sabrina sat on the altar. “Are you sure we aren’t doing something to make the gods mad?”




  Stuart smiled and replied, “Not these days. The Maya are gone from here. Let’s see. Move your head up to this end and raise your hands out over the edge.”




  She complied. The stone altar felt warm to her back, almost like the soothing hot oil used by the masseuse at the spa the day after she arrived.




  Stuart grabbed one of her arms. “So one priest would hold this arm here,” he demonstrated. “You would have priests holding your other arm and legs. Then the fifth priest would cut the chest open and remove the heart.”




  “They would just cut the heart out? No anesthesia or anything to deaden the pain?” Sabrina asked incredulously as she looked up at the full moon from her prone position. It looked fuzzy, as if she were viewing it through wax paper.




  “Maybe some alcohol but that’s about all. How about I take a quick photo?”




  “I thought you said no flashes or we’d disturb the natives?”




  “I think I can get a shot with my camera without the flash. We have a full moon, and if you lay real still, it might just work.”




  “We’ve gone this far,” she said.




  Stuart reached into his backpack and pulled out a camera with a wide angle lens. “Hold your arms and legs out, like the priests are holding you. Close your eyes like you’re waiting to get cut.” She complied. “Good,” Stuart said. “Oops, let me change to a lens that will let in more light.”




  Sabrina kept her eyes shut as she heard him changing the lens on the camera to her left. “Ready?” he asked after a few moments. He sounded far away.




  “Whenever you are,” she said dreamily. The warm stone had relaxed her. She felt as if she had drifted back in time, and closed her eyes to savor the experience.




  An unexpected crunch of loose pebbles on the ground near her head startled her, and she opened her eyes slightly. When she did, she saw Stuart poised over her, wielding a jagged knife about eight or nine inches in length above his head. She could see its black shiny blade glimmer in the moonlight, Stuart grasping it with both hands.




  Sabrina’s brown eyes flew wide open in sheer terror as everything switched into slow motion. In a graceful arc, Stuart thrust the obsidian knife into Sabrina’s chest, plunging it just left and slightly below her breastbone.




  She could almost count the individual threads of her gray tank top as they unraveled in useless defense to the pointed blade. Then she felt a slight pressure, like the needle being inserted when she donated blood, as the knife pierced her skin. In her eyes, only small drops of blood spilled from the tiny wound. She could almost count the dimples of the serrated edge of the weapon as they slid through her sunburned skin.




  Sabrina heard ribs crack. Her ribs. A sharp pain shot from her breast to her the back of her head, snapping her back into real time. Her hands instinctively grabbed at the dagger in Stuart’s hands as he thrust the jagged blade deeper into her quivering body. Bright red blood spurted from the gaping wound, covering her hands and shredded tank top as she clawed at Stuart’s hands and forearms.




  She felt the knife still deep in her, slicing to the left. More sharp pains racked her upper body as more bones crunched under Stuart’s brute force.




  She looked up at him, wondering. His smile. No, his smirk. He was enjoying himself. Sabrina screamed, or at least tried to scream. But her lungs, punctured by sharp bone fragments, barely had enough pressure to force warm blood out of the corners of her mouth.




  Stuart released one hand but the other held the knife firmly in place, pinning her against the warm stone. Sabrina was too wounded to use her crimson-covered hands to fight Stuart’s remaining hand. They fell to her side, dangling off the edge of the chacmool.




  Her body convulsed uncontrollably as Stuart tore viciously at her ragged flesh with his free hand. Sabrina’s eyes rolled back as she struggled to maintain consciousness, to maintain hope, to understand why.




  Stuart’s fuzzy gray form wavered in her vision despite his close proximity to her as she lost ground in her lopsided battle to survive. Numbness supplanted pain even though his blurry arm was tugging at her. Then he was holding a bloody mass in his hands. Grayer. Black.




  CHAPTER 4




  Russell Palmer’s sweaty hands smacked firmly against the leaping jaguar. Its charging body, solid and hard as a brick wall, sent piercing pains through his wrists and shoulders. The growling ceased immediately, replaced by the mysterious ringing. What the hell is that ringing?




  He opened his eyes and was greeted with a familiar darkness. His hands and wrists ached from jamming them against the wooden headboard on his antique cherry bed. Russell lay across his mattress in a heap of twisted covers and sheets, facing his headboard, soaked in sweat, breathing hard as if his retreat had been genuine. A bad dream. No, a nightmare, he thought. Then the ringing.




  The telephone on his nightstand. He reached for it with his now crippled hand. The bright red numbers on his digital clock next to the phone read 4:37. Russell gingerly lifted the handset to protect his swelling hand. “Hello,” he mumbled as he struggled to shift to reality.




  “So what do you know about human sacrifices at Tulum?” a man asked.




  A light long distance telephone hum filled a short pause as Russell gathered his thoughts. “There isn’t any proof there were any,” he replied in a hoarse voice. He recognized the caller as his colleague, Brandon Sharpe, from the California Institute of Archaeological History and Science.




  “There is now.”




  “What the hell are you talking about? You been up all night working on some new hare brained theory? Why are you calling me at four-thirty in the morning?”




  “You won’t believe it, Russ,” Brandon replied, his speech gaining speed with excitement. “They found this girl stretched out on the El Castillo altar this morning. Her heart’s gone, chest cut wide open, blood everywhere! One of the guards noticed the gulls circling just before sunrise, and he went to check it out. There she was. No one else around. I’d call that a sacrifice.”




  “Where are you?” Russell asked.




  “Standing on top the El Castillo at Tulum. You wouldn’t believe the crowd that’s forming at the base. Everyone wants to see, but I’m the only person besides the guards and federales that’s been allowed up here.”




  “I didn’t know you were going this time of year. It’s hurricane season! You’ve got classes starting in less than a week,” Russell interrupted. Brandon taught anthropology at the same institute in Southern California where Russell headed the Central American studies department.




  “Spur of the moment thing. I’ve been doing some tedious research and took a short break to check out something at Tulum’s Gran Palacio. A quick check on flights and . . .”




  “Suicide?” Russell cut Brandon off as his mental focus completed its switch from his fictional jungle escapade to reality in his Southern California home. “Maybe one of the gulls carried away her heart.”




  “The same gull carried away the weapon?” Brandon’s turn to ask a question. “Looks like a knife or machete, but nothing around the scene.”




  “Traditional Maya style,” Russell muttered to himself. “Does she look like she’s been sliced or gouged?”




  “Sliced or gouged? Geez, Russ. What’s the difference? Too much blood to tell and they won’t let me get that close. Not so sure that I’d want to,” Brandon said.




  “Photos?”




  “I snapped a few before the federales pushed us back some. Forgot my digital camera so I had to use a disposable kind.”




  “Do they know who she was?”




  “No idea, yet. Looks like a tourist. Caucasian. Young, maybe mid- to late twenties. Dark blue shorts, white sneakers and what’s left of her gray blouse. No identification.” Then he added, “Sunburned, so she probably hasn’t been down here too long. I want to take a few more pictures, and see if I can learn some more. Maybe I can find a one-hour photo store to develop them after I leave here.”




  “Any witnesses?” Russell asked as he stood and stretched his weary muscles.




  “So far, only the guy who found her,” Brandon replied. “I think I’ve seen as much as he did, and it ain’t much.”




  “Signs of anyone else?” Russell tried to focus. Something was missing. He needed to ask something, but just couldn’t determine what was missing.




  “A few partial bloody footprints, mostly from the gulls and the guards. Unfortunately, the guard and the others who got here first were trying to keep the gulls away. Swatting at them to chase them away, so they walked all over the place. They didn’t think about protecting the scene. No one saw her come in. I’ll keep nosing around.”




  “I’m coming down there as soon as I can,” Russell said.




  “Why’s that?” Brandon asked.




  “The first Maya-style human sacrifice at Tulum? I wouldn’t want to miss it.”




  “Why can’t you just admit the real reason?” Brandon baited him.




  Part of Russell wanted to say ‘Screw you’ and hang up. Brandon had no right to dredge up Russell’s personal life. Change the subject.




  “Where are you holed up on this visit?” Russell recalled that Brandon had a knack for selecting off-the-beaten-path accommodations when he traveled.




  “A little place near the beach with cabanas. Kind of primitive, so bring lots of bug spray. The mosquito nets didn’t do much good last night. I’ll get you a room, I mean, a hut. When do you think you’ll arrive?”




  “By this evening at the latest. Someone was kind enough to wake me before dawn so I should be able to get an early start. Hopefully I’ll find a last minute deal on the Internet. Can’t be too many people flying to Cancun on a Thursday in September’s hurricane season. I’ll call you when I get there and you can guide me in.”




  “Get in late enough and I’ll be bar hopping along the Zona Hotelera. I can pick you up at the airport. Call my cell phone when you arrive.” With that, Brandon hung up leaving Russell to contemplate his plan.




  The word ‘heart’ came to mind right after Brandon’s phone clicked off. Russell wondered, something about her missing heart triggered a lost thought in the recesses of his mind, but he could not retrieve it from the gray fog. Stretching his aching arms and rubbing his sore knuckles, still in pain from smacking his headboard, he turned his thoughts to compiling a mental checklist for a trip to Cancun.




  First, a shower, he thought. Then fresh coffee. Then on-line. Pack. Don’t forget some books on the Maya. Hopefully headed to the airport by eight. Call the dean on the way. Let him know that his teaching assistant, Genny, could substitute until at least Tuesday of next week. After all, his first week of classes on Central American cultures rarely went beyond the syllabus stage as students dropped and added classes. Russell quickly formulated his travel plans, but had no idea exactly what he planned to do when he arrived.




  Finding a flight proved more difficult than he expected. His first choice would have required him to be on the plane to Mexico City by 7:30 a.m., but the connecting flight would have put him in Cancun at almost midnight. Russell eventually found a flight that took him through Phoenix and Dallas. Better than going through Mexico City. By 10:45 a.m., he settled into a cramped economy seat on the first leg of a full flight, hoping to reach Cancun before seven that evening, and hopefully before Brandon started his bar hopping.




  Shortly into the flight, the word ‘heart’ came to his mind again as he sipped a soft drink and munched on the last kernels from a tiny package of honey roasted peanuts. He leaned back as much as the cramped airliner’s seat would allow, and closed his eyes to focus. At least being on the aisle gave him room to stretch his legs out, he thought. Moments later, ‘sacrifice’ joined ‘heart’ in Russell’s thoughts, but still his puzzle remained unresolved. He turned the words over and over in his mind for several minutes without success.




  Brandon knew what was driving Russell’s sudden rush to Cancun. Images of the words blurred in capital letters in his mind, then morphed into a body laying on the concrete in front of him. A familiar girl, her bright red blood spread on his trembling hands. He shuddered at the mental photographs. The corpse morphed into one word emblazoned in bold red: ‘BLAME.’ He had failed to save her, and his dereliction racked his dreams ever since that fateful day.




  Frustrated, he opened his eyes and retrieved a magazine from the seat pocket in front of him. Not much interested him as he perused the index. Maybe the crossword puzzle, he thought as he reached into his shirt pocket for his ballpoint pen.
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