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Even after days of hard excavation, they had barely scratched the surface of
the ancient city. But Cassandra Rubi con had already seen enough to know t hat
the ruins held uninmagi n-able secrets about the birth of the Maya enpire. At
the far western edge of the Yucatan, where the |inestone plateau butted up
agai nst vol cani ¢ hi ghl ands and steany jungles, the lost city had been hidden
by nature for nore than a thousand years. The native hel pers had called the

pl ace Xitaclan, their voices tinged with awe and fear

Cassandra rolled the word over in her nmouth, revel-ing in the inages it evoked
of ancient sacrifices, ponp and splendor, blood priests wearing ornanents of
jade and green quetzal feathers. Xitaclan

In the late afternoon, she al one worked inside the Pyram d of Kukul kan

shi ning her flashlight ahead as she crept deeper, exploring. This place was
absolutely alive with secrets. In the chalky bitterness of the air, she could
taste the mysteries waiting for her to discover them

Shi ning her flashlight ahead, Cassandra ran a dusty hand through

per spi rati on- danpened ci nnanon hair—the col or of cinnamon bark, freshly peel ed
fromthe trees, her father always insisted, not the faded reddi sh-tan powder
found on grocery-store spice racks. The col or of her eyes hung m dway between

green and brown, like rich copper-bearing ore.
Qut side, her partners in the University of California expedition kept
t hensel ves busy with the external excava-tions, mapping the overall |ayout of

the city, with its cere-nmonial plaza, tenples, and nmonolithic |imestone

obel i sks—st el ae—earved with fearsone i mages of nythi-cal feathered serpents.
They had found a vine-overgrown "ball court" arena, where the ancient Mya had
pl ayed their bloody sport in which the | osers—er w nners, depending on sone
historical interpretati ons—waere sacri-ficed to the gods.

An archaeol ogi cal treasure trove, Xitaclan provided far too many ruins even
for a large, well-financed crew to explore in anything | ess than a year. But
Cassandra and her four young conpani ons would do their best, for as |long as
their neager university funding held out.

Nurrer ous nmoss-covered stelae towered at strategi c astronom cal points

t hroughout the jungle, while others had toppled; all of them though
contained rich and exciting glyphs. Christopher Porte, their teams

epi grapher, delighted in attenpting to translate them transcrib-ing theminto
the battered record book he kept in his pack at all tines.

The showpi ece of Xitaclan, though, was the magnif-icent stair-stepped Pyranid
of Kukul kan that |ooned over the center of the city. Though overgrown wth
weeds and underbrush, it was still beautifully pre-served. Its architecture
rivaled the great ziggurats at Chichen Itza, Tikal, and Teoti huacan—but this
one stood untouched. The |ocals' paralyzing superstitions had protected it
fromprying eyes. Until now.

Toppi ng the pyram d's highest platformstood the many-pillared "Tenple of the
Feat hered Serpent,” with its amazing carvings and ornate friezes depicting

cal en-dars, nyths, history. Cassandra had naned the tenple herself after
noting the dense notifs that showed the wi se god Kukul kan and hi s feathered
reptilian conmpani ons or guardi ans—a comon synbol of power in the Maya nyt hos.
The intricate bas-reliefs added a new richness to the Quetzal coatl/ Kukul kan

| egends of the early Central Anerican peopl es.

Her team had al so found an unfathomably deep cis-tern behind the pyranmd, a
natural |inestone sinkhole filled with oily black water in whose murky depths
Cassandra suspected hid many artifacts, relics . . . and quite probably the
bones of sacrificial victinms. Such linestone wells, or cenotes, were conmon in
Maya cities of the Yucatan—but this one at Xitaclan had never been ransacked
by treasure seekers or explored by archaeol ogi sts.

Her team pl anned to break out the diving equi pnent within a week, and she
hersel f woul d descend into the depths—but for now they still had too nmuch
initial cata-loguing to conplete. Mre breathtaking discoveries, nore work—but



too little time, and too little noney.

For now, she concentrated on exploring inside the pyramd

If her teamdidn't do an overwhelmng job here on their first visit, someone
el se in the conpetitive archaeo-|ogi cal conmunity would no doubt return with a
| arger expedition, better funding, and superior equipnent. It could conpletely
over shadow Cassandra's worKk.

The crews of native workers recruited by her team s | ocal gui de—ernando
Victorio Aguilar, a self-styled adventurer and "expediter"—-had worked for days
al ready, hacki ng and choppi ng at the underbrush, renmoving nahogany and cei ba
trees, slashing ferns with their nachetes, uprooting creepers to renove the
shroud of tinme and nature from around Xitacl an

As soon as they saw the carvings of feathered ser-pents, though, the native
workers had retreated in ter-ror. They whispered to each other fearfully and
refused to cone closer to the site or to help with cleaning the ruins, even
when she offered to increase their neager payment. Finally they fled. And then
Agui l ar ran of f, abandoning her teamin the deep jungle.

In her work, Cassandra had al ways respected native traditions and beliefs—t
cane with the territory—but her excitement at these discoveries had grown so

i ntense that she found such superstitions frustrating, and her inpatience
flared up.

The archaeol ogi sts conti nued working on their own. They had supplies for a few
weeks and a transmitter to call for help, should they need it. For now, she
and the four others enjoyed their solitude.

Today, Kelly Rowan, the team s second archaeol ogi st (and, as of recently, the
man wi th whom she shared her tent) was spending the |last hours of daylight on
t he out-side steps of the pyram d, studying the Maya hierogl yph-ics.

Chri stopher Porte bent beside himwith his battered sketchpad, excitedly
trying to translate the chiseled glyphs as Kelly used brushes and fine tools
to renove debris fromthe designs.

Cait Barron, the teaml s historian and photographer, took advantage of the late
afternoon light to work on one of her watercolors. Quiet and highly
professional, Cait did her official work with the canmeras and | ogbooks in a
no- nonsense way. She took rolls of archival photos rapidly and efficiently—but
once finished, she preferred using her paints to recreate the spirit of the

pl ace.

It was a long-standing tradition of Yucatan explorers to capture the detai
their eyes saw, to depict sonething nore than sinple, two-dinensiona

phot ographic plates could. So far Cait had filled three portfolios with
beauti-ful paintings that evoked the history of the Maya: dip-tychs pairing

i mges of the ruins as they now appeared and as she inagined the city mnust
have | ooked during its gol den age.

While the teami s quiet but frenzied work went on outside, the simering jungle
sounds increased with the fading |ight. Daytinme creatures sought shelter

agai nst the darkness, while nocturnal predators awakened and began to search
for their meals. Biting flies that swarnmed in the day's heat flew off to

sl eep, while nosquitoes, bloodthirsty in the cooler air of evening, swept out
in clouds.

Deep inside the Pyram d of Kukul kan, though, the danp shadows knew no passage
of time. Cassandra con-tinued her explorations.

After she and Kelly had worked together to pry open the | ong-seal ed outer

door, careful not to danage the masonry or the stone carvings, Cassandra had
spent nost of her tine conbing through the rubble inside, cautiously
penetrating deeper, picking her way fromone intersec-tion to the next. She
had spent days working through the chanbers and vaults, mapping the

i nconpr ehensi bl e pas-sages within the i mense stone structure, trying to solve
the maze.

She had spent the afternoon inside again, taking only brief breaks to check on
Kel Iy and Chri stopher, who worked at deciphering the heiroglyphic staircase,
and John Forbin, the grad-student architect and engi neer who was studying the
other half-fallen structures. John's wanderings took himfarther into the



jungle as he marked the | ocations of ruins on the winkled topo-graphical map
he kept with himat all tines. Being an engi neer, John had no imagination for
nam ng di s-coveries. John relied on sinple nunerical designati ons—Tenple Xl
or Stela 17.
Cassandra gl anced at her conpass-watch and pushed deeper inside the |abyrinth,
ai m ng her high-powered flashlight ahead of her |ike a weapon. The cold shaft
of light raked across rough-hewn |inmestone bl ocks and the crude support beans.
Stark shadows | eaped at her with exaggerated angles every tine she shifted the
flashlight. She nmoved cautiously, snelling the noldy air. Sonething dark
skittered into a wide crack in the wall
Cassandra carried a small microcassette recorder in her hand, as well as a
sheet of graph paper on which she kept track of her noverments. So far, npst
tunnel s she'd explored had turned into blind alleys that m ght have been
designed to confuse trespassers ... or they could have been seal ed treasure
chanmbers. Even nore exciting—from an archaeol ogi st's point of viewthe
dead-ends coul d be seal ed-off burial crypts or storage vaults for collected
vol umes of ancient witings.
If her teamcould find an intact Maya codex, one of the gloriously illustrated
books written on mul berry-bark paper, it would increase know edge of the
Central Anerican enpire a hundredfold. Only four Maya codi ces were known to
exi st. Most of the others had been destroyed by Spani sh m ssionaries
overzealous in their attenpts to squash all beliefs but their own. Xitaclan
t hough, had been abandoned | ong before the Conqui stadors had arrived in the
New Wor | d.
Cassandra worked now with dust in her hair and powder sneared under her eyes,
across her cheeks. Her arns and | egs were bone-tired, stiff and sore fromtoo
many ni ghts on an unconfortable bedroll, her skin inflamed from hundreds of
insect bites. It had been too |l ong since she'd had either a cold drink or a
war m shower .
But the wonders she had already found were worth all those sacrifices.
Archaeol ogy isn't for w nps, she thought.
Her father always called her beautiful, claimng that she was wasted in the
cobwebs of ancient civiliza-tions, but she only | aughed at him Her father was
quite a character. It was his own fane as an archaeol o-gi st that had driven
her into the field in the first place. The great M adi mir Rubi con had gai ned
renown as one of the forenost authorities on Native Anerican cliff dwellings,
particularly the once-thriving Anasazi civi-lization, though he had begun his
career studying the Muya.
Cassandra wanted to nake her own mark in the field, not just continue her
father's work. Her original passion had been geol ogy, analyzing the
conposition of the ter-rain beneath the jungles of Central Anerica—but as she
continued her studies, she found she knew as nmuch about the ancient Maya as
did Kelly, the teanmis sel f-procl ai ned archaeol ogi cal expert.
Toget her, they had nmade an inpressive pair, able to talk the Board of Regents
at UC-San Diego into funding their nodest expedition to Mexico. The team woul d
be all students, willing to work for the possible credentials and the right to
publish striking new research, w thout being paid nore than a starvation-Ievel
stipend. It was the bane of academ cs everywhere.
Luckily, like a surprise gift, they had been blessed with matching fundi ng
fromthe Mexican state of Quintana Roo, in which the ruins of Xitaclan had
been found. Wth the Mexican noney Cassandra had been able to obtain the
di ving equi pnent, hire the native workers, and pay Fernando Victorio Aguil ar
for all the help he'd been. She snorted at the thought.
So far, their expedition had been a success, and it seened they woul d al
share a page in the history books.
Cassandra worked her way deeper into the tenple, dictating a description of
her path as she went. She ran her fingers over the stone bl ocks, and her voice
rose and fell —fiery with excitenent, then whispering in amzement —recordi ng
what she observed. The marvel ous constructions w thin constructions inside the
Pyram d of Kukul kan reni nded her of a Russian doll—ene inside another inside



anot her, each one depleting her stock of adjectives.

Suddenly, in the flashlight beam ahead of her, she saw that the inner walls to
her left were of a markedly different color. Wth a flush of excitenent,
Cassandra realized she had stunbl ed upon the inner tenple. This nust be the
original structure on whose foundation the Pyram d of Kukul kan had been

er ect ed.

The anci ent Maya had often built taller, nore inpres-sive tenples atop old
ruins, because of their belief that certain places concentrated nagic as tine
went by. The glorious cerenonial center of Xitaclan had been the nexus for
rituals in this locality. Wat had | ong ago begun as an isolated religious
center in the thickest jungle had eventu-ally becone a nagnet for Maya power.
Until the people had abruptly and nysteriously abandoned it ... leaving it
preserved and enpty for her to uncover centuries |ater

Forcing herself to speak in a slow, analytical voice, Cassandra pressed the
m crocassette recorder close to her lips. "The stone bl ocks here are snoot her,
nore carefully cut. They have a glassy finish, like varnish, as if they were
vitrified by intense heat." She caught her-self with a smle, realizing she
had been studying the stone with a geologist's eye, not an archaeol ogi st's
per-specti ve.

She ran her hands along the fused stone surface, and in a breathless voice
continued to record her inmpressions. "Normally |I woul d have expected to see
fragnments of the whitewash or stucco the Maya used to decorate their
tem pl es—but | see no remains of paint, not even any carvings. The walls are
conpl etely snooth."

Cassandra foll owed the inner perineter. The air inside smelled nore and nore
stagnant; no currents had disturbed it in countless centuries. She sneezed,
and the sound echoed expl osively throughout the cataconbs. Trickles of dust
rai ned down from between ceiling bl ocks, and she hoped the ancient support
beans woul d hol d.

"This is clearly the remains of the first tenple,” she dictated, "the

i nnernmost structure that was once the heart of Xitaclan, the first structure
on this site.”

Very excited now, Cassandra foll owed the inward spiral, brushing her fingers
agai nst the cool slick surface of the stone. She kept to the new

wal | —actually, it was the ol dest wal | maonderi ng what secrets might be
con-tained at the core of the pyramd.

Fromall the evidence she had uncovered, Xitaclan's glory was no nere
stepping-stone in Maya culture. Tales of the |legendary city were so deeply

i npl anted in the psyche of the native people that the locals still talked
about the curse and the spirits that clung to the place. Many peopl e had
supposedl y di sappeared in the area, too, but Cassandra put that down to |oca
nyt hol ogy.

What had caused the ancient Maya to place their hub of religious significance
here, in an uninteresting portion of the jungle with no roads or rivers, no
copper or gold m nes nearby? Wy here?

Rubbl e had fallen across the passage ahead, bl ock-ing her way. But Cassandra
felt her adrenaline punp-ing. Now that she had reached the center of the
pyram d, she needed to see what | ay beyond. It was possible that she stood on
the brink of a great discov-ery—but not unless she could go all the way.
Stuffing the tape recorder into her pocket and the scribbled graph paper

i nside her shirt, she laid the flash-1ight down and worked with both hands to
pull away fallen linmestone bricks fromthe top of the pile. She ignored the
cl ouds of dust and grit raised by her efforts. She had been dirty before.

Di ggi ng bare-handed in the rubble, Cassandra man-aged to make an openi ng j ust
wi de enough to wiggle her slender body through. She cl anmbered up to the
opening and thrust the flashlight forward; then, bunping her head as she
strained forward to see, she crawl ed partway into a new corridor that sloped
steeply down.

Ahead, the echoing chanber seened rmuch | arger than the numerous other al coves
she had found in the pyram d, |arge enough to hold dozens of people. A curved



shaft led away fromit, a spiral ranmp that went even deeper. She played her
beam around the new room and nearly dropped the flashlight in her surprise.
She had never seen anything like this.

Cassandra's white light reflected off walls nade of peeling netallic plates,
bent girders, crystalline panels. Wen she noved the flashlight beam away,
portions of the newly exposed interior continued to glowwith an eerie, pale
afterlight.

From her know edge of ancient history and culture, these bizarre fixtures
seened i nmpossible to her. The Maya had never been known to use any kind of
metal extensively, mainly satisfied with obsidian and flint for their needs.
But here, unm stakably, she saw smooth, untarnished nmetal as if it had been
made in nodern snelters. It was an unusual alloy—ertainly not the crude gold
and bronze the ancient Maya had used.

Ast oni shed, she stared for a while, still practically facedown in an opening
barely | arge enough for a bad-ger. She drew out her tape recorder, squirning
and wedgi ng hersel f deeper into the opening so she could hold the flashlight
in one hand and the tape recorder near her mouth with the other. She pressed
the record button.

"This is amazing," she said, then paused for a long, silent nmonment as she
searched for words. "lI'mseeing metal with a silvery consistency, but not dark
like tar-nished silver. It gleams white—alum numor platinun? But that can't
be, since the ancient Maya culture had no access to those netals."

Cassandra recal |l ed readi ng how sone artifacts recovered from Egyptian tonbs
had gl eaned shiny and new despite being | ocked away for nillennia; yet, once
exposed to post-lndustrial Age air clogged with sulfur-bearing pollutants, the
artifacts had tarnished and deteriorated within weeks. "Note—we nmust explore
this chamber with extrene caution,” she said. "It seenms to be quite an
exceptional find."

She desperately wanted to clinb all the way inside, to explore to her heart's
content. But conmobn sense warned her not to.

"I have decided not to proceed into the chanber yet," she dictated, struggling
to keep the dejection out of her voice. "Nothing nust be disturbed until the
entire teamis here to assist me and provi de second opi hi ons on ques-tionable
items. |'m going back for Kelly and John. They can help ne clear the rubble
fromthis opening and sup-port it with overhead beams. We'll need Cait to
phot o-graph the objects in state before anyone el se goes inside."

After a | ong pause, she spoke again. "For the record, let me say that | think
this isit... the Big One."

Cassandra switched off the microrecorder, then swal-lowed hard. After craw ing
back out, she unenthusiasti-cally brushed herself off, then gave up, |eaving
the grit and dust. She began to retrace her steps, w nding through the

| abyrinth to reach the exit, forcing herself to be calm She thought of her
wiry old father and i magi ned how proud he would be to see his daughter making
di s-coveries that rival ed—even overshadowed! +hose at the high point of his
own career.

She qui ckened her pace. Her footsteps whi spered and echoed through the stone
passageways. As she approached the low exit to the pyramd, bright rays from
the setting sun shone in her eyes like the light of an oncoming train. She
rushed forward and stunbled out of the pyranmid into the open air. "Hey,

Kel ly!'" she shouted, "I've found sonething! You have to get the team quick.
Wait'll you see this!"

No one answered her. She stopped, blinking, and stood outside for a nonent in
the silence. She held on to the edge of the pyram d doorway for support.

The ruins seemed abandoned again. She heard only the murmur of jungle sounds,
not hi ng el se. She | ooked toward the high levels of the ziggurat, expecting to
spot a couple of students on the heiroglyphic stairs . . . but the pyrand
stood desert ed.

By now the sunset was fading into dusk, the worst time of the day for
visibility, when the shadows took on dimcolors. Only a thin curve of the
retreating sun remnai ned above the treetops in the west, |ike an orange beacon



backl i ghting the scene with an inconprehensible glare.

Cassandra saw no one, no nmenbers of her team none of the vanished |ndian

hel pers.

"Kelly, John, Christopher!" she called. "Cait, where are you?"

Shadi ng her eyes, she peered out into the open plaza where Cait had earlier
erected an easel for her water-col or work. Now the easel |ay smashed on the
ground. Cassandra could clearly make out a nuddy bootprint stonped across one
of the new paintings.

Greatly uneasy now, she again scanned the steep staircase that ran up the

out side of the ziggurat. There Christopher and Kelly had pai nstakingly cleaned
t he chi sel ed gl yphs and sketched them on pads, translating the chronicle of
Xitaclan's nythic history as they went.

No Kelly, no Christopher ... not a soul in sight.

Across the plaza where young John Forbin had been studying the collapsed ruins
of a mnor tenmple, she spotted his case of equipnment, his small wooden stakes
and col ored ri bbons marking |ine-of-sight intersection points—but found no
sign of the grad-student engineer

"Hey! Kelly? This isn't a damm funny joke," she shouted. Her stomach knotted.
She felt utterly isolated, engulfed by the surrounding forest. How could the
bustling, verdant jungle be so dammed quiet? "Hey!"

She heard novenent to the side—footsteps coming around the pyramid fromthe
direction of the deep sacri-ficial cenote. She heaved a sigh of relief. Here
were her friends after all.

But then the shadowy sil houettes of strange men appeared—ebvi ously not any
menbers of her team In the dimlight she could barely discern their features,
but she did see without a doubt that they carried guns. Rifles.

The nmen pointed their weapons at her.

One spoke in heavily accented English. "You will come with us, Senorita."

"Who are you?" Cassandra demanded, the old fire within her flaring up enough
to burn away her comon sense. She gripped her flashlight as if it were a
club. "Were is nmy tean? W're American citizens. How dare you—*

One of the other nen jerked up his rifle and fired. The bullet ricocheted off
one of the pyrami d's stone bl ocks, barely six inches fromher face. A spray of
nee-dl e-sharp stone fragnents peppered her cheek

Wth a sharp cry, she ducked backward into the temple, seeking refuge in the
anci ent dar kness. She ran down the long tunnel, hearing |oud shouts in Spanish
out side. Angry curses. Mre gunfire. Merciful confusion

Her heart pounded, but she wasted no nmental energy trying to guess who the nen
could be or what they wanted. She didn't dare think of what they m ght already
have done to Cait, John, Christopher ... and Kelly. She would think about that
| ater—+f she survived

She gl anced behind her. The nen were barely dis-cernible outside the tenple.
She saw them appear at the doorway, arguing with each other. One figure cuffed
another, then raised a fist high in anger. Mre shouts in Spanish.

Cassandra ran around a sharp corner. Her flashlight beam bobbed ahead of her
She had forgotten to turn it off when she cane out of the pyram d. Perhaps the
mur - derous strangers didn't have lights of their own, but they could see the
reflection of her beamon the stone walls. She switched off the |ight and

pl unged blindly ahead.

More rifle shots rang out behind her. Bullets bounced al ong the pyranid walls,
whi ni ng a hi gh-pitched song of death. Regardl ess of how poorly these nmen coul d
shoot, a ricochet could still kill her

Cassandra had no choice but to keep running head-long into the dark

| abyrint hi ne passages, deeper into the barely explored depths. Roundi ng one
corner, and then another, she finally switched her flashlight on again,

al t hough she still heard the sounds of clunmsy pursuit behind her. Back in the
direction of the opening she saw flickering orange |ights splashi ng agai nst
the walls, and guessed that the armed nen had taken to striking nmatches and
cigarette lighters to find their way after her

Cassandra had the advant age—for now. She had been down here before, she had a



flashlight, and she had a vague idea of where she was goi ng: back toward the
center of the pyramd.

But she had no place to go fromthere.

&oi ng deeper inside would only drive her nore firmy into the trap. She had to
think, use her wits to out-smart these nmen, whoever they were. No problem

She took out the mcrocassette recorder and rewound it, hoping that her
breathl essly dictated directions and notes could help her to retrace her path
to the strange chanber that had remai ned hi dden for centuries. Maybe she coul d
hi de there until the nen gave up | ooking for her

Ri ght. No problem

The strangers mght just post a guard at the outer doorway, then return better
equi pped to hunt her down. They could search relentlessly until they found her
and gunned her down in a corner of the ancient ruin. Wrse still, they could
just lie in wait for her until she staggered out in a few days, nearly nmad
from hunger and thirst.

She couldn't think about that. Survive for now She kept noving.

Cassandra pressed the play button, listening for directions on her

m crocassette. She heard only a faintly crackling hiss. Her words had been
erased! Sonethi ng had bl anked her tape.

"Damm t!" She groaned and added another itemto the list of things she didn't
understand but couldn't think about at the nonent. Well, the route was fresh
enough in her mind that she could find her way wi thout any other assistance.
She had to.

The corridors of the outer pyram d wound down-ward on a slope, littered with
fallen |inestone bl ocks and rough debris. She stunbl ed, scraped her hands

agai nst the rough walls, but kept noving. Myving. She heard anot her gunshot.
Why did they keep wasting amuni-tion? The men coul dn't possibly have a good
shot at her. Maybe they were just spooked by the echoes of their own
footsteps. Frightened nen with guns were the nost dan-gerous kind.

Finally, Cassandra found the snooth, vitrified walls of the inner tenple and
knew she had nearly reached her destinati on—+hough what she intended to do

t here was anot her question altogether.

Casting her flashlight beam ahead, she discovered the small opening she had
recently excavated. It |ooked |Iike an open wound. ..

No. It was an escape hatch

Gitting her teeth and panting for breath, Cassandra craw ed onto the pile of
rubble and squirnmed into the hole |like a snake. Before, the opening had seened
too cramped, too constrictive. But now panic propelled her forward. The rocks
scraped her el bows, her shoul ders, but she didn't care.

She fought her way over the rubble barricade into the isolated chanber and
dropped down. Her feet echoed on the floor—a floor that was inexplicably

netal lic.

The passageways becane oppressively silent again.

Her flashlight beamreflected off polished surfaces, curves, and spheres with
a geonetrical perfection that should have been far beyond Maya capabilities.
The light flickered, as if her batteries were rapidly dying.

Anot her volley of gunfire echoed through the wind-ing |abyrinth far behind,
separated fromher by walls of stone. Then nore shouts cane, mnuch | ouder

possi bly nearer—but she couldn't be certain due to the reflective rock of the
twi sting corridors.

I nside the weird chanmber, Cassandra was in totally unexplored territory. She
rushed ahead to the final descending passage, the spiral ranp at the exact
core of the pyram d. The steep tunnel |ooked as if it burrowed well beneath
ground | evel. Wthout pausing to think, she hurried down it, noving farther
and farther from her pursuers.

A faint wave of hope splashed across her m nd. She wondered if this ranp m ght
| ead to sone unknown exit fromthe pyram d, perhaps far down the wall of the
i me-stone sinkhole. Maybe she could get out of this after all

The sharp crack of a gunshot drove a spi ke of sound through the echoing roons.
Logi cal ly, Cassandra knew t he shadowy nen couldn't be close. She had to be far



ahead of them She nust have lost themin the twi sting and turning passages,
but her fear drove her faster and faster down the sloping ranp ... until the
passageway opened into a grotto of wonders, glinpsed only briefly.

@ ass panels on the walls around her reflected arrays of crystal spheres,

gl eam ng shapes, netal strips laid down in geonetric paths along |inmestone

bl ocks. But she caught only a peripheral blink of everything around her before
her flashlight wi nked out, as if something had con-suned its electrical power,
sucked its batteries dry, in the sanme way as her mcrocassette had been
nysteriously erased.

Cassandra swal |l omed hard, feeling claustrophobic, [ost. She staggered forward
blindly, sweeping her hands in front of her, searching for a | andmark. Her
guesti ng hands encountered an opening, a small doorway. She staggered through
it, hoping to find some source of light.

A brilliant glare washed around her, and in an instant Cassandra saw that she
had crossed into a dead-end roomthe size of a closet... or a coffin. Blazing
illumina-tion fl ooded from behind snooth, glassy walls.

Too | ate, Cassandra wondered if this fate might not be worse than the nen with
guns.

Icy, cold light cascaded over her like liquid, freezing hard—and all of her

t hought s ceased.



FBI Headquarters, Washington, B.C Tuesday, 9:14 a.m

Every tine Special Agent Dana Scully ven-tured into the bowels of FB
Headquarters to see her partner, Fox Milder, she felt as if she were doi ng
sormet hi ng illicit—er at | east unwi se.

She remenbered the first time she had come here to Mulder's private sanctum a
fresh young field agent inex-plicably assigned to the X-Files. "No one down
here but the FBI's npbst unwanted,"” he had called by way of intro-duction. At
the tine, Agent Mil der had considered her a spy for Bureau higher-ups who did
not condone his pas-sionate interest in unexpl ai ned phenonena.

Now, after three years of working together, Scully and Mil der had investigated
dozens of cases and relied on each other's help nore tines than they could
count. Mulder's belief in the supernatural and extraterrestrials remined
unshaken, while Scully remained just as steadfast in her search for rationa
expl anati ons. Though they frequently did not agree on their conclusions, they
performed extraor-dinarily well as a team

Scully visited her partner's narrow office often enough that its dreary
clutter was etched permanently in her mnd. She knew exactly what to expect.
This nmorning the roomdid not disappoint her

Debris fromhis unusual research |lay strewn about the office: videotapes, DNA
records, medical histories, close-up photos of snallpox scars on wthered
skin, blurry snapshots that supposedly showed evi dence of flying saucers. A
hunk of tw sted shrapnel, purportedly froma crashed spacecraft found in

W sconsin, rested on one shelf. A dozen unsolved nysteries in open folders
waited to be put to rest in the nondescript black file cabi-nets that
contained Mulder's raison d etre: the X-Files.

She knocked on the frame of the open door and stepped inside, brushing a hand
t hrough her red-gold hair. "I'"mnot sure | have the energy to face this chaos
so early in the norning, Milder," she said.

Mul der swivel ed around in his chair, spat out a sun-flower seed, and stood up
"Try eating nore presweetened breakfast cereal," he said. "That'll give you
the energy to face anything." He grinned at her

She felt uneasy when he grinned |like that, because it usually meant he had
focused his attention on some new or unorthodox theory ... a theory she would
nost |ikely have to debunk

Looki ng down, she noticed that he had piled his desk with archaeol ogy texts,
books on anci ent nythol ogy, and detail ed maps of Central Anerica. She tried to
put all the ingredients together in a flash, because she would have to prepare
hersel f for what her partner would propose for their next investigation

"Take a |l ook at this, Scully," he said, and held out an object about the size
of his fist, intricately carved and pol -i shed, nade of a buttery,

whiti sh-green stone. "Three guesses.”

She took the heavy relic and held it in her hands. The stone's surface was
pol i shed so snooth it felt as if it had been oiled. The carving showed a

si nuous serpentine form sonme kind of viper bristling with |arge, incongru-ous
feathers. Curved, needle-like fangs protruded fromits mouth, giving the
creature a ferocious appearance.

The artisan had been a master. The design fit exactly with the irregular
contours of the chunk of rock. She ran her fingertip along one of the notches,
wonderi ng what sort of test Mulder m ght be putting her through

"What do you nmke of it?" he said.

"I give up." She scrutinized the artifact again, but it remained a mystery. "A
Christmas tree ornanment ?"

"Not even close."

"Ckay," she said, taking the question seriously now. "I think | recognize the
stone. It's jade, isn't it?"

"Very good, Scully. I didn't know they taught mner-alogy in medical school."



"I didn't know they included m neral ogy in behav-ioral psychol ogy courses

either," she countered, then turned her attention back to the object. "It
| ooks very old. Sone sort of nythol ogical figure, maybe? Fromthe books on
your desk, | would guess its origin to be ... Aztec?"

"Maya, actually,"” he said. "Best estimates date this piece of work to be about
fifteen hundred years ol d. The Maya people revered jade. It was a sacred stone
to them used for only the nost precious of objects.”

"As val uabl e as gol d?" Scully asked, playing al ong, wondering what he was
getting at.

"Much nmore val uable. The Maya used to wear it around their loins as a cure for
colic and other nal adies. They even placed a piece of jade in the nouths of
dead nobl enen, because they believed the stone would serve himas a heart in
the afterlife.”

"Tal k about a heart of stone." She turned the piece over in her hand. "It's
obvious they put a great deal of effort and intricacy into the carving."

Mul der nodded, pushing one of the books out of the way so he could rest his

el bow on his desk. "And it had to be quite a challenge for the carvers, too.
Jadeite is exceptionally hard and dense, and so craftsmen couldn't use their
traditional flint or obsidian tools." He reached over to tap a fingernai

agai nst the carving in her hands. "lInstead, they had to use abrasive powders
and di spos-abl e tools, dozens of themwooden saws, bone drills, cords drawn
repeatedly across the surface to wear down small grooves. Then they polished

t he whol e piece of jade with gourd or cane fibers. Quite a piece of work."
"Ckay, Mulder, so this wasn't a sinple figure whit-tled out of wood for
anusement. Somebody really wanted to make this particular object. In that case
| take it there's sonme significance to the special design? A serpent with
feathers. Did the Mayans revere snakes?"

"Ah," he said. "Not exactly. You'll notice that's no ordinary snake. It's a
famous myt hol ogi cal figure associ-ated with the god Quetzal coatl. That's what
the Aztec called him The Maya used the name Kukul kan, a god of great w sdom
Sone sources say Kukul kan taught the Maya about cal endars and astronony."

He offered her a sunflower seed. She shook her head, so he popped it into his
own nout h.

"The Maya astronomer-priests were so precise in their calculations that the
accuracy of their '"primtive' calendars wasn't surpassed until this very
century. They even built interlocking gear-machines to nake their cal endar
conput ati ons based on overlapping cycles out to fifty-two years. Kukul kan nust
have been an exceptional teacher ... or he knew something the rest of the
people didn't.

"Their mathematical abilities were extraordinary, too—n fact, they were the
only ancient civilization ever to invent the concept of zero. That's inportant
for bal anc-ing your checkbook, of course."

"Not my checkbook," she said.

Wth some effort, Scully found a place to sit down, noving a cardboard box
filled with plaster casts of huge footprints. She gl anced down at the casts
but deci ded she didn't want to risk asking about them

"That's all very interesting, Milder," she said, "but what does a
fifteen-hundred-year-old [unp of jade in the shape of a feathered serpent have
to do with a case? Have people started seeing feathered snakes in their back
yards? O have you di scovered sone discrepancy in our cal endar that can only
be expl ai ned by anci ent Mayan carvi ngs?"

She handed hi m back the jade scul pture, and he care-fully placed it atop his
Central America reference works

"Under normal circunstances it wouldn't have any-thing to do with one of our
cases," he said, "but this particular relic was recently confiscated at the
border of the Mexican state of Quintana Roo, down in the Yucatan. The arrested
dealer clainms that this artifact came fromthe archaeol ogical dig of a

redi scovered Maya city deep in the jungles, a ruin called Xitaclan

"According to official Mexican reports, there have been nunerous unexpl ai ned
di sappearances in the area, dating back decades. And because the area is so



prim-tive and isolated, you can bet plenty nore of them have gone entirely
undocumnent ed. "

"I"'mstill not sure | see the connection here, Milder." She waited, casually
crossing one | eg over the other

"Most locals won't go near the place, claining it's cursed, or sacred ..
dependi ng on which translation you use. Their |egends tell of vicious
feathered serpents, and the god Kukul kan, and the | ost ghosts of sacrificial
vic-tins whose bl ood stained the tenple stones.™

Scully shifted on the old, governnent-issue chair. "I doubt that the Bureau
woul d consi der sending us to investigate an ancient Maya curse.”

"There's nore to it than that." H s eyes grew bright. "A team of Anerican
archaeol ogi sts had just begun excavating Xitaclan under the auspices of the
University of California, San D ego. According to early reports, this one site
i s untouched and the key to many nysteries of Maya history. It could be the
first large-scale construction their civilization attenpted. Definitely the
site of fre-quent sacrifices.”

He smiled, as if delivering a coup de grace. "Also, ny prelimninary chem ca
anal ysis of this object turned.up sone interesting anomalies, an odd
crystalline structure, unidentifiable inpurities that inply that this materi al
did not come fromthe Yucatan near the ruins...."

She focused on the soft green color of the stone. "You think this thing cones
from outer space?"

He shrugged and brushed a pile of danp sunfl ower-seed shells into his

wast ebasket, accidentally |eaving sev-eral behind. "The archaeol ogy team

di sappeared without a trace a week ago. No signal of distress, no sign of
trou-ble. You and | get to go find them™

"But, Mulder, wouldn't this nornmally be handl ed by the Mexican authorities?"
Mul der said, "I also received a call yesterday fromthe father of Cassandra
Rubi con, the young woman who |l ed the UC-San Diego team It seens her father's
an extremely well-known archaeol ogi st hinmself. He's made a few phone calls,
contacted the FBI field office for San D ego. They heard the words 'ancient
curse' and 'Maya ruins' and passed the case on to ne." Scully me his gaze, and
he raised his eyebrows. "I have a neeting vdth Skinner this afternoon. You and
| are going to neet M adinmr Rubicon tomorrow. He's here, in Washington."
Scully glanced at the jade scul pture, at the mythol ogy books, and then at the
fasci nated expression on Milder's face. "I don't suppose it'll do nme any good
to try to talk you out of this?" she asked.

"Wn't do you any good at all," he said.

"In that case, | suppose | always wanted to go to Mexico," she answered.



Assi stant Director Skinner sat at his desk, ritually tap-ping his fingertips
on the neatly typed forns in front of him He did not stand when Ml der
entered the room

That's usually a bad sign, Milder thought. On the other hand, Skinner had
thrown hima curve enough tines that he decided it would do no good to
second- guess him

The bal ding man was either a very good friend or the worst kind of eneny.

Ski nner knew t hings and passed the information on to Mul der only when he
con-sidered it inportant to do so.

Ri ght now, Ml der needed to stay in Skinner's good graces. He and Scully had
to get down to the Yucatan.

Ski nner | ooked at himthrough wire-rinmed gl asses.

"I"mnot sure you realize just what a sensitive subject you' ve stepped into,
Agent Ml der. "

Miul der stood at attention in front of his superior's desk. Keeping his
expression neutral, he |ooked at the framed photographs of the President and
the Attorney General on the wall. "I intend to exercise due discretion, sir."
Ski nner nodded, show ng that he had al ready con-sidered this. "See that you
do. As far as the Bureau is concerned, this is an inmportant m ssing-persons
case, relating to possible crimes committed upon Anerican citizens. | have
obt ai ned for you and Agent Scully the status of LEGATS, |egal attaches sent
out of the country operating for the United States Embassy in Mexico City."
He held up a finger. "But bear in mnd how delicate this situation is, given
the current econonic and political tensions. The Mexican governnent is always
sensitive to intrusions by U S. officials onits soil. | don't need to rem nd
you about the nunber of DBA agents who have been assassinated by drug lords in
Central Anmerica

"The area you're heading into, in the state of Quintana Roo, is a politica
hotbed at this time. The local governnent is particularly vul nerabl e because
of a vio-lent separatist novenment that seens to be growing in force, thanks to
an unidentified supply of weapons."

"Are you suggesting that the archaeol ogical team m ght have fallen victimto
political unrest?" Ml der said.

"I find that nore likely than an anci ent Mayan curse,
weren't you going to suggest that?"

"Maybe, maybe not," Mil der said. "W have to exami ne every possibility."

Ski nner picked up a set of travel authorizations and expense vouchers. He
passed them across the desk, and Miul der took them noting that all the
signature lines had already been filled in.

"I expect you to strictly adhere to protocol, Agent Ml der," Skinner said. "I
woul d urge you in no uncertain terms to hewthe line in this investigation."
"Yes, sir."

"I'f you of fend anyone in high places, you'll have nore than just the FBI to
answer to; you'll have the State Departnent as well. That is, unless you get
yourself thrown into some Mexican jail first."

"Il try nmy best to stay clear of that, sir." Ml der took the forns and
tucked them under his arm

"One nore thing, Agent Ml der," Skinner said with an unreadabl e expression
"Have a nice trip."

Skinner said. "Or



O fices of The Lone Gunnen, Washington, D.C Tuesday, 4:40 p.m

"When all else fails, Special Agent Mil der comes to us for the real answers,"”
said Byers, leaning back in his chair. He straightened his suit and tie, ran a
finger across his neat reddi sh beard, and | ooked up calny

Entering al one, Miul der closed the door behind himin the dimoffices of The
Lone Gunnen, a conspiracy expose publication that purported to know the

of ficial truths about a thousand secret plots in which the governnent was
engaged.

Scully had told himonce that she considered the oddball characters who
produced the nagazine to be the nbst paranoid nmen she had ever met. But Ml der
had found time and again that the esoteric information the three Lone Gunmnen
had at their fingertips often led in directions that official channels would
never have suggested.

"Hi, guys," Milder said. "Wo's taking over the world this week?"

"I think Mulder just likes to keep tabs on us," Langly answered, sauntering
across the roomwith a lazy shuffle that, with a little work, could have been
turned into a dance step. Tall and scrawny, inelegantly dressed, he was the
type who could easily have fit in with any crowd of conputer nerds or roadies
for a rock band. "It's for his own protection," he added, adjusting his

bl ack-ri mred gl asses.

Langly had stringy blond hair that |ooked as if he washed it in a bl ender

Mul der had never seen himwear anything other than a ratty T-shirt, usually
advertising some fringe rock group

"I think he just l|ikes our company,"” Frohi ke mum bl ed, working with severa

pi eces of extrenely expen-sive camera equi pnent on one of the netal shelves at
the rear of the office. In the background, Langly switched on the big

reel -to-reel tape recorders, getting their entire conversati on down on tape.
"Yeah, you three are just ny kind of guys," Milder said with a disarmng
smile.

Byers always wore a suit and a tie. He was soft-spoken and intelligent, the
ki nd of son any nother would have been proud to have—f not for his vociferous
oppo-sition to various governnment organizations and his obsession with UFO
conspiraci es.

Frohi ke, with gl asses, close-cropped hair, and rugged features, didn't |ook as
if he would fit in with any social group. He had a | ong-standing crush on Dana
Scully, but basically it was all talk. Ml der sus-pected Frohike would turn
into ajittering mass of nerves if Scully ever consented to go out with him
Nevert hel ess, Mil der had been deeply touched when the short-statured man had
brought flowers to Scully's bedside while she lay in a coma after returning
from her abducti on.

No identifying sign marked the door to the offices of the Lone Gunnen, and
they were not listed in any phone book. The three kept their operation very

| owprofile. They tape-recorded every incom ng phone call and took care to
cover their own novenents in and around Washi ngton, D.C.

Nondescript, utilitarian shelves held surveillance equi pment and conputer
monitors. Wres snaking out of the wall provided hard |inks to any nunber of
networ k servers and dat abases. Mil der suspected the Lone Gunmen had never been
granted official access to many of the systens, but that did not prevent the
three fromhacking into libraries of information closely held by gov-ernment
organi zations and industrial groups.

Most of the chairs in the office were filled with boxes of stuffed nanila
envel opes, preprinted address | abels facedown. Mil der knew the envel opes
carried no return addresses.

"Your timng is good, Agent Mil der," Frohi ke said. "W're about to mail out
our new i ssue. W could use sonme hel p dispersing themthrough a couple dozen
mai | - box drop points."

"Do | get a sneak preview of the contents?" he said.



Langly popped an old reel-to-reel magnetic tape fromone of the recorders,

| abel ed the flat nmetal canister, and installed a new backup system "This
one's a special issue of TLG Qur 'Al Evis' nunber.”

"Elvis?" Mulder said in surprise. "I thought you guys were above all that."
"No conspiracy is beneath us," Byers said proudly.

"l can see that," Ml der answered.

Langly took off his glasses and rubbed themon the tail of his T-shirt, which
advertised a concert tour by the Soup Dragons. He blinked small eyes at

Mul der, then put the black-ri med gl asses back on. "You won't believe what

we' ve uncovered, Mulder. You'll have a whole new take on it after reading our
historical retrospective. | did nost of the research and witing nmyself on
this one.

"We think that Elvis is being positioned as a nessiah figure—by powerful
persons unknown to us. You can find simlar instances all through history. The
| ost king who reappears after his supposed death to | ead his peo-ple again.
Could be a strong basis for form ng an insidi-ous newreligion."

"You mean |ike | egends of King Arthur prom sing to cone back from Aval on?"

Mil der said. "Or Frederick Barbarossa sleeping in a nmountain cave until his
beard grows all the way around the table, at which point he'll return to save
the Holy Roman Enpire?"

Langly frowned. "Those two are misfires, because the nessiahs in question
never did come back, as prom sed. However, take Russia, for instance—¥sar

Al exander |1 defeated Napol eon and supposedly died ... but for years the
peasants told of seeing a wandering beggar or a nonk who clainmed to be the
real Tsar. It was quite a popul ar | egend. And of course there are the Biblica
accounts of Jesus Christ dying and coning back to continue |eading his

di sci pl es.

"We don't need to rem nd you how many supposed Elvis sightings occur daily. W
bel i eve they have been staged, to provide the foundation for a fanatical new
cult.”

"Everybody wants an encore," Mil der said. He reached for one of the nmanila
envel opes and slid out the issue to study the photo of Elvis on the front
cover. He scanned the first article. "So what you're telling ne is that
somebody is trying to establish the birth of Elvis was in reality the Second
Com ng. "

"You know how gullible people are, Milder," Frohike said. "Think about it.
Sone of Elvis's songs have a very New Testanent feel to them 'Love M
Tender,' for instance. O 'Don't Be Cruel.' Could al nbost be part of the Sernon
on the Mount."

Byers | eaned forward. "And if you think about plac-ing it in a nodern context,
any hit single reaches far nore people than the Sernon on the Munt ever did."
"Ah," Ml der said, "so what was Elvis really trying to say with 'Jail house
Rock' or 'Hound Dog?'"

"Those took a little more work," Langly said. "Qur interpretations will be in
the next issue. You'll be surprised."

"I already am"

Byers shrugged and shifted in his chair. "W don't nake judgment calls, Agent
Mul der, we just report the facts. It's up to our readers to draw their own
concl usions. "

"About you guys, or about the conspiracies you report?"

Frohi ke pointed a |large canmera and clicked a picture of Milder. "For our

files," he said.
Mul der held up the newly printed issue. "Can | keep this copy?"
"Yours should be in the mail," Frohike said.

"Why not go ahead and buy an official subscription, Milder?" Langly suggested.
"Put sone of your FBlI salary to good use."

Byers smiled. "No, for someone of Mulder's stature, we should nake sure he
gets a conp copy of each issue. Besides, |'d be unconfortable having his nane
and address on our mailing list."

"What, you're afraid you couldn't sell the list of addresses to Publishers



G eari ng House then?"

"Qur readers are a certain type of person, Milder," Byers said. "The type who
m ght not want their nanes included anbng others who are also interested in

t he conspiraci es we expose. W take great efforts to ensure that our mailing
list can't fall into the wong hands. Each of the three of us keeps a third of
the nanes in separate electronic files with separate passwords on separate
conputer systems. We can't access each other's records. We just bring in the
mailing |abels, already printed."

Frohi ke said, "W print themout at the copy shop
"Can't be too careful,"” Langly said.

"No, you can't," Ml der agreed.

"Well, we have to get started sealing envelopes,” Langly said. "We' d be happy
to press you into service, Milder."

Mul der held up his hand. "No, thanks, | just canme here for some information
then 1'Il be on ny way."

"And how can we hel p save innocent citizens fromthe nefarious workings of the
shadow gover nment ?" Byers said. "For this afternoon, at |east?"

Mul der noved asi de one of the boxes of stuffed envel opes and sat down. "What's
the buzz you guys hear on Central America, the Yucatan, particularly sone new
Maya ruins that are being excavated? Xitaclan. |'ve got a m ssing archaeol ogy
team and a recovered artifact that may be of extraterrestrial origin."

"Let me think," Langly said, tossing his long blond hair. "I majored in
archaeol ogy in college."

Byers | ooked at himskeptically. "I thought you majored in political science."
Frohi ke squinted through his glasses. "You told me it was el ectronics

engi neering. "

Langly shrugged. "So, | had a lot of varied interests.”

Byers grew serious, |ooking back at Mulder. "Central Anerica? | hear a | ot of
unconfirmed runmors about events in the area. There's been a separati st
nmoverrent brewing in one of the states in the Yucatan. It's called Liberation
Qui ntana Roo. The viol ence seens to be escal at-i ng—ear bonbs, threatening

| etters—and of course, you know about the U S. military conpl ex supplying arms
at an exorbitant price to the freedomfighters."

"Why woul d they do that?" Ml der said.

"To create political instability. It's a game to them" Byers said, passion
flickering behind his normally cal meyes. "And don't forget about sone of the
nore powerful drug lords in the area who have becone arnms nerchants

t hensel ves. Buyi ng up technol ogy. Serious stuff that we never would have
dreaned about a decade ago."

"l dreaned about it," Frohike said

"And how does this tie in with your particular inter-est, Mlder?" Langly
asked.

"As | said, an American archaeol ogi cal team di sap-peared there a week ago.
They had unearthed new arti-facts in the ruins—artifacts that are now turning
up on the black market. The locals won't go near the place. Apparently there's
a long-standing curse on the city. It was abandoned a thousand years ago, and
now |'ve been hearing tal k about the revenge of Kukul kan and his fero-cious
guardi an feathered serpents.™

"Knowi ng you, Milder, |I'm surprised you' re not out chasing ancient
astronauts," Langly said.

"I"'m keepi ng an open nmnd," he answered. "There are plenty of mysteries
connected with Maya culture and his-tory, but I'mnot necessarily ready to
adopt any of themyet. Wth ancient astronauts and the Maya curse ... not to
mention the drug lords and nmilitary operations and revol u-tionary novenents
Byers was tal king about, the Yucatan really sounds |ike a happenin' place."
"So are you and the |lovely Agent Scully going down to investigate?" Frohike
sai d, soundi ng hopeful .

"Yeah, we | eave for Cancun tonorrow. "

"Qur tax dollars at work," Langly snorted.

"I"d love to see Agent Scully with a healthy tropical tan," Frohike said.



"Down, Frohike," Ml der said.

Mul der turned to leave. It was late in the afternoon, and traffic on the
Bel t way woul d be horrendous. He thought he m ght go back to the office and do
nore research. "Thanks for the information."

As he stood by the door, Byers called after him standing up and strai ghtening
his tie. "Agent Mulder," he said, "if you do find anything interesting, be
sure to let us know. For our files."

"I"ll see what | can do," Ml der said.

Private villa of Xavier Salida, Quintana Roo, Mexico Tuesday, 5:01 p.m



The ol d Mexican police cruiser with official state markings rolled along the
tree-lined driveway, working its way uphill. The walled fortress of one of

Qui ntana Roo's nost powerful drug lords stood like a citadel in the dense
forest.

The car rode | ow on the danmp driveway nade of packed |inmestone gravel

Bl ue- gray exhaust belched in oily clouds fromits tailpipe. The police car had
been painted recently, but unevenly, so that it did not ook as new as it
shoul d have.

In the front passenger seat reclined Fernando Victorio Aguilar, feigning a
cal m and ease that he had | earned al ways hel ped himto do better business. He
rubbed his fingers along his slick cheeks. He had shaved only an hour before,
and he | oved the delicious, glassy-smooth feel of his skin. The sharp but

pl easant scent of his cologne filled the car, masking other |ess pleasant
aromas that Carlos Barreio, the chief of Quintana Roo's state police, had
collected during his daily work.

Barrei o drove slowy, easing around nmuddy puddles in the driveway. He wore his
clean police uniformas if he were a nmilitary general, pleased with his
position and flaunting it in a way he thought was subtle. Aguilar didn't find
many things about Barreio to be subtle.

In the back seat rode young Pepe Candel aria, Aguilar's assistant, a steadfast
young I ndian who felt conpelled to do everything Aguilar told him Pepe sat
protectively beside the precious object packed inits crate as if he were a
common crinminal under arrest in the back of Barreio's police cruiser

Whi |l e Aguil ar and Pepe m ght have deserved to be arrested under the nationa
system of |aws, they both knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that Police Chief
Barrei o woul d never take theminto custody. He had too much to | ose.

The cruiser pulled to a stop outside the ornate, inposing wought-iron gates
that closed the access way through a stone wall. Barreio rolled down his

wi ndow, grunting as he turned the door crank. He waved at the heavily arned
private guard, who recogni zed hi minmredi atel y.

Agui |l ar stared out the w ndshield, gazing apprecia-tively at the thick wall

t hat surrounded Xavier Salida's huge fortress. Slabs of stone covered with
ornate glyphs, Maya witing and scul ptures, designs of jaguars and feath-ered
serpents, images of priests wearing quetzal -feather headdresses and | oi ncl ot hs
studded with beaten gold plates. Sonme of the carved panels were genuine,
uprooted fromforgotten and overgrown ruins out in the jungle. Ohers were
clever forgeries Aguilar had conm ssioned.

Xavi er Salida never knew the difference. The drug lord was a self-deluded, if
power ful , fool

"Tiene una ciia, Senor Barreio?" the guard said in rapid Spanish. Do you have
an appoi nt ment ?

Carlos Barreio frowned. A heavy nmustache rode on his upper lip |like |uggage,
and his dark hair was slicked back under his police cap. H s hair was
thinning, reced-ing with a pronounced wi dow s peak, but the bill of his

of ficial cap covered those details.

"I shouldn't need an appointnent," Barrei o boomed. "Excellency Salida has told
me |1'm al ways wel cone in his hone."

Agui |l ar | eaned across to the driver's side, eager to divert an annoyi ng and

ti me-wasting confrontation. "W have another one of the ancient treasures
Excel l ency Salida so fervently desires,"” he said out the wi ndow "You know how
much he enjoys them-but this itemis even nore precious than nost."

He tossed a meani ngful glance to the back seat, where the crate remained
covered, hiding its contents. Whip-thin Pepe Candelaria slid a protective arm
over its top

"What is it?" the guard asked.

"It is for Excellency Salida's eyes only. He woul d be very upset if his guards
were to get a look at the mer-chandi se before he has a chance to assess its
val ue." Aguilar tugged on his floppy ocel ot-skin hat and flashed a hopef ul
smile.



The guard fidgeted, shifted his rifle fromone shoul -der to the other, and
finally opened the wought-iron gate, swi nging the barricade inward so Barreio
could drive the police cruiser through

The police chief parked the car in the broad, flag-stoned turnabout inside the
wal | ed courtyard. Dogs barked and how ed fromtheir kennels: Salida kept half
a dozen purebred Dobermans, which he used for intimda-tion whenever

necessary. |nmported peacocks strutted around the grounds, clustering near the
cool mst of a fountain that splashed into the hazy air.

Aguilar turned to l ook at both the driver and the pas-senger in the back seat.
"This is a complex deal, so let me do the tal king. Wien we neet with Salida,
['lI'l handl e the negotiations. Since this object is rare and unusual, we have
no way of determining its true value."

"Just get the nost you can," Barreio grow ed. "Wapons cost noney, and

Li beration Qui ntana Roo needs them"

"Yes, yes, your precious revolutionaries." Aguilar snoothed down the front of
hi s khaki vest and then adjusted his spotted hat, nmaking certain that his |ong
dark hair was still in its neat ponytail that hung beneath the ocel ot skin.
Then he | ooked up at the broad expanse of Salida's whitewashed adobe villa.

It had taken a great deal of effort to snuggle Xitaclan artifacts from under

t he wat chful eyes of the American archaeol ogy team-but now that had all been
taken care of. The foreigners would cause no further problens. This particular
artifact was one of the last large relics taken fromthe pyranid, a "chanber
of wonders" the Indian had called it in an awed voice ... just before he had
di sappeared back into the jungles, never revealing where he had di scovered the
treasures.

But now his people had the run of Xitaclan again and plenty of freedomto
explore ... and exploit. For all of themwho had risked so nmuch, the tine had
cone to reap the rewards.

Agui l ar and Barrei o got out of the car, while Pepe haul ed the crate containing
the artifact with him [lurching awkwardly under its bul k. The nysterious
object was surprisingly lightweight for its size, but the young man had short
arms and |l egs. Neither Aguilar nor Barreio offered to help.

Salida's second-floor bal conies were decked with flowers, splashes of color
that trickled between the rail-ings and across the clean adobe surface. A
hamrock hung on one snall bal cony. Wcker chairs sat enpty on anot her

A guard at the door cane forward, also armed with a shoulder rifle. "Hola!"
Agui l ar said, flashing his well-practiced smle. "W are here to see
Excel l ency Salida."

"I"'mafraid he is not having a good day,
nmust accept the risk of upset-ting him™"
"He will see us," Aguilar said, again smling. "If you wish to inprove his
day, you'll let himsee what we've brought for him eh?"

The guard | ooked at the box and stiffened, instantly suspicious. Before the
man coul d ask, Aguilar said, "Another prize for your naster. Even nore
breat ht aki ng than the feathered serpent statue we delivered. And you know how
hi ghly he prized that carving."

Qutside in the courtyard one of the peacock nmales set up a racket, a raucous
squawki ng that sounded |ike a chicken being slowy crushed by a cenent truck
Agui | ar | ooked around and saw the large bird spread its amazi ng plumage. It
sat on top of a tall stela, a stone pil-lar carved on all sides with Maya

gl yphs and pictures surroundi ng a ferocious-|ooking jaguar head.

The stela was ten feet tall and weighed many tons. It had begun to tilt,

t hough Salida's | andscaper had anchored it firmy in the ground. Dozens of
sweat i ng workers had | abored for hours to bring the artifact in secret up the
gravel driveway and into the drug lord' s fenced courtyard.

The peacock squawked again, flaunting its feathers. Aguilar considered yanki ng
t hem out, one by one.

The guard ushered theminside to a cool hallway and then up a curving grand
staircase to the second |l evel, where Xavier Salida kept his offices and his
private with-drawing roons. Sunlight drifted in through narrow w n-dows,

the guard said. "If you see him you



glistening on dust notes that fell through the air.

Their footsteps echoed with a holl ow sound. The house seened silent and sl eepy
until they reached the second | evel. They could al ready hear Salida

shouting as they approached down the hal |l way.

The guard | ooked wyly at the three visitors. "I told you, Senor Salida is not

havi ng a good day. One of our small cargo planes was shot down near here. W

lost a pilot as well as nmany, many kil ograms of product."”

"I had nothing to do with this," Barreio said, sud-denly defensive. "DEA?"

The guard | ooked back at the police chief. "Senor Salida has his own

suspects. "

They approached the | argest w thdrawi ng room where two ornately carved

mahogany doors stood nostly closed, |leaving a gap of only a few inches between

them The drug lord's shouts carried through, only slightly nuffled.

"Grobe! It nmust be Pieter Grobe. No one el se woul d have the audacity!" Salida

paused for a nonent as if lis-tening. "I'mnot afraid of escal ating our

rivalry," he said. "W nust take out twice as much in retaliati on—but make no

comment, no threats. Just do it." He slamred the phone down with an echoing

clang, and silence fell on the roons |ike a snotherer's pillow

Agui | ar swal | owed, adjusted his floppy cap, and made to step forward. By

smling and taking the initia-tive, he hoped he could cheer the drug lord. The

guard remained in place, blocking their way, his rifle on his shoul der. He

shook his head in warning. "Not yet. It is not wise."

A moment | ater the strains of an opera energed froma large stereo system

i nside the room A shrieking soprano voice that sounded, if anything, worse

than the peacock's cries outside in the courtyard, sang of some uni magi nabl e

human misery in a | anguage Aguilar could not conprehend.

He knew the drug lord couldn't understand the words either, but Salida |oved

to put on airs, to wear the mask of cultured enlightenment. The opera went on

for five nearly unbearable mnutes, and then it was abruptly switched off to

be replaced by a rmuch nore rel axi ng cl assical piece with orchestra

instruments playing rich and conpl ex nel odi es.

Heari ng the change in nusic, the guard nodded and gestured for themto enter

He pul | ed open the heavy mahogany door on the right side.

Agui l ar and Carlos Barreio entered side by side, but Aguilar knew that he had

t he upper hand. Behind them Pepe struggled to carry the crate containing the

preci ous and exotic artifact.

Xavier Salida turned to |l ook at them folding his hands in front of him and

smling a patient smle with a warnmth that | ooked al nbst genui ne. Aguil ar was

amazed at how rapidly the drug lord had transformed his mood fromthe shouting

fury they had heard only noments before.

"Greetings, ny friends," Salida said. His clothes were fine, his shirt nade of

white silk, his pants precisely tai-lored. He wore a nice vest with a gold

wat ch chain dan-gling fromits pocket.

Agui | ar nodded and took off his ocelot-skin cap, holding it in front of himin

the posture of a supplicant. "W are pleased you woul d see us, Excellency," he

said. "We have another fine artifact to show you. Sonething so marvel ous you

have never seen anything like it."

Sal i da chuckl ed. "Fernando Victorio Aguilar, you say that every tine you bring

somet hing to ny hone."

Aguilar smled. "And aren't | usually correct? Don't you usually buy what |

of fer you, eh?" He gestured for Pepe to cone forward and set the crate down on

a glass table near the drug lord's desk

Carlos Barreio stood at attention, trying to | ook inmposing in his police

uni form while Aguilar glanced around the room the famliar collection of

fine art prints, professionally matted with heavy gilt-covered frames, the

Maya scul ptures on pedestals, sone exanpl es of pre-Col ombian art in glass

cases, others sitting on win-dowsills. Salida showased the ones he |iked the

nost, since he had no idea which were truly val uable and which were nerely

gaudy trinkets. Awine rack filled with the nost expensive w nes sat in one

corner of the room



Agui |l ar knew that although Xavier Salida flaunted his wealth and power, the
drug lord had been illiterate until he becane wealthy and powerful. The story
was told of how he had brought in a tutor to teach himto read. The man had
done a good enough job at it, but unfortunately the hapless tutor, after
consum ng too nmuch tequila in a |l ocal cantina, had joked about the drug lord's
| ack of education ... and so Salida had had hi mrenoved.

There had been a succession of other tutors who had taught Salida courses in
art and music appreciation, transformng himinto a fine upstanding citizen

He ate his expensive Sevruga caviar. He drank his fine w nes.

He played his old nmusic on the newest stereo systenms. And he pretended to know
what he was doi ng when he coll ected expensive art objects.

Agui | ar had taken advantage of this, fawning on him playing on the drug
lord's lack of expertise. Rather than adnmit he didn't know what he was doi ng,
Xavi er Salida nearly always bought the objects Aguilar offered.

But this tine the prize was i ndeed sonething special. No question about it.
Pepe stood back fromthe glass table, sweating, swal-low ng, shuffling his
feet. He wiped his palns on his pants, and waited for further instructions.
The drug lord gestured to the crate. "Well, go on, Fernando—epen it, let ne
see what you have found this tine."

Agui lar inmpatiently turned to Pepe, waving his hands. The young hel per went to
the crate and dug his nails in so that he could pry the tacks free. The lid
popped open. He lifted aside the packing material, then carefully wi thdrew the
magi cal artifact. Aguilar sniled magnani nously.

The drug lord caught his breath and stepped forward, conpelled and fascinated.
Agui l ar's heart pounded. This was exactly the reaction he had hoped for

Pepe set the object on the table and stepped back, w ping his sweaty hands on
his pants again. The artifact was a conpletely transparent rectangular box a
little nore than a foot on each side. It gleaned with prismatic colors in the
light, as if the workings inside were really sheets of thin dianmond plating.
The conponents within were strange and exotic, interlocked conponents,
connections made of glass fibers, glinting crystals. Aguilar thought it | ooked
like the world's nost conplicated clock, nmade entirely of lead crystal. Tiny
hol es had been drilled in the side of the clear case. O her novabl e squares
mar ked the corners and part of the top. Etched synbols not unlike sonme of the
i ncom prehensi bl e Maya gl yphs marked portions of the clear glass faces. None
of it made sense at all

"What is it?" Salida said, touching its side and with-drawi ng his fingers

quickly, as if burned. "It's cold! Even in this heat it's cold."

"This object is a great mystery, Excellency,"” Aguilar said. "I have never seen
such an artifact before, even with all my archaeol ogi cal expertise."” In fact,
Agui l ar had very little archaeol ogical expertise . . . though it was true

enough that he had never encountered such an item before. Xitaclan was honme to
many unusual thi ngs.

The drug lord | eaned toward the strange object, his nouth partly open. "Were
did it cone fron?" He was entranced—and Aguil ar knew t he deal was assured. A
hi gh-pri ced deal

"This artifact cane froma secret new dig called Xitaclan, a pristine site. W
are in the process of renov-ing many of the nost val uabl e pieces now. Before

| ong, though, | amcertain a new archaeol ogical teamwll arrive to renove
nore of the objects.”

Carlos Barreio's face becane storny. "They want to steal them from Quintana
Roo," he said, "and take them fromthe | and where they bel ong." Aguilar hoped
the police chief wouldn't get distracted and plunge into one of his

i nterm nable political |ectures.

"Yes, but we will 'preserve' what we can before that happens, eh?" Aguil ar
said, smling. "And you, of course, are one of our forenobst citizens,
Excel l ency Salida."

Fernando Victorio Aguilar had grown up on the streets of Merida. H s nother
was a prostitute. Wiile he was still young, she had taught himhow to steal so
they could live in relative confort. But he had quickly |l earned that stealing



was stealing, whether he stole a piece of fruit fromthe narket or a

Mer cedes-Benz car. Hi s phil osophy, he had said with a | augh one night while
sharing a bottle of nescal, was that if you are going to steal a mango, you
may as well steal a dianmond watch froma tourist and use the noney to buy
yourself a lifetime supply of nmangoes. Stealing was stealing. Wiy not take the
best ?

Despite his upbringing, though, Aguilar had always felt unconfortabl e about
the thievery. He allowed hinself a touch of guilt after seeing the anger
grief, and fear on the faces of the tourists he mugged and the shopkeep-ers
from whom he stole.

But Aguil ar had discovered to his delight that stealing expensive artifacts
was a conpletely different prospect. That was stealing from people who didn't
care, people who were long dead. He could nake nore noney at it, and it wasn't
as risky as robbing a tourist in Canciin.

Unl ess, of course, a neddling American archaeol ogy team happened to be in the
wrong place at the wong tine...

When Xavier Salida offered to buy the relic, his open-ing price was al ready
far nore than Aguilar had hoped to get. Carlos Barreio could barely restrain
hi nsel f, but Aguilar still managed to increase the offer by another fif-teen
per cent .

When the guard | ed them back out to the parked police cruiser, everyone was
happy. The drug lord had brightened visibly after acquiring his new objet

d art, while Aguilar and Barreio were nore than satisfied with the agreed-upon
price.

The police chief drove his cruiser back out through the wought-iron gate and
down the |long gravel drive. \Wen they reached the dirt road at the bottom of

the hill, Aguilar ordered Barreio to stop the car. He turned to talk to his
young hel per in the back seat.
"You'll get out here, Pepe. | want you to return to Xitaclan right away. You

saw how much noney we earned for this one artifact. There must be nore. |

trust no one but you. See what you can find at the ruins—and hurry."

Pepe clinbed uneasily out of the rear passenger door. He reached under the
seat to retrieve an old machete he fre-quently carried with him "But ... you
want ne to wal k there?"

Agui l ar scow ed. "You can get there in a day. Two days if you're slow Hitch a
ride for part of the way, but hurry! O are you afraid? There's a big bonus in
it for you."
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Pepe swal | owed, then shook his head. "I will do as you ask, Senor Aguilar."
"You know where to find nme," Aguilar said. He reached into his case and drew

out a stack of pesos. "Here, this is for your famly," he said. "There will be
much nore, but you shouldn't carry it all alone. Tell your |ovely nother and
your sisters hello for me. Perhaps I'll come and visit them again sonetine
soon. "

Pepe stanmmered his own prom ses, then fled into the jungl e beside the road.
Agui |l ar rugged his floppy-bri med ocel ot hat hard agai nst his head again, then
| oosened his ponytail, letting his dark hair fall free. He | ounged back in the
police car's seat, imensely pleased with hinself. He mght even reward

hi msel f with another shave.

"OFf to Canctin," Aguilar said. "Let's spend sone of our noney, eh?"

Carlos Barreio wore a hard, satisfied grin on his face. "Spend your own
share,” he said.

"I intend to," Aguilar answered, and they drove off down the narrow dirt road
t hrough the thick trees.

The stone jaguar stared at the spectators with eyes that were disks of
pol i shed green jade. Fangs of sharp flint were enbedded in its open nouth; the
scarlet paint on its stylized body of sinuous curves had weathered and faded
over the centuries. A placard identified the statue as a relic fromthe tonb
of a Maya high king in the city of Uxmal

"Remi nds me of a cat ny neighbors used to have,"” Mil der said.

A crowd of third grade school children I ed by a har-ried-1oo0king teacher

bustl ed t hrough the Pre-Col onbi an Treasures exhi bit room vyelling and pl ayi ng
tag despite the teacher's strenuous efforts to keep them qui et and respectful
Mannequi ns dressed in bright feathered headdresses and ritual |oincloths stood
in front of colorful backdrop paintings that showed squari sh ziggurats and the
encroach-ing jungle. In another mural, Spanish Conqui stadors arriv-ing from
the eastern sea | ooked |ike spacenen in their gleanm ng silvery arnor.

Speakers mounted within the diorams pounded out tinny recorded drunbeats,
flute calls, and Indian chant-ing, as well as the sounds of jungle birds and
insects. Tinted lights simulated Central American sunsets.

In the middle of the exhibit hall a carved |inmestone stela—er at |east the

pl aster reproduction of one—+towered nearly to the ceiling rafters. Bright
spotlights shone down on the high-relief glyphs and exotic carvings that

depi cted the Maya cal endar and astronom cal marKkings.

Scully bent over to scrutinize a strange stone sculp-ture within a rectangul ar
Pl exi gl as case: a squatting scare-crowi sh figurine with a |ong chin and hooked
nose, wearing what appeared to be a charcoal brazier on his head. Scully

gl anced at her watch, then at her partner, and raised her eyebrows.
"Archaeol ogi sts deal with centuries at a time," Miulder said. "You can't expect
a guy like this to even notice if he's five mnutes late for a neeting."

As if on cue, a thin weathered man appeared behind them peering over Scully's
shoul der to | ook at the scul p-ture of the hooked-nose man. "Uh, that's

Xi uhtecuhtli, the Maya fire god. He is one of the oldest deities in the New
Vorld."

The man's wi de, strikingly blue eyes carried an owish expression of

uni ntentional surprise, as if he was on the verge of know ng what to say but
hadn't yet fig-ured out howto articulate it. A pair of reading gl asses
dangl ed from a chain around his neck. He continued his |ecture.

"This fellow was the |l ord of passing tine. Cerenonies in his nane were
particularly inmportant at the peak of a fifty-two-year cycle. On that night
the Maya would put out their fires in the entire city, making it dark and
cold. Then the high priest would kindle a brand-new bl aze." The old man's
eyebrows went up, and his thin lips curled in a devilish snile. "That special
fire was kindled on a prisoner's breast. The victimwas tied to an altar, and

the fire blazed, consuming his still-beating heart. The Maya believed that the
cerenony kept tinme noving forward."
"OfF course," Scully said.

The man extended his hand. "You rmust be the FBI agents. Uh, I'mVadimr



Rubi con. Sorry I'mlate.
Mul der shook the proffered hand, finding the old archaeol ogist's grip strong
and firm as if froma lifetime of noving heavy stone bl ocks. "I'm Speci al
Agent Fox Mulder. This is ny partner, Dana Scully."

Scul ly shook his hand, while Mil der studi ed Rubicon's denmeanor and the details
of his features. The ol d archaeol ogi st had a narrow chin accentuated by a thin
goat ee. Unkenpt hair hung | ong about his ears, its whiteness tinged with

br owni sh yel | ow where bl ond had not yet turned entirely gray; it |ooked as if
he had spilled coffee in his hair and beard.

"Uh, | thank you for nmeeting with ne." He fidgeted nervously, as if he didn't
know how to come to his point. "If there's anything you can do to help find ny
daught er Cassandra and bring her back, | would be forever in your debt."

"We'| | do our best, M. Rubicon," Scully said

He gestured toward the exhibit, looking tired, and sad, and worried. He seened
to be avoiding a conversa-tion he dreaded. "I volunteer at the nuseumin the
after-noons, since ny courseload is light this senester. | don't really have
time for it, but it's an investnment in our future to keep new students
interested in archaeology. It's the only way we old diggers can maintain job
security." He forced a | augh, and Mul der got the sense it was a joke he used
of ten.

"We'|l need to find out nore information about your daughter, Dr. Rubicon,"”
Miul der said. "Can you tell us what exactly she had di scovered at this new
site? What was she |l ooking for, in particular?"

"OfF course. Uh, let's see ..." Rubicon's eyes wi dened again. "Xitaclan is a
magni ficent city, judging fromthe photographs Cassandra sent up. The find of
t he decade for pre-Col onbian artifacts. | wish | could have been there."

"If it was such an inportant find, Dr. Rubicon, why was such a small team
assigned to it?" Scully asked. "The UC- San D ego expedition doesn't appear to
have been terribly well equipped or funded."

Rubi con si ghed. "Agent Scully, you overestimate the inportance universities

pl ace on unl ocking the past. Wuld it surprise you to learn that there are an
esti mated one thousand sites still unexcavated in the Yucatan, Guaterala, and
Honduras? That area of the world was the center of Mya culture where, uh, the
greatest cities of the New Wrld were built.

"Thi nk of the Yucatan as anci ent Greece, but barely scratched, abandoned in

pl ace. In G eece the | and has been exploited for thousands of years. d d-hat
stuff. In much of Central America, though, the jungle still reigns suprene.
The encroaching rain forest has swallowed up all the old cities like a
protective blanket, covering themfromthe eyes of nman."

Mul der cleared his throat. "Dr. Rubicon, | understand that the Indians in the
area have sone strange | egends and superstitions about the old abandoned city.
|'"ve heard tal k about Maya curses and supernatural warn-ings. Do you think
it's possible that your daughter in her excavations has perhaps discovered
somet hing ... unusual ? Sonething that m ght have gotten her into trou-ble? Are
you aware of the nunerous reports of mssing persons in that area of the

Yucat an?"

Scully sighed and kept her comrents to herself, but Ml der |ooked at the old
archaeol ogi st with intense interest.

VI adi mi r Rubi con swal | oned, but raised his chin, as if searching for strength.
"I amfully aware of the numerous di sappearances—and it terrifies nme that ny

Cassandra has fallen prey to sone awmful fate. | have seen nmany strange things
in this world, Agent Milder, but, uh, I"'mnore inclined to believe Cassandra
ran afoul of black mar-ket artifact snugglers. There's quite a brisk trade in
sell-ing off antiquities to private owners. Since nmy daughter and her team
wer e uncovering an unexpl oited archaeo-logical site, | think it would have
drawn the black mar-keteers |ike parasites.™

He scratched his goatee and | ooked at Miulder with a concerned expression. "I'm

nore afraid of men with guns than I am of any nyth."
Near the Conqui stador nural, one of the children on the field trip pushed open
a side door nmarked "Enmergency Exit Only," setting off the fire alarm The



teacher hurriedly dragged the wailing boy away as sirens screeched through the
room The other children scurried |like panicked chicks around a nother hen. A
security guard came running.

"Sonmetines | think it would be nore peaceful for an old archaeol ogi st to be
back out in the field again," M adinr Rubicon said, toying with the gl asses
hangi ng around his neck. He forced a smile, turning first to Scully, then to
Mul der. "So, uh, when do we | eave? How soon can we expect to be at Xitacl an?
I"manxious to find ny daughter.™

"We?" Scully said.

Mul der put a hand on her arm "l|'ve already cleared it, Scully. He's an expert
in the geographical area, as well as the field in which Cassandra was wor ki ng.
He knows Maya ruins as well as any guide we could find."

"I"ve got noney saved. 1'll pay my own way." Rubicon's bright blue eyes took
on a desperate look. "Can you really feel what |'ve felt since Cassandra's
di sappear-ance ... not knowi ng whether she's alive or dead, where she m ght

be?"

Mul der | ooked at Scully, who was staring back at

him Suddenly it becane clear to her how nmuch her part-ner enpathized with the
old man and his search for his

| ost daughter. Years ago, Mil der too had | ost soneone

very cl ose

Mul der swal | owed. "Yes, Dr. Rubicon,"” he said. "You may not believe ne, but
can understand exactly what you're going through."

M am International Airport, Florida Thursday, 1:49 p.m



VI adi mi r Rubi con nade a fuss, insisting that it would be no trouble, no
trouble, as he gra-ciously offered to take the center seat between Mil der and
Scully. H's formwas | anky, but he seemed good at folding it up to fit into
tight places. Probably, Milder thought, because of an early career filled with
squeezi ng through tight openings, sleep-ing in cramped tents, or huddling
under trees in the rain while he worked in the field as an archaeol ogi st.

As passengers filed onto the airplane, Milder took the wi ndow seat as usual
hoping to catch a glinpse of something interesting outside. He scanned the
rows of other passengers on the specially chartered flight and saw shi mreri ng
rows of blue-white hair and rmusty suit jackets that had been out of style for
so long they were bound to conme back in fashion any day now

But instead of being primy nervous elderly people who sat quietly in their
seats as if waiting for church services to begin, this group of retirees was
as rowdy as kids on a school bus. Each one wore a sel f-adhesive "H! My Nane

Is:" tag.
Thi nki ng back on all the cases he and his partner had worked on toget her
Mul der | eaned over to the aisle seat to speak to her. "Scully, |I'mnot sure

we' ve ever encountered a situation as frightening as a senior citizens
chartered flight to Cancun." He buckled his seatbelt, ready for a wild ride.
After they were airborne, the flight took themaway from Florida' s clear and
sunny skies, past the Keys, headi ng sout hwest across the Caribbean toward a
hori zon decorated with cloud cover over the Yucatan. Scully sat back and

cl osed her eyes, snatching a nonent of quiet relaxation

Mul der remenbered their very first case, flying out to Oregon to ook into the
nmyst eri ous deaths of high school students who, Ml der was convinced, had been
abducted by aliens. During their flight, the plane had |urched and | ost
altitude. He had renmi ned confident and calm while Scully gripped the arnms of
her seat.

Sandwi ched between them WV adimr Rubicon slid his half-glasses onto his nose
and squinted at a notepad. He scribbled nanes, places, people he renmenbered

from pre-vious expeditions. "lIt's been a long tinme since |I've worked down in
Central Anmerica, but Maya work is one of the cornerstones of ny career," he
said. "Perhaps sone of my old contacts will be able to help us get out to

Xitaclan. Uh, it's not on any map, you know "

"Tell me a little bit about your fornmer work, Dr. Rubicon," Scully said
"Anything | would have heard of? |'mafraid |'mnot as famliar with
archaeology as I'd like to be.™

The ol d archaeol ogi st smled at her and tugged at his yell ow gray goat ee.
"Those words are nmusic to an old man's ears, ny dear Agent Scully!

"My primary research interest lies in the American Southwest, particularly the
Four Corners area of northern Arizona, New Mexico, southern U ah, and

Col orado. The puebl o-buil ding I ndians there had a spectacul ar culture, which
still remains quite a nystery." Hi s hal f-glasses slid dowmn his nose, and he
nudged t hem back into place.

"Li ke the Maya, the Anasazi Indians had a vibrant and thriving civilization
along with other cliff dwellers in the Sout hwest—but they inexplicably

dwi ndl ed froma thriving, burgeoning culture to become puebl o ghost towns.

O her groups around the area had extensive trade—the Sinagua, the Hohokam the
Mogol | on—and | eft behind significant ruins you can see in many nationa
nmonurent s, especially Mesa Verde and Canyon de Chelly.

"I made my own fame—f you can call it that—unearthing and reconstructing
sites in northern Arizona around Wipatki and Sunset Crater. Mst of the
tourists in that part of the country just head out to the G and Canyon and
ignore all the historical areas ... which is good news for us archaeol ogi sts,
since tourists tend to have sticky fingers, wandering off with fragnments and
souvenirs." He cleared his throat.

"I was personally fascinated by Sunset Crater, a |arge vol cano near Flagstaff.
Sunset Crater erupted in the winter of 1064 and virtually wi ped out the



bustling Anasazi civilization, knocking it to its knees—sort of |ike Pomnpeii
Their culture never fully recovered, and when extreme droughts ruined al

their crops another century later . . . well, that was all she wote for the
Anasazi. |If menory serves me correctly, | believe the place was finally turned
into a national nmonument because some Hol | ywood fil mmaker wanted to fill the

crater with dynamte and blow it up for a novie."

Scully fol ded down her tray table as the flight atten-dant cane by with a cart
of beverages.

"The Native Americans scattered around the Sout hwest after Sunset Crater
erupted nine hundred years ago .. . but on the positive side, the vol canic ash
made t he surrounding area nuch nore fertile for the farmers. Until the drought
cane, at |east."”

As Ml der had dreaded woul d happen, once the pilot turned off the seatbelt
light, the senior citizens tour group got up and began to exchange seats,
gossi pi ng, wal king up and down the aisles, waiting in long lines at the

cof -fin-sized |avatories.

To his horror, sone vile ringleader got it into her head to start singing
"famly favorites"—and to his even greater surprise, npost of the passengers
actually knew all the verses to "Canptown Races" and "Mon River."

VI adi mir Rubicon had to shout to be heard over the singing. "My little girl
Cassandra acconpani ed me on sonme of ny later digs. Her nother |left us when she
was ten, didn't want to deal with a crazy man who spent his tine digging in
the dirt in uncivilized portions of the world, playing with bones and
reassenbl i ng broken pots. But Cassandra was just as fascinated as | was. She

went with me happily. | suppose that's what sparked her desire to followin ny
f oot steps. "
Rubi con swal | owned and renoved his half-glasses. "Now |'I] feel guilty if

somet hing terrible has happened to her. She focused nore on Central American
civiliza-tions, following the Aztec and A nec and Toltec south-ward as they
swept into Mexico, one culture overtaking and adopting the best parts of

another. | never could tell whether Cassandra was doing it for the love of the
work itself, or if she was trying to inpress me and nmake ne proud of her

or if she just wanted to conpete with her old man. | hope | get the chance to
find out."

Mul der frowned sol enmmly, but said nothing.

About an hour into the flight, the senior citizens per-formed an act that

Mul der consi dered tantanmount to a highjacking. One old man wearing a golfing
cap stood up at the flight attendants' station and comrandeered the tel ephone
handset used for the plane-w de intercom

"Wl come, everybody, to Viva Sunset Tours!"™ the grinning man said with a tip
of his golf cap. "This is your entertai nment director, Roland—are we having
fun yet ?"

The senior citizens let out a loud cheer that rattled the inner hull of the
pl ane. Someone whooped, while other scattered individuals made rude catcalls.
"Think of it as a second chil dhood,"” Scully nur-mured. Ml der just shook his
head.

Then Entertai nnent Director Roland announced that the flight crew had
graciously agreed to allow themto use the intercomso they could spend the
remai ni ng hour of their flight playing a few rounds of Bingo. Miulder felt his
stomach sink. Looking amused, the long-suffering flight attendants marched
down the aisles, handing out stubby golf pencils and index cards printed with
nunbers.

Entertai nment Director Roland seened to be having the time of his life.

After a while, the intercomchatter ceased being entirely annoyi ng and becane
i nstead a background drone, easy to ignore ... except when a plunp old woman
literally | eaped out of her seat, waving her card and yelling "Bingo! Bingo!"
as if she were bei ng nugged.

Mul der stared out the wi ndow, seeing nothing but the blue ocean and tattered
white clouds. "I wonder if we're anywhere near the Bernuda Triangle," he
mut-tered, then smled to show he had just been joking.



If Scully had been sitting next to him she m ght have el bowed himin the
ribs.

VI adi mi r Rubi con nunched on one of the bags of pretzels the flight attendant
had distributed, sipped fromhis paper cup of coffee, and cleared his throat,
turning to get Miulder's attention

"Agent Ml der," he said, his words difficult to deci pher above the roaring
background noi se of coach class, "you seemto carry a deep sadness yourself. A
| ost | oved one? You still wear the pain |Iike an al batross around your neck."
"The Rine of the Ancient FBlI Agent," Milder said. But the hunor didn't work,
and he | ooked seriously into Vladimr Rubicon's cornflower-blue eyes. "Yes,

| ost soneone." He didn't el aborate.

Rubi con pl aced a strong, blunt-fingered hand on Mulder's arm To his credit,
t he archaeol ogi st did not probe any further. Milder was reluctant to describe
his menories about the bright |ight, the alien abduction, how his sister had
floated up in the air, drifting out the win-dow as he glinpsed the spindly,
otherworl dly sil houette that beckoned fromthe gl owi ng doorway.

Mul der had buried those thoughts hinself for a long tine and had only
reconstructed themthrough intense sessions of regressive hypnosis. Scully
suspected that Mulder's menory of the event night be unreliable, that the
hypnosi s sessions had only rein-forced i mages he hinself wanted to believe.
But Mul der had to trust his menory. He had nothing el se to go by—except for
his faith that Samantha nust be alive and that he would find her again sone
day.

"It's the not knowing that's the worst,"” Rubicon said, interrupting his

t houghts. "Waiting and waiting, hearing nothing."

Soneone el se in the back squeal ed "Bingo!" and Entertai nment Director Rol and
set to work, meticul ously checking the nunbers off. Apparently the w nner of
each gane received a free tropical drink at their tour group's resort in
Cancun.

Mul der fervently hoped that the entire group woul d board a doubl e-decker

[ uxury bus and drive off to a hotel —any hotel far fromwhere he, Scully, and
Rubi con had nmade reservati ons.

Finally, the plane began its gradual descent, and Mil der coul d see the distant
coastline of the Yucatan Peninsula, a curve that sliced across the azure
waters of the Caribbean.

"At | east you can do sonething to find your daugh-ter," Milder said to

Rubi con. "You have a starting place."

Rubi con nodded and fol ded his notepaper, tucking it into his pocket.

"Traveling again feels good—+to get out and around, | nean," he said. "It's
been a long time since |I did, uh, field work. | had thought ny days of Indiana
Jones excitenent were |ong gone."

He shook his head, |ooking very tired, very sad. "lI've wasted far too nuch

time teaching, lecturing about arti-facts that sonebody el se di scovered and
brought to a nuseum |'ve been reduced to an old fart who lives on his |ost

gl ory, doing nothing but puttering around." He said the word with derision. "I
just wish it hadn't taken such an extreme event to wake ne up."

Scully | eaned over. "We'll do everything in our power to find your daughter
Dr. Rubicon. W'll find the truth."

Yucat an jungl e, near Xitaclan Thursday evening



The jungle at night held a thousand noi ses, a thousand shadows, a thousand
threats....

The big silvery coin of the noon cast its watery light Iike rain, barely
penetrating the clenched fists of branches above. Pepe Candelaria felt as if
he had been transported into another universe, all alone.

He stopped to get his bearings. He could see the stars, but was barely able to
di scern the tranpled path through the underbrush. Even wi thout the path,

t hough, he knew his way back to the Xitaclan ruins. H's unerring sense of
direction was an innate skill, comobn anong his |ndian ancestors.

Thor nbushes snatched at his pale cotton sleeves |ike desperate beggars,
hol di ng hi m back. Wth his father's machete, he hacked them away and noved
onwar d.

He felt greatly honored that his friend and enpl oyer Fernando Victorio Aguil ar
had such confidence in him Pepe was Fernando's nost trusted gui de and hel per—
al t hough such an exclusive level of trust often nmeant Pepe had to acconplish
his tasks without the luxury of assistance. Sometines it seemed that his work
could not be done by one man, that Fernando was taki ng advan-tage of him
pushing himtoo far—but Pepe could not refuse. Fernando paid himwell enough
Pepe Candel aria had four sisters, a fat nother, and a dead father. On his

deat hbed, sweating and nobaning froma fever that coursed like |lava just
beneath his skin, Pepe's father had made him pronm se to take care of the
famly

And now Pepe's not her and sisters took himat his word. .

He ducked under a | ow hanging tangl e of gnarled branches. As he jiggled the
twi gs, sonething small and many-| egged dropped down on his shoul der. Pepe
briskly swiped it away without taking the time to iden-tify the creature. In
the jungle, spider and insect bites were often poisonous, or at |east painful
The nmoon continued to rise, but shed little Iight through the gauze of high
clouds noving swiftly across the sky. If he was |ucky, and worked hard, he

m ght be able to get back home before dawn.

Pepe followed his instinct through the forest, making his way along the old
pat hs, the uncharted roads used for centuries by descendants of the Maya and
Toltec who had made their civilization here, before losing it to the
Spani ar ds.

Unfortunately, all the customary roads |led away fromthe sacred site of
Xitaclan, and Pepe had to chop his own path with the machete. He wi shed he had
taken the tine to sharpen the bl ade.

H s father had died froman infected wound, a sting froma deadly fire-col ored
scorpion. Father Ronald at the mission had called it the will of God, while
Pepe' s weep-ing nother had pronounced it to be a curse from Tlazolteotl, the
goddess of forbidden | oves, an indication that her husband had been unfait hful
to her.

Because of this, Pepe's nother had refused to stay in the same roomw th her
husband as he di ed—and then, according to tradition, she had demanded that he
be buried beneath the dirt floor of their home. Then the family had no choice
but to abandon their small dwelling ... and Pepe was forced to secure a new
house for them

Bui | di ng a new honme had nerely been the first of the new financial burdens
Pepe had endured. Now, to atone for his father's disgrace and fulfill his own
grief-driven promise, the famly counted on Pepe to take care of everything.
And he did. He had to. But it wasn't easy.

The noney he received from Fernando Victorio Aguilar kept themall fed, kept

t he new home repaired, and had even allowed himto buy his little sister
Carnmen a parrot. She adored the bird and had taught it to say his own nane,
much to his delight ... except when it squawked "Pepe! Pepe!" in the mddle of
t he ni ght.

A palmtree scraped dry fronds together with a sound like a rattl esnake. Now,
as he fought the dangling vines, Pepe longed to hear the parrot, longed to
hear his sisters breathing softly in sleep and his nother's deep snores. But



he had to get to Xitaclan first, in order to keep his friend Fernando happy.
He understood the task well enough. So | ong as Excell ency Xavier Salida was

i nterested and anxi ous to buy, Fernando nust have nore artifacts fromthe
anci ent ruins. Fernando needed Pepe to hel p himtake advantage of the timng
The ancient city was deserted, the Anerican archaeo-|ogical team now gone. He
was particularly glad that the foreigners no longer rooted around in the

rui ns—Fernando couldn't allow outsiders to make off with nore of his
treasures, while Pepe just didn't want themtouch-ing the precious objects,
cat al ogui ng them analyzing the pieces as anmusing debris froma | ost
civilization. At |east Femando's customers prized the treasures for what they
ver e.

Wt hout Femando's help, Pepe's famly would cer-tainly have starved. H s
sisters woul d have been forced to work the streets of Merida as prostitutes,
even little Carnen. He hinself m ght have beconme enslaved in the marijuana
fields of Xavier Salida or Pieter Grobe or one of the other drug |ords.
Recovering precious Maya arti-facts from | ong-abandoned rui ns seened safer
nor e honorabl e.

Pepe' s not her adored Fernando, flirted with him praised his col ogne and his
ocel ot-skin hat. She clainmed that Femando's patronage had come to her son as a
gift fromthe gods, or God, depending on whether she was thinking of the old
i mages or the Catholic religion at the time. Pepe didn't conpl ai n-he woul d
accept such |uck, whatever its source.

In their church gatherings on Sundays, when the entire village cane together
to cel ebrate Mass, Pepe was entertained by sonme of the fanciful tales Father
Ronald told fromthe Bible, but he doubted their relevance to his life here.
Si ngi ng angel s and white-robed saints m ght have been fine for people living
confortable lives and attendi ng air-conditioned churches, but here in the
thick jungle, in the prinmeval wonb of the Earth, the older ... nore prinal
beliefs seened to hold a greater credence.

Especially at times such as now.

A branch cracked overhead, settling into other twi gs. Leaves whi spered

t oget her as sonet hi ng noved unseen across the treetops ... a snhake, a nonkey,
a jaguar.

Pepe spl ashed across a narrow stream placing it in his nental map of the
area, knowi ng indisputably where he was, how cl ose he had conme to his
destination. Xitaclan lay just up ahead.

In a thicket of fragrant hibiscus shrubs on the bank of the stream the

under brush rustl ed. Somethi ng heavy splashed into the water. He recogni zed the
reptilian eyes, the sleek formof a night-hunting caynman—arge, and hungry,
judging fromthe ripples that arrowed through the water toward him Pepe

qui ckly sl ogged through the nud, clinbing the bank and rushing into the
underbrush to get safely away fromthe crocodile-like creature.

Above, he heard nore novenent, crashing branches, falling | eaves. He hoped it
wasn't a night-prowing cat, ready to drop down on himto rip himapart with
curved claws and powerful feline nmuscles—+then he heard the scolding of a group
of awakened nonkeys, disturbed by his flight fromthe cayman. He si ghed,
feeling a shiver tingle through him The old religion had revered jaguars, but
he woul d not have felt blessed to encounter one of the jungle panthers al one
in the night.

For centuries, the Catholic priests had done their best to squash continued
practice of the old beliefs. In the village Father Ronald railed with stories
of hellfire and eternal dammation whenever he found evidence of ritually shed
bl ood, of scars from sel f-scourging, even mssing fingers or toes cut off with
razor-sharp obsidian knives in personal nutilation

The vill agers apol ogi zed, did their penance, behaved with meek shame in front
of the priests ... but altered none of their thinking. Their hearts had not
changed since the conmi ng of the Spaniards five hundred years ear-lier
Sonetimes pure sacrificial blood washed away stains the frequent jungle rains
coul d never obliterate.

Pepe remenbered quite vividly, while his father |lay dying of the scorpion



sting, his nother kneeling outside the door of their hut. She drew a thorny

vi ne through her mouth, ripping her tongue open so that she could spit bright,
fresh lifeblood onto the earth in her own sacrifice.

The sacrifice had not worked, though. Pepe won-dered if the old gods had

demanded nore bl ood than she was willing to give.
In the gol den past, the Maya gods had feasted on bl ood, on hearts torn out of
willing victims, on sacrificed prisoners hurled to their deaths into the

sacred linestone wells beside the great tenples.

Now only ruins and artifacts remained of all that glory. Perhaps the gods had
tired of blood after all..

Finally, after another hour of trying to slip like a thief through the
jungle's night, Pepe arrived at the forgotten nmetropolis of Xitaclan

Parting the wide, slick | eaves of a banana tree, he gazed into the noonlit

cl earing, the rough humocks of fallen tenples, the scul pture-laden walls
showi ng t he hook-nosed masks of the rain god Chac, the nunerous feathered
serpent notifs now defaced by noss and vines, the inpressive Pyram d of

Kukul kan tall in the night, but snothered with vegetation

Sone of the thick trees had been chopped down and haul ed away as the
archaeol ogi cal team had worked on their initial excavations, clearing the site
of the densest foliage to renove the bl anket of undergrowth deposited by

undi sturbed time. The trenches and shorn tree stunps stood |ike raw wounds in
the earth.

The American team had been gone for only days, but the jungle had already
begun to reclaimits territory.

In the center of Xitaclan's plaza, the stepped pyram d doni nated t he scene.
The regul arly spaced platforns had partially crunbled on one side, huge bl ocks
tugged free by the strength of roots and vines. But at the ziggu-rat's apex
the tenple to Kukul kan, the god of wi sdom flanked by his feathered serpent
guar di ans, renai ned intact.

Pepe woul d have to go inside the pyram d, runmmage around the narrow passages
until he found a few nore al coves containing jade artifacts, intact pots,

gl yph-painted tiles. Fernando Aguilar would make up a fanci-ful story or

| egend for whatever Pepe found, increasing its potential worth. Pepe had
nmerely to bring back the treasures, for which he received his share of the
noney.

Wth a lightness to his step, he started forward into the plaza cl eari ng—then
Pepe | ooked up as he noticed a flash of novement, nysterious independent

shadows gliding down the pyramd' s crunbling steps, like hot oil trickling
across water.
He held still, but the shadows kept moving . . . toward him

Above, the branches rustled again with a slithering sound. On the ground, the
tall feathery ferns waved as sonething large craw ed through the |eafy
under br ush.

Narrowi ng his eyes, Pepe flicked his gaze fromside to side. Snearing cold
perspiration away fromhis face, he held up the gleamng arc of his father's
machete, ready to fight an attacking jaguar or wild boar. He drew a | ong
breath, his senses fully alert, then took another step away fromthe trees,

gl ancing up to nake certain that no huge predator could drop down on himfrom
above.

The nmoon slipped behind a cloud, hiding its weak but conforting light. Pepe

froze, listening—and the jun-gle seened to becone alive with novenent,
creatures slipping toward himwith inperfect silence. In the renewed darkness,
he saw a faint glow liming the edge of the Pyranm d of Kukul kan, like a

| umi nous mist that seenmed to rise fromthe dark nouth of the cenote well
Swal | owi ng hard, Pepe stepped away fromthe dan-gling branches of a tal

chicle tree, w shing he knew where he could find shelter. He was far from any
village, fromany help. Could he hide inside the pyram d or one of the other
tenmples? In the debris-littered ball court where Maya athl etes had played a
violent sport in front of cheering crowds? Should he run back into the forest,
away from Xitacl an? Pepe didn't know where to go.



Wth daybreak, the |low jungle would be a nuch safer place. But not now, not at
ni ght. Never at ni ght-he shoul d have known.

Then he saw two | ong, supple forms coming over the piled rocks, the stone

bl ocks of another fallen temple covered by noss and time. The creatures
glided with reptilian, liquid nmotions mxed with a bird-1ike grace, jerky yet
somehow del i cate novenents: the two shadows he had seen descending the steep
pyram d steps. He found it entirely unlike the om nous, slug-gish advance of
the scaly cayman he had seen in the jungle stream

At the edge of the ball court stood a glyph-adorned stela, a stone nonolith
used by the Maya to record their cal endar, their conquests, their religion. A
third shadow separated fromthe side of the stela, slithering toward him

Pepe sl ashed his father's machete in the air, hoping the threat would frighten
the creatures off. Instead, they came at himfaster

The high, thin clouds drifted apart, and the noonlight returned, spilling
details into the murk of the excavated pl aza. Pepe's heart pounded, and he
gasped his amaze-nent in the ancient |anguage his nother and father had
spoken. In the plaza before him he saw nonsters that enmerged fromthe nyths
and | egends he had heard since he was a boy.

The feathered serpents noved with the speed of danc-ing |ightning—targer than
crocodiles but with a power and intelligence that surpassed any other
predator. They canme at himfromthree sides, stalking, confident.

"Kukul kan!" he cried. "Kukul kan, protect ne!"

The three feathered serpents hissed with the sound of water spattered on fire.
They reared up, flashing |ong fangs as sharp as any sacrificial knife.

Wth bright clarity Pepe knew what he had to do.

In ane even greater than his terror, Pepe used the edge of his machete to

sl ash open his arm feeling the warm gush of bl ood, yet experiencing no pain
what so-ever. He extended his arm offering themhis blood as a sacrifice,
hopi ng to appease the benevol ent Kukul kan's servants with what he knew of the
ancient rituals, the old religion

But instead of satisfying them the scent of the fresh warm wetness drove the
creatures into a frenzy. The feathered serpents charged toward himw th the
sound of rushing water, crackling | eaves. In the noonlight, feath-ered scales
gleaned ... bright teeth ... long claws fromvestigial |inbs.

Toni ght, Pepe thought, the old gods would get their sacrifice. His machete
dropped to the dirt. The feathered serpents fell upon him

Cancun, Mexico Thursday, 4:21 p.m



Wth some anusement, Scully watched Mil der heave a sigh of relief as the crowd
of partying senior citizens filed off the chartered airplane and anbl ed toward
t he baggage claimarea and custonms station in the Cancun air-port. They waited
by a row of stations where uniformed nen took their tourist cards and stanped
their passports, before turning themloose to retrieve their |uggage.

The man at the counter stamped Mil der's passport and handed it back

"If | ever start wearing plaid pants, promise nme you'll stop ne before |I buy a
ticket for the Love Boat," Rubicon said, as if forcing a joke. "I'm never
going to retire."

Dozens of people hawki ng tour packages swarned anong the tourists, stuffing
brochures into every enpty hand. After conquering their |uggage, the senior
citizens tour group descended upon the bus aisle outside and clinbed aboard
their specially chartered Luxury Coach |like I ost chickens being rounded up and
ushered back to the coop. Young nen—ertainly not airport enpl oyees—bustled
about to help with the baggage, hoping for a tip. Scully |led the way through
imm gration to the baggage pickup area where they grabbed their |uggage,
passed through custons without incident, and went to find the courtesy van
that would take themto their hotel. Though neither she nor Mil der spoke

Spani sh, nearly all signs and shops around them catered to English speakers.
The nonent any one of them | ooked con-fused, two or three Mexicans appeared,
smling warmy and offering their assistance. Rubicon nade a show of enpl oyi ng
his linguistic abilities to get direc-tions and exchange their nmoney. The old
ar chaeol ogi st seened delighted to be useful as part of the expedition

On the way to the Cari bbean Shores hotel, they rode in the small van with a
newl ywed couple who were entirely preoccupied with each other. The driver

pl ayed brassy disco nmusic on the car stereo; he humed al ong, tapping his
fingertips on the steering wheel, the dash-board, or his |eg.

Mul der sat next to Scully, flipping through a handful of col orful brochures
the various tour representatives had forced upon him "Listen to this,

Scully," he said. "Wl come to Cancun, 'where the beautiful turquoise Caribbean
Sea caresses the silky sand beaches.' The waters are 'filled with romantic
coral reefs or nysterious and exciting sunken Spanish galleons.' Somebody nust
have a good thesaurus to concoct those descriptions.™

"Sounds charm ng," she said, |ooking out the win-dow at the bright sun, the

vi brant colors. Thick trees lined both sides of the road. "At least this is
better than an Arctic research station or an Arkansas chicken-processing

pl ant."

He flipped through other panphlets, including a map of the hotel zone, a
narrow spit of |and between the Cari bbean Sea and N chupte Lagoon. Bri ght
letters pro-clained, "Nearly every roomw th an ocean view"

Rubi con sat with his duffel across his bony knees. He seenmed either to be
listening to the disco nusic or preoccupied with his own thoughts. Hi s blue
eyes blinked rapidly agai nst a sheen of danpness. Scully's heart went out to
hi m

The van driver honked his horn and nuttered curses in Spanish as he swerved to
avoid an ersatz ol d-fashi oned notorized buggy that took up nore than its | ane
in the road down into the hotel zone. The |aughing American driver of the
buggy waved and t hen honked his horn in return, a |oud cartooni sh ahooogah

The driver of the van forced a smle at the tourists and waved back, then
cursed again under his breath.

In the back of the van, the newl ywed coupl e giggl ed and continued ki ssi ng.

Rubi con held on to the hal f-glasses hanging froma chain on his neck and
turned to Mulder. "One of the hotels even brags about the golf course they
designed so that the ninth hole is constructed around the ruins of a small
Maya tenple." Hi s astoni shed-1ooking eyes now carried a | ook of weariness and
di smay.

"It's sad that they should be allowed to do that," he said. "They' ve exploited
their history and culture, cheap-ened it. You should see the Hollywood-style



extrava-ganza at Chichen Itza. They charge a ot of noney for their
'spectacul ar tenple show wth lights and sounds, nulticolored spotlights

bl azi ng across the pyram ds every night, cheesy fol k dances by professiona
actors wearing plastic feathered capes and gaudy costumes. The drunbeats pound
out through stereo systens."

The scorn in the old archaeol ogist's voice surprised Scully. Rubicon gave a
defeated sigh. "The Spani sh Conqui stadors were only the first devastating

i nvasi on of the Yucatan—next canme the tourists.” He forced a smle. "At |east
some of the tourismincome goes toward funding restoration of the

archaeol ogical sites . . . like Xitaclan."

They sent their bags off with the bellman while Mil der and Scully waited in
line to check in.

Rubi con nmurnured to hinself, taking out his hand-written notes, anxious to
make phone calls and track down potential guides for their expedition deep
into the jungles. He did not want to waste a nonment in the search for his
daughter. The ol d archaeol ogi st wan-dered around the | obby, |ooking at

cast-pl aster jaguar scul ptures, bogus bas-reliefs, and stylized Maya gl yphs.
"Wl come to the Caribbean Shores Resort!" The desk cl erk handed t hem room keys
and cheerily began his nemorized spiel of the evening s planned events.
"Senorita, you cannot pass up your chance to go on a fun-filled party boat for
an evening dinner cruise." He waggled his eye-brows.

Scul ly shook her head politely. "No, thank you. We're here for business, not
pl easure."

"Ah, but there is always tinme for pleasure,” he said. "W have a fine

sel ection of |obster cruises or disco boats, even an adventure with the rea
pirates of the Caribbean."” He continued to sound hopef ul

"Thank you, but | still have to say no." Scully took the keys and turned away.
The clerk called after themone last tinme. "Senor, surely you cannot pass up
our fanous |inbo party tonight."

Mul der took Scully's arm and | eaned cl ose, whisper-ing in her ear, "The |inbo
could qualify as calisthenics for the Bureau's physical fitness requirenent."”
Scully glanced over at the old archaeologist. "Let's hold off on the vacation
until we find Cassandra Rubicon."

Their stucco-faced hotel boasted nobdern construction with a pseudo-Aztec
design, gl eam ng wi ndows, sun decks with pal mthatched unbrellas, and direct
beach access. The curling waves were as jewel -tone blue and the sand as
powdery white as the brochures had proni sed.



After showering and changing, they net in one of the hotel restaurants for
dinner. The maitre d° showed Mulder and Scully to a table with a centerpiece
of tropical flowers that showered the air with heady perfune. Wile the waiter
held the chair for Scully, Milder sat down. He glanced at his watch, know ng

t hat Rubicon would join themat any nmoment.

Mul der had dressed down in a confortable cotton shirt and sl acks, |eaving his
usual suit and tie behind. Scully finally noticed his change of outfit and

rai sed her eyebrows, hiding a small smle. "lI see you're already get-ting into
t he casual Mexican spirit," she said.

"It's the Caribbean,” he answered. "W're supposed to be undercover, so we
ought to look like tourists, not FBlI agents."

Unbi dden, anot her server brought them each a |lime-laden nargarita, the gl ass
rinms crusted with salt. Scully settled down to study the nmenu, a

nmout hwater-ing list of local fare—fresh Iobster, |enmon-and-cilantro grouper
chicken with spicy chocol ate nmol e sauce. Mil der sipped his margarita, sniled,
then took another drink. "Love those ancient Mayan beverages," he said.

Scully set her nenu down. "I called the consulate to check in. The Bureau has
filed all the appropriate clear-ances and notified |ocal |aw enforcenent, but
apparently they weren't too hel pful. So the next step is up to us."

"As soon as we figure out what the next step is," Miulder said. "I think we can
rent a car and drive toward the area where the team di sappeared. Maybe we can
find a guide to take us through the jungles."

Bef ore Rubi con even arrived, the waiter canme by to take their order. Ml der
was fam shed after eating only snacks on the charter plane fromMani. He
chose chi cken cooked with bananas and a side dish of |ine-and-chile-pepper
soup, while Scully ordered fish marinated in annato-seed sauce and baked in
banana | eaves—suppos-edly a Yucatan specialty.

Scul ly opened her briefcase and drew out a folder. "I've been going over the
background i nformati on we have on the nmenbers of the archaeol ogi ca
expedition," she said, "the other nmissing American citizens. You never know
where we nmight find a lead."

She spread the fol der and took out several dossiers on the UC San Di ego grad
students, along with photographs. She held up the first one. "In addition to
Cassandra Rubi con, anot her archaeol ogi st was instru-nental in getting this
team put together: Kelly Rowan, twenty-six years old, six feet two inches,
athletic, an honor student with a specialty in pre-Col onbian art. According to
his course advisors he had nearly finished witing a thesis that traced the
connections in Central American mythol ogi es between key stories of the Myans,
A necs, Toltecs, and Aztecs." She passed the paper over to Milder, and he
picked it up to study it.

"John Forbin, the youngest of the group, twenty-three, first-year graduate
student. Apparently he planned to be an architect and structural engineer
According to this, he was chiefly interested in primtive nmethods of

| arge-scal e construction, such as the Central American pyranmids. It seemns
likely that Cassandra Rubi con took him along to suggest nethods for restor-ing
the fallen buildings." She passed the paper over

"Next, Christopher Porte, fromall reports a well-respected ... epigrapher.
Are you familiar with that ternP"

"Just fromwhat |'ve read recently,” Ml der answered. "It's sonmeone who
specializes in translating codes and gl yphs. Mich of the Maya witten | anguage
is still unknown and is very context sensitive."

"So they brought Christopher along to translate any hieroglyphics they found,"
Scully said, then shuffled to the | ast piece of paper. "And finally, Caitlin
Barron, their historian and photographer. Al so an aspiring artist. It says
here Ms. Barron has even held a few mnor exhibi-tions of her watercol or work
in one of San Diego's stu-dent art galleries.”

She handed Mul der the photographs, and he gl anced at each one in turn. Then



checki ng his watch again, Mil der scanned the roomjust in tine to see Rubicon
at the entrance to the dining room newy shaven and dressed in an evening
jacket. Most of the other patrons of the restaurant wore shorts, sandals, and
loud shirts. Miulder held up a hand to catch his attention, and the old

ar chaeol ogi st came over, walking as if already exhausted.

The waiter hovered beside Rubicon as he took the enpty seat at the table. He
ignored the margarita the waiter placed at his right el bow

"No luck," Rubicon said. "lI've called all the contacts | still have. O
course, sone of themin the outlying areas don't have ready access to

t el ephone service, but the ones in Cancun and Merida were unavailable. One is
retired. | tried to talk himinto acconmpanying me for one last field

expedi tion, uh, until | found out he's confined to a wheel chair. Another of ny
old friends—a man who saved ny life during an expedition in 1981-has been
killed in some sort of drug-related shooting. | set his wife to weepi ng when
asked for him" Rubicon cleared his throat. "I had no luck reaching the three
ot hers."

"Well," Mulder said, "we may be forced to rely on our own ingenuity to find
someone who can take us to the site. It's a long drive just to get to the

ri ght geographi-cal area.”

Rubi con sl ouched back in his chair and pushed the nmenu aside. "There's one

other possibility,"” he said. "In the | ast postcard | received from Cassandra,
she nentioned a man who had hel ped her. A local named Fernando Victorio
Aguilar. | have tracked down sonme-one with that name and | eft a nessage, uh
that we are interested in being guided into the jungles. The man who answered
t he tel ephone seened to think Senor Aguilar might be willing to help us. If
so, | hope we can connect with himeither tonight or tonorrow"

He threaded his fingers together and squeezed his hands as if trying to
massage arthritis out of his knuckles. "Sitting around at some glitzy tourist
resort makes ne feel so helpless ... so guilty, not know ng what mny Cassandra
could be going through at this very nmonent."

Mul der's and Scully's neal s cane, breaking the nood. Rubicon quickly chose a
selection of his own fromthe nenu and sent the waiter off.

Looking at the forlorn expression on the old man's face, Ml der renmenbered the
days after Samantha had di sappeared. Though he had teased her nercil essly-as
any brother teases a sister—he had |onged for her, des-perately trying to

t hi nk of what he could do to help, how he could find her. He took it as his
personal responsibility, since he had been with her when she dis-appeared. If
only he had done sonething different on that night. If only he had faced the
bright light..

As a twel ve-year-old boy he had limted resources but endless drive, a drive
that had stayed with himall his |life. He renenbered riding his bike around

t he honet own nei ghbor hood of Chil mark, Massachusetts—popul ati on 650—i ngi ng
doorbel I s, asking everyone if they had seen Samantha. He knew deep in his
heart, though, that no sinple explanation could possibly account for what he
had seen.

He had worked for days, nmaking "M ssing" posters that described his sister
begging for information as if he were putting up notices for a |lost dog. And
that had been in the days before accessi bl e photocopy machi nes, so he had
handwitten each one individually with a black marker, the pungent funes of
the solvent drifting up into his nose and making himsniffle even nore than he
already had for his lost sister. He had taped up his paper notices on store

wi ndows, tacked themto utility poles and bus stop signs.

But no one had ever called except to of fer synpathy.

H s not her had been devastated by her grief, inco-herent with tears, while his
father remained stony and stoic through it all. Possibly, Milder now knew,
because his father had had sone dark know edge about what had really happened.
H s father had been given some warning, had known sonethi ng regardi ng
Samant ha' s danger—and he had done not hi ng.

For years now Miul der had seen an echo of Samantha in every little dark-haired
girl. She had disappeared | ong before the days of the "Have You Seen Me?"



pi ctures of missing children on mlk cartons or bulk-mail flyers. Al Milder's
efforts to put up posters or knock on doors had ultimtely been usel ess,

hel ping not in the least. But he'd felt he had to do sonething. It had been

hi s mi ssion.

Now he wat ched M adi mir Rubicon going through a simlar process, comng to the
Yucatan, calling his old con-tacts, insisting on acconpanying the FBI agents
on their investigation.

"We'll find her," Milder said, reaching across the table, forcing confidence
into his voice. In the back of his mnd he again saw an image of his sister
bei ng dragged off into the |ight.

Mul der | ooked into Rubicon's eyes. "W'Il find her."

But he wasn't sure to whom exactly he was making his prom se.



Cari bbean Shores Resort, Cancun Thursday, 9:11 p.m

Scully had just settled in for the evening, sat-isfied froma delicious neal
and finally comfortable after renoving her shoes and panty hose. Know ng the
| ack of anmenities and jun-gle hardshi ps they were bound to encounter in the
com ng days en route to Xitaclan, she planned to get a good rest.

Her hotel room displayed a colorful, if typical, paint-ing of a sunrise over
t he Cari bbean, conplete with cal msurf and sil houetted pal mfronds. Her
private bal cony | ooked out over the powdery white beach and the ocean. She
snelled the evening salty breeze, listened to the rumble of the waves, and
wat ched coupl es stroll along the sand beneath bright electric torches posted
above the tide line. The thought of sw nm ng and rel axi ng sounded
wonder f ul -but she rem nded herself that they were here on a case.

Wth a weary sigh, Scully flopped back onto the bed wi thout turning down the
sheets, hoping that the moment of peace would | ast for nmore than two minutes.
The poundi ng on her door was sharp and strident, |ike cannon blasts froma
warri ng Spanish gall eon.

She hadn't ordered room service, and she becane instantly on guard as she got
up off the bed. The pounding didn't stop. "All right, conmng," Scully called
out in a voice devoid of enthusiasm

She gl anced over at the hal f-open connecting door to Miulder's room feeling a
cold chill—+he insistent thud-ding knock was not the polite request for
attention that room service would ever use. This poundi ng sounded bol d and

i npatient. Cautious, she picked up her own weapon fromthe courtesy table.
Upon openi ng the door she found a barrel-chested man clad in a police chief's
uni form his hairy-knuckled fist raised to continue the insistent knocking.
Bef ore she coul d blink back her surprise enough to speak, the man planted his
foot in the door to prevent her fromshut-ting it in his face.

"I came as soon as | learned of your arrival," the man said beneath a thick
bl ack mustache. "You are FBlI Agent Scully—and the other one's Mulder." His
police cap rested firmy on his head, and sweat glistened on his cheeks. H s
shoul ders were broad, his chest wide, his arns nuscular, as if he juggl ed bags
of cement mix for exercise.

"Excuse me?" Scully said, naking sure he saw her 9-mm pistol. "Who are you,
sir?"

He waited for her to invite himinto her room ignor-ing the weapon. "I'm
Chief Carlos Barreio of the Quintana Roo Police Force. | amsorry | could not
nmeet you at the airport. Please pardon ny rudeness. | have many cases, but few
men. "

"W were told you had been contacted,” Scully said, "but that you offered no
hel p in our investigation."

The connecti ng door opened, and Mil der stepped into her room his hair
tousled, his shirt untucked and hastily buttoned. She noticed that he had

m ssed his buttonhol es by one, but at |east he had taken a nonent to tug his
shoul der hol ster in place.

Seeing the burly policenman, Ml der said, "W sure nust have upset that hotel
desk clerk by not going on one of his disco cruises."

"Wth your heavy case load, we're glad to focus our own efforts on this
particul ar investigation," Scully said, straightening her blouse and running
her hands down her skirt and hips. Despite his outwardly polite manner, she
sensed an antagoni smburied deep within him "W have obtained all the proper
cl earances and aut hori zations."

"Yes, | cannot spare the manpower," Barreio said. "You understand." His

conpl exi on was ruddy, his face calm but his posture remained stiff and on
guard. He renoved his cap, and she noted that his thinning hair had been
slicked into a pronounced widow s peak. "I"'mafraid | have little to report on
t he di sappearance of the American archaeol ogi cal expedition.”

Scully, trying to remain polite, said, "W have a long-standing tradition of



cooperation with local |aw enforcenent agencies, M. Barreio. W both have the
same goal, after all—+o find our m ssing people. W are anxious to proceed and
happy to add our expertise to your own."

Barreio, his eyes still cold, said, "OF course | will coop-erate. | have been
i nforned by the Federal Bureau of Investigation satellite office in Mexico
City that you two have been assigned here as | egal attaches. Your inspector in
charge at the O fice of Liaison and International Affairs has graciously
requested that | provide you with copies of all information | have currently
conpiled. My own superiors have passed along this request."”

"Thank you, M. Barreio," Scully said, still cautious, still sensing his

ant agoni sm "Pl ease be assured that we are not trying to infringe upon your
jurisdiction. The State of Quintana Roo is the area in which the crinme was
commi tted—

"Alleged crine," Barreio interrupted, letting his composure slip. "Allegedly
conmitted, to use your legal terms. W have no confirmation as to what
actual Iy happened. "

"Allegedly committed,"” Scully conceded. "You have jurisdiction. Mexico is a
sovereign country. As agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, ny
partner Mul der and | are enpowered only to offer our assistance.”

Mul der cl eared his throat. "However, we do have the right to investigate
crimes perpetrated upon Anerican citi-zens." Wth one hand he snoot hed his
hai r back, standing beside his partner. "The FBlI has as its mandate

i nvestiga-tions into terrorism arns dealing, drug trafficking—as well as
possi bl e ki dnappi ng of Anerican citizens. Until we know additional information
about Cassandra Rubi con and her conpani ons, we nust operate under the
assunp-tion that sonmeone may intend to hold them as potential hostages."

"Host ages!" Barreio smled. "lI'"msorry, Agent Miulder, but |I think it's nore
likely they just got lost out in the jungle."

"I hope that proves to be the case," Scully said, keep-ing herself between

Mul der and the burly police officer.

Qut si de, an inperious-1ooking roomservice waiter strode down the hal

carrying a tray loaded with fruit-garnished tropical drinks that |ooked Iike
Dr. Jekyll's chemistry experiments gone awy. As he wal ked past, the man
studiously ignored the conversation taking place in the doorway of Scully's
room

Barrei o si ghed, shaking his head slightly. "You'll for-give me if | don't
entirely trust the FBI." Barreio's eye-brows bunched |ike black caterpillars
on his forehead. "My former counterpart in Mexico City-Arturo Durazo—was the
target of one of your sting operations. He's nowrot-ting in an Anerican

jail."
Scully frowned. The name was conpletely unfamliar to her
"The FBI clainmed Durazo was selling mllions of dol-lars of drugs to the

United States,"” Barreio said. "They lured hi moutside our borders to the

Cari bbean island of Aruba, where they could 'legally' arrest hinmhe was never
extradited, as far as | know. It was a setup.”

Scully tossed her red-gold hair, looking calmy at the police chief. "I assure
you, M. Barreio, we have no inter-est in the police force in your state or
its internal activi-ties. W're only |looking for our mssing citizens."

Two nmen hurried down the hall, and Scully | ooked past the police chief to see
VI adi mir Rubicon, his yellowwhite hair unkenpt, his reading gl asses |anded
haphaz-ardly on his sharp nose. He hustled al ong, |eading another man who was
deeply tanned and wiry, with long hair bundled in a ponytail under a floppy
wi de-brimred hat made fromthe skin of a spotted cat. The |ong-haired nman
reeked of aftershave.

"Agent Scully! Guess who | found," Rubicon called, then stopped upon seeing
the police chief. "Excuse ne. |s anything wong?"

Barreio | ooked at the two nmen, his eyes blinking in recognition as he saw the
man with the fl oppy spotted hat. "Senor Aguilar," Barreio said, "are these
peopl e part of an expedition you are nounting?"

"Yes, yes indeed," the other man-Aguilar—said. "I have just entered into



arrangenents with this gentleman here. Quite satisfactory arrangenents. Dr.
Rubi con is a nost enmi nent archaeol ogist. Carlos, you should be inpressed to

have a man of his stature come to Quintana Roo! Perhaps you will be pleased to
receive positive international publicity instead of those unpl easant stories
about revolutionary activities and illicit arns sales, eh?" Aguilar's voice

carried a barely hidden threat. Barreio bristled, his skin darkening.

Scully | ooked over at Dr. Rubicon, who was flushed with excitenment. Ginning,
he paid little attention to the uniformed police chief.

"Agent Scully, Agent Mulder," he said, popping his head into her room He
swept his hand in a wel coming gesture to the man behind him "Allow ne to

i ntroduce Fernando Victorio Aguilar. He's the person | was, uh, try-ing to
contact ... a—what did you call yoursel f?—an expediter, yes, that's it, a nman
who can pronptly arrange for hel pers and gui des and equi pnent to take us out
to the site of Xitaclan. My daughter was indeed in touch with him and he

hel ped put together her party origi-nally, though he hasn't seen her since she
departed. He can take us out there."

"That should hel p our case,"” Scully said, then she turned with forced

pl easantness to the police chief. "I believe M. Barreio here was about to

of fer us the maps and notes from his ongoing investigation, everything he has
conpil ed so far about the nissing team nenbers."” She raised her eyebrows.
"Isn't that correct, Chief Barreio?"

The ruddy-faced man frowned, as if he had just renenbered an inportant detail.
"If you are about to mount an expedition, have you obtained the proper
per-mts, the entrance passes, the work rel ease forns? Have you paid your
appropriate state fees?"

"I was just about to take care of all that," Fernando Aguil ar interrupted.
"Carlos, you know you can trust me." The man renoved his floppy hat and | ooked
fromScully to Mul der, back to Viadinir Rubicon. "In order to make certain
portions of our expedition nmove nore smoothly through political channels, we
require clear-ances and taxes and fees. An unfortunate conplication, but it
cannot be hel ped. "

"How much will all that cost?" Scully asked, ime-diately suspicious.

"It varies," Aguilar said, "but a thousand Anerican dollars should allow us
the conplete freedomfor our expedition to depart as early as tonorrow
nor ni ng, eh?"

"Tomorrow! That's wonderful!" Rubicon said, rub-bing his hands together in
del i ght.
"A thousand dol | ars?" Ml der said. He | ooked over at her. "ls your per diem

hi gher than m ne, Scully?"

"The Federal Bureau of Investigation does not engage in bribery,"’
her voice firm

Rubi con seened exasperated and inpatient. "Nonsense," he said to Scully,
don't understand how t hings are done."

He untucked his shirt and withdrew his own noney belt. Yanking out a wad of
hundred-dollar bills, he counted out ten and stuffed theminto Aguilar's
out-stretched palm He | ooked back at the FBI agents. "Sonetinmes you have to
make concessions, and | don't want to get into a bureaucratic head-butting
contest for weeks while my Cassandra remains lost."

Agui | ar nodded deeply, hiding a grin, as if he had just stunbled upon an
unexpectedly easy mark. "It will be a pleasure doing business with you, Senor

Scul |y said,

you

Rubi con," he said. He pocketed two of the hundred-dollar bills and extended
the remaining eight to Barreio, who snatched them quickly, scowing at Ml der
and Scul ly.

"That'l|l be enough for the standard governnent fees,"” he said. "I'll contact
the office and see if it is possi-ble to copy our case files for you by

nmorni ng. Check at the hotel desk. |I make no promises. | have such linmted help

in my offices." The police chief turned and marched of f down the hall, turning
the corner toward the eleva-tors, where he deftly sidestepped anot her
roomservice waiter bearing drinks served inside holl owed pineappl es and
coconut s.



VI adi mir Rubicon stood in the hall outside Scully's door, flushed with the
urgency of his nood. Fernando Aguil ar placed the spotted hat back on his head

and extended a hand. "I'mvery pleased to neet you, Senorita Scully." He
nodded to Mul der. "We'll be seeing nmuch nore of each other in the com ng
days."

He rel eased her hand and stepped back, bowing his head. "Be sure to get a good
night's rest, and take the tine to enjoy a relaxing bath. | assure you, your
accom nodations for the next few nights will be much less ... confortable.”

Private villa of Xavier Salida, Quintana Roo Thursday, 10:17 p.m



The fire crackled in the hearth, burning hot as 1 it consunmed the aromatic
wood, sending curls of perfumed snmoke into the upstairs drawi ng room Xavier
Salida stood in front of the blaze, his hands cl asped behind his back as he
drew deeply of the bay and nutmeg scent, the peppery oils that nade the snoke
heady, alnost a drug by itself.

He turned away fromthe warnth and went over to the thernostat on his wall,
turning up the air condition-ing so he could enjoy his fire, yet keep the room
fromget-ting unpleasantly warm There weren't many things in life that one
could enjoy both ways. But Salida had reached the point where he could do
anyt hi ng he want ed.

From the rack of brass-handl ed fireplace inplenents, he selected the cast-iron
poker and jabbed the flanmi ng wood, watching the sparks fly. He liked to play
with tire.

Sal i da stepped back and strutted around the roomwi th the poker as if it were
a wal king stick, practicing his noves, reveling in his personal grace—though
new y acquired, he expected the grace would remain with himfor the rest of
his life. Education and culture were an investnment, an intangible wealth that
went beyond nere baubl es and art objects.

Salida went over to the stereo systemon the wall and casually flipped through
his coll ection of phonograph records, LPs of the best classical nusic,
performances nenorable as well as pleasing to the discerning ear. He sel ected
a synphony by the great Salieri, an obscure eigh-teenth-century conposer. The
man's very obscurity neant his works nust be rare and therefore precious.

As the bold overl apping strains of violins over-whel med the old al bum s
scratchi ness, Salida went over to the bottle on the table, twi sted off the
cork with his fin-gers, and poured hinself another glass of the purplish red
wine, a 1992 Merlot. It was well aged and snooth, he thought, not as young as
some of the Cabernet Sauvignon he had in the wine cellar. He had been told
this |l abel was fromone of the best California vineyards. He held up the
glass, swirled it, and allowed the firelight to shine through its rich garnet
col or.

Salida stepped out to his open bal cony, taking a deep breath of the noist

ni ght air. The hammock hung, sug-gesting thoughts of |azier days, relaxing
afternoons ... but this past week had been very difficult. A thousand
stressful chall enges, each one dealt w th decisively.

As he gazed beyond where the |lights shone, he saw the nonolithic sil houette of
the ancient Maya stela in the mddle of his courtyard. Starlight trickled down
on the prized nmonunent, and he could make out the |umpy form of that damed
mal e peacock perched on top

A foolish peacock. Mich like his rival, Pieter Grobe, a showy, blustering man

who was ultimately insignificant... just an amnusing piece of coloration
Salida had attenpted to get even with the Bel gian expa-triate, requiring
revenge for Grobe's ill-advised tactic of shooting down one of Salida's

private courier planes. Salida had demanded that his nen elimnate one of
Grobe's planes in retaliation, but that had not proved possible.

Grobe had tightened his own security procedures, allowing no vulnerabilities
around his own aircraft—and so Salida had had no choice but to take an
alternative vengeance. Not as full of finesse, but ultimately as satis-fying:
a large truck filled with fuel oil had "accidentally" exploded in the mddle
of one of G obe's marijuana fields. The resulting fire and caustic snoke had
damaged a great portion of the crop

Wth the score evened again, Salida had no desire to escalate events into a
full-scale war. He suspected that G obe was just bored and needed to bl ow of f
pressure every once in a while. Done is done.

Now he could relax and enjoy life, culture, the finer things. As the synphonic
strains of Salieri's first novenent built to its crescendo, Xavier Salida

wal ked back into his w thdraw ng room

He took another sip of the wine, rolling the taste in his nouth, identifying
t he nuances he had been taught about. He sniffed the "bouquet," judging the



"dryness," appreciating the "finish."

In private, however, Salida allowed hinself to |long for the days when he could
sit back with his |Iocal compadres, drink too nuch tequila, |augh out |oud,
and sing raucous songs. That was in the past ... he was beyond such things
now. He had becone a powerful nman.

He paused to inspect his magnificent private collec-tion of historica
artifacts, pre-Col onbi an objects any nmuseum woul d have been proud to own. But
these itens woul d never appear in any dusty display cases, because they

bel onged to hi mand hi m al one.

He saw the delicate, translucent green scul ptures of jade, the withing,
otherworldly forms of the feathered serpent conpani ons of Kukul kan, a snall
stone figure of the great god of wi sdom hinmself. Salida collected pots and
carvings fromall Central American peoples, the Toltec, the A nmec, as well as
the Maya, and | ater the Aztec. He made a point of glancing at the engraved

| abel on each artifact, refreshing his nenory to nmake sure that he recalled
every name and every detail exactly. It wouldn't do to enbarrass hinmself in
polite conversation by not knowing the items in his own collection

Finally, like a boy creeping forward at dawn on Christmas norning, Salida went
over to his new prize, the amazing crystalline artifact Fernando Victorio
Agui |l ar had brought to himfromthe ruins of Xitaclan. He al ready knew he mnust
place this itemin a protective glass case, displaying it but never allow ng
other visitors or any of the servants to touch it. It nust be val uabl e.
Setting his glass of wine next to the shimering transparent box, Salida
reached out with both hands, one on either side, gently touching its slick
cold surface with his manicured fingertips.

Because of all the distractions and headaches caused by Pieter G obe, he had
not been able to spare the tine to admre his new prize for the past two
days—but now he would reward hinself. Wth G obe appropriately pun-ished, and
the rest of Salida's operation running snoothly, now he could stare at the
strange Maya box with a childlike sense of wonder. Hi s fingers touched sone of
the finely detailed gl yphs that had been etched into its di anond-hard surface.
He touched one of the sliding squares, and it noved as if gliding on a pool of
oil.

The relic hunmed.

Startled, Salida drew away, felt the deep cold tin-gling on his fingertips.
But then he bent over again, pressing his hands, feeling the faint vibrations
within the artifact. The inner trenors seenmed to be gaining strength, building
i n power.

Salida | aughed in amazenent. In the back of his head, somewhere beyond the
range of his hearing, he sensed a high-pitched sound, a throbbing noise that
eluded himas he tried to concentrate on it.

Qutside, in the fenced-in kennels, his prized Dobermans set up a how in

uni son, barking and bayi ng. The peacocks in the courtyard squawked and

shri eked.

Salida hurried over to the bal cony and | ooked out. One of the guards had
switched on the mercury lanmp to spill white light out into the courtyard. Two
ot her guards strode out with rifles |leveled at the shadows. Salida scanned the
area within his walled enclosure, expecting to see the flitting shadow of a
jaguar or an ocelot, some nighttime preda-tor that had dared to cross the
fence for a neal of peacock. The dogs continued to bark—but Salida saw
not hi ng.

"Silencio!" he hollered out into the night, and then turned back to the
drawi ng room-astoni shed to see that the crystalline ancient box now gl owed
with a silvery light.

As he bent over the shimmering box, the humm ng turned into a clear vibration
The di amond-1ike walls throbbed and pul sed. The bone-chilling cold had

van-i shed fromthe oily surface, which now radiated a prick-ling warnth, a
sunny richness that flowed through himlike nelting butter

Sal ida pressed sone of the glyphs, trying to stop the frenzied activity—but
instead he saw the tiny jewel-1ike conponents inside the glass case whir to



life.

It seenmed to himnore amazing to know that this arti-

fact had been constructed by the ancient Maya at the dawn

of history. They had used gears and primtive machi nery

to develop their calendars ... but this device seened

amazi ngly sophisticated, even for nbdern construction

wi t hout any recogni zabl e gears, |evers, buttons

At the core of the gadget, |ight began to grow, cold yet searingly bright..
as if a pool of mercury had flared into incandescence.

Sal i da stepped back, now frightened and anxi ous. What had Aguilar given hin?
What had he done? How could he stop it?

Qut si de, the dogs and the peacocks set up such a racket, it sounded as if they
were being flayed alive.

The light within the crystalline object becane blind-ing, reaching an

uni magi nabl e peak. The last thing Salida could make out was his glass of w ne
rattling next to the artifact.

The dark red liquid rolled in a furious boil

Then the |light reached its critical point and | eaped to another level. Its
intensity increased a thousandfold. The heat and energy washed over Salida so
rapidly he never had tinme to register the i mense explosion ... or even a

second of pain.



Cancun Friday, 8:05 a.m



Gentl e white clouds rode high agai nst the sunshine, and the sea gl eaned as
turquoi se as a Beverly Hills swimmng pool. Tour groups flocked out of the
hotels along the thin strip of |and between the ocean and the | agoon, waiting
in courtyards and traffic turnarounds to catch schedul ed buses departing for
the fanous Maya ruins at Chichen Itza, Tulum Xcaret, and Xel - Ha.

Marbl e fountains filled with Mexican coins sprayed next to the | obby courtyard
of the Caribbean Shores Resort. A battered Jeep bearing three people
approached, swerving around ol d taxicabs, vans, and the diesel-belching tour
buses before it pulled up to the hotel entrance. The driver blared the horn
waved hi s hand, and honked again inpatiently, offending the white-uniforned
bel | men who stood in the open doorway. They scow ed down at the Jeep, but the
driver pulled closer to the curb, parked, and honked again, ignoring the
stares fromthe staff.

Waiting just inside the | obby next to other tourists ready to go on day trips,
Mul der grabbed his duffel and turned to Scully. "I'll bet that's our ride."
She set down her Styrofoam cup of coffee next to a sand-filled ashtray and

pi cked up her own bag. "I was afraid of that."

VI adi mir Rubicon followed with his backpack and his own duffel, flushed and
eager. "l'msure everyone else enjoys their vacation here in glitzy
Canciin—but to ne this just isn't, uh ... isn't the Yucatan. Mght as well be
Honol ul u. "

I nside the Jeep, Scully recognized Fernando Victorio Aguilar by his floppy
ocel ot-skin cap and his | ong dark ponytail. Aguilar waved at them flashing
white teeth in a grin. "Buenos dias, amgos!"

Mul der took Scully's bag and threwit with his own in the back, while Rubicon
stuffed his personal equip-ment in the crowded conpartment. Two dar k- hai r ed,
br own- ski nned young nmen rode in the vehicle with Aguilar, ready to help.

Rubi con took the strangers in stride and crowded into the back seat. Ml der
slid in beside him

Agui |l ar patted the passenger seat for Scully. "For you, Senorita—beside ne,
where it is safer, eh?" He turned around, |ooking at Ml der and Rubicon. "Are
you ready to be off? You are properly dressed, ready for the jungles?"

Rubi con fingered his thin goatee. "They're prepared enough,” he said.

Mul der | eaned forward. "I even brought ny hiking boots and bug repellent."
Scully | ooked over at her partner in the back seat. "Yes, the essentials."
The I anky "expediter" | ooked freshly shaved, his cheeks and chin gl assy
snooth. Scully could snell his aftershave. He rubbed his fingers along his
face. "It will take many hours to get to where we must | eave the roads and
brave the jungle."

"And who are our new conpani ons?" Mil der asked, gesturing to the other two
squashed with himand Rubicon in the back of the Jeep

"Hel pers,” Aguilar said. "One will drive the Jeep back, while the other wll
acconpany us into the jungle. He's worked with ne before on such expeditions."

"Only one hel per?" Rubicon said, |leaning forward. "I expected we'd require,
uh, much nore assistance, nore supplies. | paid—=
Agui lar cut himoff with a nonchal ant wave. "I already have guides and workers

waiting for us at the rendezvous point with supplies, Senor. No need to
shut-tle themall down to the end of the Yucatan."

Agui |l ar tugged the brimof his cap and shifted the Jeep into gear, roaring off
and squealing around a lumbering tour bus that tried to pull out at the sane
time. Scully squeezed her eyes shut, but Aguilar honked the horn and westled
the Jeep to the left, running two wheels onto the danp grass before he
screeched around the bus and increased accel eration toward the main road.
Agui |l ar took the Jeep southwestward, toiling through the crowded hotel zone
and foll owi ng the coastal high-way, whipping around curves, dodgi ng buses,
nopeds, bicycles ridden by careful but unhurried people.

They passed weed-overgrown ruins beside the road, small tenples and eroded
linestone pillars, sone covered with illegible graffiti, none highlighted in



any way, not even so much as a roadside marker. The jungle had swal -1 owed t hem
up. Scully found it anmazing that artifacts a thousand years old weren't
treated with nore reverence.

The drive continued, with Aguilar paying nore atten-tion to Scully than to the
road. He roared along |like a nmadman or a professional, depending on how nuch
credit she wanted to give him Aguilar nmanaged to cover as many niles in an
hour as a schedul ed tour bus would do in three.

At first they foll owed the coast, heading sout hwest on Mexi co 307, passing the
popul ar seaside ruins of Tulum then continuing inland, past small, poor towns
beari ng nanes such as Chunyaxche, Uh-My, Linones, and Cafetal filled with
tiny white-washed hones, |og shacks, gas stations, and supernarkets the size
of Scully's kitchen

Scully unfolded a tattered, grease-stained roadmap she found jamed between

t he dashboard and wi nd-shield. Wth a sinking heart, she saw that no roads,

not even dirt tracks, marked the area where they were headed. She hoped it was
a msprint, or an old map.

The I ow jungle sprawl ed out endlessly on either side of the highway. Wnen

wal ked on the w de, powdered-|inmestone shoul der wearing brightly enbroidered
white cotton dresses, the traditional garnment that Vladimr Rubicon identified
as a huipil.

As they continued inland, the curves got sharper, and the flatlands gradually
gave way to hills. Milder pointed out snmall white crosses and fresh-cut
flowers beside the road at certain points. He raised his voice to be haard
above the wind rattling through the flinsy wi ndow, of the battered vehicle.
"M. Aguilar, what are those for?" he said. "Religious sites? Roadside
shrines?"

Agui | ar | aughed. "No, those mark | ocations where | oved ones died in traffic

m shaps. "

"There seemto be quite a lot of them" Scully pointed out.

"Yes," Aguilar said with a snort, "nost other drivers are quite inept."

"I can see that," Scully agreed, |looking directly at him

From the back Mul der sat forward. "We'd better take particular care around

t hose two-shrine curves."

After eating an early lunch at a roadside cantina that was little nore than a
table and an awni ng, they set off again, driving at breakneck speed for two
nmore hours. Scully found herself feeling queasy and roadsick, espe-cially
after the stuffed chiles she had eaten. The cafe's nmenu had been quite
l[imted, though Mil der had enjoyed the fresh, thick tortillas and the chicken
st ew.

"How much farther?" Scully asked Aguilar in the mddle of the afternoon. She
eyed the thickening gray clouds.

He squinted through the wi ndshield and flicked on the wi pers to snear smashed
bugs across his view. He peered intently, |ooking al ongside the road, but

remai ned silent for a long monent. "Right here,” he finally said and sl anmed
on the brakes.

Aguilar pulled off the side of the road onto the pow dery white shoul der

where a little nmud track emerged fromthe thick jungle. The Jeep slewed from
one side to another, fishtailing across traffic. Behind thema bus blatted its
horn and casually passed themin the opposite |ane w thout bothering to I ook
for oncom ng vehicl es.

Agui l ar clinbed out to stand beside the groani ng vehicle, while Ml der popped
t he back door, stretching his legs. Scully energed, drawi ng deep breaths of
the humd air filled with the danp aromas of the surround-ing rain forest.
Overhead, the norning's cottony clouds had mneta-nor phosed into thicker cumul us
clouds, the kind likely to becone thunderheads before |long. Scanning the |ow
jungl e they were about to enter, though, she wasn't sure if rainfall could
even penetrate the thick vines, weeds, and undergrowt h.

The other two passengers in the back seat clinbed out the driver's side of the
Jeep and opened the rear, hauling out Milder and Scul ly's bags. They handed

t he backpack to VW adi mir Rubicon, who bent over, nassag-ing his stiff, bony



knees.

Mul der | ooked at the tall grass, thick vines, palns, creepers—an inpenetrable
mass of foliage. "You ve got to be kidding," he said.

Fer nando Aguil ar | aughed and then sniffed. He rubbed his cheeks, where stubble
had al ready begun to bristle. "Wll, amgo, if the Xitaclan ruins were right
besi de a four-1ane highway, it wouldn't exactly be an untouched and
unexpl oi ted archaeol ogical site, eh?"

"He's got a point," Rubicon said.

As Aguil ar spoke, a group of dark-skinned, dark-haired men suddenly appeared
out of the jungle, as if froma cheap novie special effect. Scully saw a cl ear
dif-ference in these people fromthe Mexicans she had encountered in Cancun
They were shorter, not well nourished or well clothed: descendants of the
ancient Maya, who lived far fromthe cities, no doubt in small, unnapped

vi | | ages.

"Ah, here is the rest of our crew, ready to work," Aguilar said. He gestured
for the other Indians to take the supplies and the backpacks, while Aguil ar

hi nsel f renoved several canvas bags fromthe Jeep. "Qur tents," he said.

Mul der stood with his hands on his hips, scrutinizing the jungle, sniffing the
humd air. "It's not just a job, Scully—+t's an adventure." Msquitoes flew
around his face.

When the Jeep was conpletely enpty, Aguilar pounded on the hood to signal that
he was ready for the replacenment driver to go. One of the dark-haired young
men scranbled into the driver's seat wi thout saying a word. He sinply grabbed
the shift lever and roared off, swerving the Jeep back onto the road wth-out
pausing to |l ook for traffic. Wth a belch of oily exhaust, he proceeded down

t he hi ghway.

"Let us be off, amigos," Aguilar said. "Onward, to adventure!"

Scully took a deep breath and adjusted the |aces on her boots. Together, the
group plunged into the jungle.



Sl oggi ng through the underbrush, fighting with both hands agai nst the branches
and weeds and creepers and vines, Scully soon |longed to be back in the Jeep

no mat-ter how bad Fernando Aguilar's driving.

The I ndi ans ahead of themwere a flurry of activity, hacking away the nost
obtrusive debris with stained machetes, grunting with the effort but making no
com pl aint. Beautiful hibiscus and other tropical flowers splashed rai nbow
colors on either side of the path. Water stood in puddles on the rocky ground.
Thi n mahogany trees with tw sted trunks and snooth bark protruded in every
direction, swallowed by thorny shrubs and fl ower-ing weeds. Ferns brushed
Scully's legs, sprinkling droplets of water from frequent rainstorns.

They paused to rest beside a tall gray-barked "chewing gum" or chicle tree,
its trunk slashed and scarred fromthe sap the |locals had harvested over the
years. Scully noticed that their hel pers chewed diligently on wads of chicle
sap. Aguilar allowed themto stop for only a few m nutes, then they trudged
on, wi elding their nachetes.

Before long Scully was hot and sweaty and miserable. She had half a mnd to
wite the manufacturer of their comercial bug repellent to conplain about its
ineffec-tiveness. It had been |l ate afternoon before they even started on the
path, which allowed them no nore than four hours of hiking before they would
have to stop and set up canp.

Scul |l y asked about it, and Aguilar sinmply |aughed. He patted her on the back
and his touch made her unconfortable. "I amtrying to ease you into the |ong
march, Senorita,"” he said. "It would be inmpossible to reach Xitaclan within a
day, so this way we take the drive and several hours wal k, then we canp. After
a good night's sleep, we press on tonorrow, refreshed and ready to conquer the
di stance, eh? By mdafternoon on the next day, we should reach the ruins. From
there, per-haps, you will find your nmissing friends. Maybe their radio is just
br oken. "

"Maybe," Scully said doubtfully.

The heat was incredible, the air noist and thick like a steamroom Her hair
hung in stringy wet strands, cling-ing to the sides of her face. Dirt and
smashed bugs cov-ered her skin.

Over head, howl er nonkeys chattered and shrieked, charging through the
treetops. They | eaped from branch to branch, creating an incredible chaos.
Parrots screaned rough-throated calls, while jewel-toned humm ngbirds flitted
silently in front of her eyes. But Scully concen-trated only on pl oddi ng

al ong, avoiding the nurky pud-dles and |inestone outcroppings, stonping down

t he under gr owt h.

"I"l1l make you a deal, Scully," Milder said, w ping perspiration fromhis
forehead. He | ooked as m serable as she did. "I'lIl be Stanley and you be

Li vi ngst one, okay?"

VI adi mi r Rubi con trooped al ong w thout conplain-ing. "W've only travel ed two
hours off the road," he said, "and | ook where we are! See how easily there
could be imrense ruins yet undi scovered in the Yucatan? Once the people
abandoned them the jungle rapidly covered them up—and they live only in, uh

| ocal |egends."

"But Xitaclan was special ?* Ml der asked. "Mre than just another set of

rui ns?"

Rubi con drew a deep breath and paused to | ean agai nst a mahogany tree. "M
Cassandra thought so. It existed for a long time, from pre-Col den Age through
the Toltec influence and | ater human sacrifices.”

Thr ough her own misery and weariness and sticky perspiration, Scully |ooked in
t he archaeol ogi st's intense blue eyes—+to her surprise she saw that the old man
did not | ook at all unconfortable in the jungle. He seened nore alive and

ani mat ed than she had seen himsince the first day back in the pre-Col onbi an
exhibit in Washington, D.C. Doing field work, the old archaeol ogi st seened in
his elenment, on his way to rescue his daughter and al so to explore
uncat al ogued Maya rui ns.

When the shadows grew long in the jungle, Aguilar's native workers proved



their worth yet again. They | abored quietly and vigorously to set up canp,
selecting a low clearing near a spring. They hacked away shrubs and weeds to
open a sl eeping space, then set up the tents where Miul der, Scully, Rubicon

and Aguilar would spend the night, while they thenmsel ves found other places to
canp, presumably in the trees nearby. Scully watched the Indians noving with
preci sion, using few words, as if they had done the task many tines before.
Rubi con pressed Aguilar for nore information about when he had acconpani ed
Cassandra and her teamout to the ruins, two weeks earlier

"Yes!" the guide said. "I brought them out here—but because they intended to
stay for many weeks doing their excavating, | left and went back to Cancun. |
ama civi-lized man, eh? | have work to do."

"But she was fine when you |l eft her?" Rubicon asked agai n.

"Ah, yes," Aguilar said, his eyes shining. "Mrre than fine. She took great

pl easure in encountering the ruins. She seened very excited."

"I look forward to seeing them nyself," Rubicon said.

"Day after tomorrow,"” Aguilar answered, noddi ng enthusiastically.

They sat down on fallen trees and rocks to eat a cold dinner of rolled
tortillas, chunks of cheese, and fresh unidentifiable fruit the native guides
had harvested out in the jungle. Scully drank from her canteen and ate her
meal, slowy relishing the taste, happy for the opportu-nity just to sit down.
Mul der shooed gnats away from his red banana. He spoke to Scully around a
mout hful of fruit. "Quite a bit different fromlast night's four-star
restaurant." He stood up and went into her tent, where the bags had been
stowed, rustling around in the packs and cl ot hes.

Scully finished her own nmeal and sat back, drawing a deep breath. Her |egs

t hrobbed wi th weariness fromfighting her way al ong each step of the path.

Mul der came out of the tent, hol ding something behind his back. "Wen | was
doing prelimnary research on this case, | renenbered the story about
Tlazolteotl." He glanced at the old archaeol ogist. "Am | pronouncing it
correctly? Sounds like I"'mswallowng a turtle."

Rubi con | aughed. "Ah, the goddess of guilty |oves."

"Yeah, that's the one," Milder said. "A guy naned Jappan wanted to becone a
favorite of the gods—sort of a mdlife crisis. So he left his loving wife and
all his pos-sessions to becone a hermt. He clinbed a high rock in the desert,
spending all his tinme at religious devotions." Mil der | ooked around at the
jungle. "Though where he found a desert around here, |'mnot sure.

"Naturally, the gods couldn't turn down a challenge |like that, so they tenpted
himw th beautiful wonen—but he refused to yield. Then Tl azolteotl, the
goddess of guilty loves, appeared to himas a real knockout. She said she was
so inpressed with Jappan's virtue that she just wanted to console him She
tal ked himinto com ng down fromhis rock, whereupon she successfully seduced
hi much to the delight of the other gods, who had been just waiting for him
to slip up.

"The gods puni shed Jappan for his indiscretion by changing himinto a
scorpion. Fromshame at his failure, Jappan hid under the stone where he had
fallen fromgrace. But the gods wanted to rub it in, so they brought Jappan's

wife to the stone, told her everything about his downfall, and turned her into
a scorpion, too."

He smiled wistfully at Scully, still hiding sonething behind his back. "But
it's aromantic story after all. Jappan's wife, as a scorpion, ran under the

rock to join her husband, where they had lots of little baby scorpions."

VI adi mir Rubicon | ooked up at him sniling. "Wn-derful, Agent Mil der. You
shoul d, uh, volunteer to work at the nmuseum just like | do."

Scully shifted her position on the fallen tree, then brushed crunbs from her
khaki vest. "Interesting, Ml der—but why tell that story now?"

He brought his hand from behi nd his back, holding out the ugly smashed
remmants of an inmense bl ack scorpion, its many-jointed | egs dangling in
jagged direc-tions. "Because | found this under your pillow "

Yucat an jungl e



Sat urday, early norning, exact tine

unknown



As they prepared to break canmp in the norning, Milder noticed that his watch
had stopped. His first automatic thought was that sometine in the night their
group had experienced an unexpl ai ned alien encounter. Then he realized that
the tine stoppage probably had more to do with the jungle muck than any
extraterrestrial phenonena.

Shucki ng his outer layer of wet and dirty clothes, he pulled on another set
that would get just as filthy during the day's trek. Mil der decided to wear
his New York Knicks T-shirt, the one with the torn sleeve, since it didn't
matter if it stained or tattered further

Scully emerged fromher tent, slapping at bug bites, her eyes droopy and

hal f-cl osed fromtoo little sleep

"Good norning, Sunshine,” Ml der said.

"I"m consi dering being reassigned to the Records Section," she said, yawning
and stretching. "At |east those people have a clean, dry office and a vending
machi ne down the hall."

She took a drink fromher canteen, then dribbled water in the pal mof her
hand, splashing it on her face, rubbing it across her eyes. She blinked unti
her eyes cl eared up, then waved away a cloud of nobsquitoes. "I never truly
appreci ated the wonders of a bug-free work environnment."

Fer nando Aguil ar stood by a tree, staring into a small shaving mrror. He held
a straight razor in one hand. His .ocelot-skin cap dangled froma broken
branch within arms reach. He turned around to grin at them his cheeks soaped
up. "Buenos dias, am gos," he said, then went back to stroking his cheeks with
the bl ade, his eyes half closed with pleasure. "Nothing |like a good shave in
the norning to make one feel clean and ready for the day, eh?"

He flicked soapy stubble off the razor's end with the precision of a

prof essional knife thrower, splattering a white pattern across the ferns. "A
secret, Senor Mulder: I mx ny soap with bug repellent. It seens to help."
"Maybe 1'I1l try that," Ml der said, rubbing the stub-ble on his chin. "Which
way to the nearest shower?"

Agui | ar | aughed, a loud, thin sound that rem nded Mil der of the squabbling
cries of how er nonkeys that had kept hi m awake through the night.

The | ocal workers took down the canmp, rolling up clothes and supplies into
duffel bags, knocking down the tents and folding theminto conmpact packages.
They noved with remar kabl e speed, packed up and ready to go in no tine.

VI adi mi r Rubi con bustl ed about, pacing inpatiently as he nunched froma snall
bag of raisins. "Shouldn't we be off soon?" Ml der saw bl oodshot patterns
around the ol d archaeol ogi st's bright blue eyes and knew t hat Rubi con hadn't
slept well, though he was apparently accustoned to such conditions.

Agui | ar finished shaving and wi ped his nowglistening face with a bandanna,
whi ch he tucked into his pocket. He spun the ocel ot-skin cap on one finger
showi ng of f, then settled it firmly on his head. "You are right, Senor

Rubi con—e should be off to find your daughter. It's a long walk yet, but if
we keep up a good pace, we can reach Xitaclan before nightfall tonmorrow "

They set off again through the jungle. The quiet and solem |ocals took the

| ead, hacking with their machetes, with Aguilar right behind to guide them

A flock of butterflies, a cloud of bright color and flut-tering w ngs, burst
froma clear pool beside a fallen tree. They | ooked |ike a spray of jewels
flashing into the air, as bright as the numerous brilliant orchids that dotted
the trees around them

Snakes dangl ed from branches, |ooking at themw th cold eyes. Mil der w shed he
had taken nore tinme to study the poisonous species in Central America. For

saf ety reasons, he chose to avoid all the snakes.

They had been on their way for no nmore than an hour before rain began to sheet
down, warm and oddly oily. Rivulets trickled and pattered |ike streans from

t he scooped banana | eaves, washing away spiders, insects, and caterpillars
from above. The wet air seemed ready to burst with its newy released | ush
scents.

Agui |l ar pinched the brimof his spotted hat so the water ran off in a spout.



H s wet ponytail dangled like a linp rag between his shoul der bl ades. He
flashed a grin at Mulder. "You asked for the showers, Senor. It seens we have
found them eh?"

Wet | eaves, noss, and rotted vegetation clung to them Ml der |ooked at Scully
and Rubi con, whose clothes were spattered with green streaks, brown snears of
mud, and clinging yellowed fern | eaves. "We've certainly man-aged to
canouf | age ourselves," he said.

"I's that what we were trying to do?" Scully answered, brushing her khak

pants. Ever-present nosquitoes swarned around her face.

"I certainly wouldn't be inspired to build towering tenples and pyram ds in an
environnent like this," Miulder said. "It's amazing to me that the Maya could
have created such an enornous civilization here.”
"At | east the tenples would have been dry inside,’
fromher hair.

Rubi con's face showed a dreamy | ook. "Human inge-nuity always surprises us
when we | ook back through his-tory. It would be so wonderful just to have five
mnutes in the past to ask, 'Wwy did you do this?" But we have to make do with
tiny clues. An archaeol ogi st nmust be like a detective—dh, an FBI agent of the
past, to unravel nyster-ies where the suspects and the victins turned to dust
a thousand years before any of us were born."

"I was inmpressed with the scientific and astronom cal achi evenents the Maya
made, " Ml der said, "though some people think their civilization may have had
some hel p."

"Hel p?" Rubi con asked, distractedly pushing a leafy frond away fromhis face.
"Uh, what kind of help do you nean?"

Mul der took a deep breath. "According to Maya | eg-end, their gods told them
the Earth was round—quite an observation froma primtive people. They
apparently knew of the planets Uranus and Neptune, which weren't discovered by
Western astronomers until around the nineteenth century. Mist have had great
eyesi ght, consid-ering they had no tel escopes.

"The Maya al so determined the Earth's year to within one five-thousandth of
its actual value, and they knew the exact |ength of the Venusian year. They
cal cul at ed other astronom cal cycles out to a span of about sixty-four
ml-lion years."

"Yes, the Maya were fascinated by tine," Rubicon said, not rising to the bait.
"Cbsessed with it."

"Mul der," Scully said, "you're not going to suggest—

He swatted away a biting fly. "If you | ook at sone of their carvings, Scully,
you'll see figures that are unnis-takable—a towering formsitting in what has
to be a con-trol chair, just like an astronaut in the shuttle cockpit. Fire
and snoke trail fromthe vehicle."

Amused, Rubicon countered with a story of his own. "Ah, yes. 'Chariots of the
CGods.' Interesting speculations. I'"'mrequired to know all such tales and

| egends. Some of the stories are, uh, quite amazing. This is one of ny
favorites—you know that Quetzal coatl, or Kukul kan as the Maya called him was
t he god of know edge and wi sdon®"

"Yes," Mil der said, "he supposedly cane down fromthe stars."

"Uh, supposedly,” Rubicon said. "Now, Kukul kan's eneny was Tezcatli poca, whose
mssion inlife was to sow discord." Rubicon slipped his glasses on his nose,

t hough they were perfectly useless in the jungle rain. It seemed to be a habit
of his, arequired action for the telling of a story.

"Tezcatlipoca came to an inportant festival disguised as a handsone man and
called attention to hinmself by dancing and singing a nagi c song. The people
were so captivated that a multitude began imtating his dance—uh, sort of
like the Pied Piper. He led themall onto a bridge, which collapsed under
their weight. Many people were hurled into the river far bel ow, where they
were changed into stones.”

Rubi con grinned. "In another city Tezcatlipoca appeared with a puppet

magi cal | y dancing on his hand. In their wonder to see this nmiracle, the people
crowded so close that many of them suffocated. Then, pretending to be dejected

Scully said, flinging water



at the pain and grief he had caused, Tezcatlipoca insisted that the people
shoul d stone himto death because of the harm he had done. So they did.

"But as Tezcatlipoca's corpse rotted, it gave off such a dreadful stench that
many died fromsnelling it. At last, in sort of a commando nission, a series
of brave heroes, one after another, succeeded in dragging the body out of
town, like a relay race with a stinking cadaver, until finally their city was
free of the pestilence."

They continued to slog along through the jungle. Rubicon shrugged his bony
shoul ders. "They're all just |egends anyway," he said. "lIt's up to us to
listen to the stories and | earn what we can fromthem |'mnot going to tel
you which to believe."

"Everybody el se seens to," Miulder said quietly, but he did not bring up the
subj ect of ancient astronauts again that day.

The Pentagon, Arlington, Virginia Saturday, 1:03 p.m



Striding down the corridor of the East Wng of the Pentagon, Major WIlis
Jakes fell into his typical routine of spotting |andmarks, menorizing the
route so he could trace his path back under any circunstances. Normally he
woul d have noted a broken tree, a rock out-cropping, or a gully in the barren
hi ghl ands of Af ghani stan, tronping through the fever-infested swanps of

Sout heast Asia, slipping into Kurdish territory in the northern moun-tains of
Iran. Now, though, instead of wearing a camou-flage outfit or a survival suit
bristling with small weapons and resources, Mjor Jakes sported his ful
mlitary dress uniform neatly pressed and snelling of |aundry deter-gent.
Despite the anenities of civilization, he felt less comfortable this way.

The halls of the Pentagon provided as difficult a challenge as any highland

wi | der ness, though, because each corridor in the |abyrinthi ne headquarters was
symmetric and unnmenorabl e. The giant building' s geo-netric shape nmade it easy
to become disoriented and | ost. One could energe froma famliar-Iooking
doorway out to a parking lot ... only to find oneself on the wong side of the
i mrense fortress.

But Major Jakes did not find it an insurmountable tac-tical obstacle. He

| ooked at the succession of office doors, nost of themclosed, the interior
lights shut off. On Saturday the Pentagon offices closed down, the civil
ser-vants and mlitary personnel sent honme for their routine weekend
activities. Normal civilians worked their regular forty-hour weeks, filling
out the appropriate forns, pass-ing themfromoffice to office for the
appropriate stanps, signatures, and file copies.

But for a career officer like Major WIlis Jakes, the civilian time clock
meant not hing. He did not punch in or punch out when he went to work. Hi s
services were avail able on demand, all day long, all year |ong, when-ever duty
m ght call. He took his vacation and his relax-ation time when circunstances
permtted. He woul d have had it no other way.

The fact that he had been called here on a Saturday for a high-level briefing
meant that an inportant nission nust be in the works. Before | ong, Jakes woul d
find himself in some other far-flung corner of the world, performing another
series of tasks clearly defined by his superiors. Serving rules he had sworn
by, the major unquestioningly took actions his country would al nost certainly
deny.

Jakes was tall and | ean, clean-shaven, his skin the col or of mahogany from
deep Egyptian blood. H's fea-tures were angul ar and Semitic, never rounded and
sof t.

Jakes followed the office nunbers to the end of the corridor and turned |eft,
passi ng door after door until he reached another darkened room nondescript,
cl osed—apparently as vacant as the other roons. He did not hesi-tate, did not
doubl e- check the number. He knew he was right.

He precisely rapped three tinmes on the wire-reinforced gl ass wi ndow. The nane
on the door said "A. G Pym Narratives and Records." In the regul ar
day-to-day activi-ties of the Pentagon, Major Jakes doubted other workers ever
called to visit the office of M. Pym

The door opened frominside, and a man in a dark suit stood back in the
shadows. Jakes stepped into the dimroom H s expression remained stony,
enotionl ess—but his m nd spun at hyperspeed, seeing details, sensing options,
scanni ng for threats.

"Identify yourself," the suited man said, his voice dis-enbodied in the
shadows.

"Mpjor WIlis Jakes," he answered.

"Yes, Major," the shadowy nan answered, renaining out of sight. He extended
hi s hand, holding a silver key. "Use this to unlock that door in the rear of
the office," he said. "Take the key and cl ose the door behind you. It wll
lock by itself. The others are waiting for you. The briefing is about to
begin. "



Maj or Jakes didn't thank him sinply followed the instructions, opening the
back door to find a half-lit con-ference room Banks of fluorescent lights
alternately flick-ered white or remained dark. At one end of the wall hung a
white projection screen.

Three nen dressed in suits and ties sat in chairs, while another man fiddl ed
with the carousel of a slide projector. Mjor Jakes had never seen any of the
men before, nor did he expect ever to see them again.

A man in a charcoal -gray suit with wire-ri med gl asses said, "Wl cone, Mjor
Jakes. Right on time. Wuld you care for some coffee?" He gestured to an urn
in the back of the room

"No, sir," Jakes said.

Anot her man with a nmaroon tie and a jowmy face said, "W have sone Dani shes,
if you'd like those."

"No, thank you," Jakes answered the man.

"Ckay, we're ready, then." A young man fiddled with the projector. A glare of
yel lowgol d light splashed in a square across the screen, unfocused.

VWhile curiosity was not part of his duty, sharp atten-tion to details and an
unfailing nmenory remained crucial to his work.

The [ ast nman, who had steel-gray hair and a white dress shirt, |eaned back in
his chair, runpling the brown suit jacket draped behind him "Show the first
slide," he said.

"Maj or Jakes, please pay attention," said the man with the maroon tie. "Al of
these details may be inmportant.”

The slide-projector operator focused quickly to show a satellite inmge of a
dense jungle, in the mddle of which a circular area had been absolutely
flattened, a crater excavated with al nost perfect synmetry. The ground around
it |ooked like slag, glassy and nolten, as if sone-one had stubbed out a
gigantic cigarette there

"This used to be a private ranch in Mexico. Do you have any idea what mi ght
have caused this, Mjor Jakes?" the man in the charcoal suit asked.

"A daisy cutter?" Jakes suggested, citing one of the fragnmentation bonbs used
to knock down trees in the jungles for the purpose of clearing helicopter

| andi ng pads. "O a napal m bur st ?"

"Neither," said the man with steel-gray hair. "The scale is half a kiloneter
in diameter. Qur seisnic sensors revealed a sharp pul se, and our distant

radi ati on detectors pinpointed a significant rise in residual radioactivity."
Maj or Jakes perked up. "Are you suggesting this is the result of a small

nucl ear strike?"

"We can think of no other explanation," the second man said, straightening his
maroon tie. "A tactical nuclear device, such as an atomic artillery shell
could provide such a precise yield. This type of ordnance was recently

devel oped by our nation and, we presume, by the Soviets, in the final years of
the Cold War."

"But who coul d have used such a weapon in Central America, sir? Wat would
have been the provocation?"

The man with steel-gray hair, who seened to be the | eader of the neeting,

| aced his fingers behind his head and | eaned back against his suit jacket.
"There is no small anount of political turmil in this portion of the Yucatan
W know of numerous terrorist acts, nminor squabbles with a small group of
mlitant separatists—but we feel that an action such as this would be beyond
their neager capabilities. There are also many rival drug lords in the area
whose tactic of choice has been to elinmi-nate their rivals through the use of
assassi nati on—ar bonbs and the |ike."

"This is no car bonb, sir," Mjor Jakes pointed out.

"Indeed not," said the man in the charcoal suit. "Next slide, please."

The slide-projector operator clicked to a higher-resolution imge that showed
the trees knocked down, the edge of the crater alnobst perfectly circular, as
if afireball had arisen so quickly that it vaporized the forest, turned the
ground to glass, and then faded before the surrounding forest fires could

pr opagat e.



"Qur working assunption is that at |east one and possi-bly many nmore of these
tactical nuclear warheads have trickled out followi ng the collapse of the
former Soviet Union. In the chaos of the breakup of the socialist republics,
many of the sovereign states laid claimto the nucl ear stock-piles left behind
by the central Communi st government. Many of those warheads have been..

m spl aced. That ord-nance has been on the open market for international thugs
and terrorists. It's the only thing we know of that could have cone close to
t hat kind of high-energy devastation. Such a device could have cone from Cuba,
for instance, across the Caribbean Sea to the Yucatan Peninsula, and from
there to the drug lords in this area of Mexico."

"So, you suspect this may only be the first strike. There could be nore.™
"It's a possibility," said the nan with steel-gray hair. "If other such
weapons exi st."

The next slide displayed a map of the Yucatan showing the states of Quintana
Roo, Yucatan, and Canmpeche, as well as the small Central American countries of
Bel i ze, Honduras, El Sal vador, and Guatenal a.

"W need you to take a teamin and find the source of these weapons, then
confiscate or destroy them W can-not allow nuclear terrorists to run free,
even if they are just nurdering each other."

The man with the nmaroon tie smled, and his jows jiggled. "It sets a bad
exanmple."

"My usual commandos?" Jakes said.

"\What ever you desire is at your disposal, Mjor Jakes," said the man with
steel-gray hair. "W know our investnent in your efforts will be worth every
penny."

"Or every peso," said the slide-projector operator

The others ignored the joke.

"I presume this will be a covert insertion, a search and destroy m ssion? But
how am| to locate the target? What intelligence do we have that there are
additi onal tactical warheads?"

"W have a strong suspicion," said the man in the charcoal suit. "There seens
to be a military base located in one of the nore isolated portions of the
Yucat an. We've picked up a powerful transm ssion, encoded with an encryption
schene unlike any we have ever seen before. The signal suddenly appeared a
little nore than a week ago, so powerful it could not be hidden. W sus-pect
the transmitter indicates a secret nmilitary base there."

"Does the target correspond to any known | ocation?" Myjor Jakes said, |eaning
forward, drinking in the image on the screen

The slide-projector operator clicked to the next imge—a hi gh-resol ution
satellite photograph with the lines and contours of a map overlaid upon it.
"It is apparently the site of isolated Mayan ruins. \Wen we cross-referenced
our records with those of the State Departnent, we found that a team of

Ameri can archaeol ogi sts di sappeared there at about the sane tine the signa
began, and only a few days before this detona-tion occurred.

"W suspect our enemi es have taken over the ruins as their own secret mlitary
base. As no ransom denands or hostage threats have been forthcom ng, the
status of our American citizens remains unknown ... and, for the pur-poses of
your mssion, low priority."

"I understand," Major Jakes said. He squinted to see the site on the map. He
saw nothing that even renotely resenbled a road anywhere in the vicinity.

The slide-projector operator twi sted the focusing ring around the lens to
bring the photo into crystal clarity.

"Xitaclan," Mjor Jakes muttered, reading the | abel

At least it sounded better than the cold nountains of Afghanistan



Xitaclan rui ns Sunday, 4:23 p.m

The diligent trailblazers began to mutter quickly and quietly anpbng thensel ves
in their own | anguage, excited or uneasy—Scully couldn't tell which. For the
past two days her entire energy had been focused on tak-ing step after step
proceedi ng deeper into the jungle ... farther fromcivilization, confort, and
safety.

Fer nando Aguil ar picked up his pace. "Come quickly, amigos," he said and
spread ferns aside. He | eaned against a tall ceiba tree and gestured.
"Behol d—Xi tacl an!'" Sweaty and exhausted, Mil der stood beside Scully, his eyes
suddenly bright with interest. Viadinr Rubicon sprang forward with renewed
energy, as if he had been junp-started.

Cat chi ng her breath, Scully shaded her eyes and | ooked out at the ancient,
decaying city that m ght have cost the |lives of Cassandra Rubicon and her
team Gray clouds hung in the sky, casting the site in a cool gloom but the
broken edifices still towered |Iike hul king shapes in a storm

The shadow of the vast ancient city could be easily seen, |ike an afterimge
on the eyes. In the center of a broad plaza, spindly trees pushed up through
cracks in the flagstones. A towering, stair-stepped pyram d dom -nated the
abandoned netropolis, overgrown with vines. Smaller shrines and el aborately
decorated stelae lay col-lapsed, unable to withstand tine and natural forces.
Intricately carved gl yphs poked out fromthe noss and vines.

"This is astounding," Rubicon said, pushing past Fernando Aguilar. He stepped
out into the broad plaza, scratching his yell owwhite goatee. "Look at the
size of the place. Inmagine the nunber of people who came here." He turned to

| ook at Scully, then Mil der, desperate to explain.

"Maya sl ash-and-burn agriculture never could have supported a | arge popul ation
center like this. Mdst major cities such as Tikal or Chichen Itza were
probably inhab-ited only during, uh, religious cerenonies, ball ganes, and
seasonal sacrifices. For the rest of the year, the cities were abandoned, |eft
to the jungle until it was time for the next festival."

"Sounds like an Aynpic village," Mil der said. He and Scully cane out to stand
next to the old archaeol o-gist, while the native guides hung back, talking
ner-vously with Aguilar in sone Indian dialect.

"You said ball ganes, Dr. Rubicon?" Scully asked. "You nean they had spectat or

sports?"

"There, | believe, was their stadium" He gestured across the clearing at a
broad sunken space walled in with carved bricks. "The Maya pl ayed, uh, sort of
a cross between soccer and basketball. They hit a hard rubber ball with their

hi ps, thighs, and shoul ders—+they were not allowed to touch it with their
hands. The object was to knock it through an upright stone ring on the wall."
"Cheerl eaders, pennants, and everything," Ml der said.

"The | osers of the tournament were usually sacrificed to the gods," Rubicon
continued, "their heads cut off, their hearts cut out, their blood spilled on
t he ground. "

"l suppose you couldn't say it was an honor just to nake the playoffs," Ml der
sai d.

A deeply troubled | ook crossed Rubicon's face as he wal ked forward, turning
fromside to side. He tugged at his grimy goatee, |eaving a nud-streaked

fingerprint across his chin. "I don't see much sign of Cassandra and her team
here, no anbitious excavation work." He | ooked around, but the jungle seened
very vast, very oppressive. "l suppose | should give up hope that her problem

was sonet hing so i nnocuous as a broken radio transmtter."

Scul ly indicated where the frees and underbrush had been hacked away. Piles of

di scarded branches and uprooted creepers lay in a nound half burned, as if

some of the missing teamhad fried to nake a bonfire to get rid of the debris
or to send sone kind of desperate signal

"They were here not |ong ago," she pointed out. "I would inmagine all scars of



their work would be obliter-ated and swall owed up by new growh within a
nont h. "

Agui l ar said, grinning at them "Perhaps they got lost in the jungle. Maybe
jaguars ate them eh?"

"You're not being hel pful,” Scully chided him

"Cassandra's team woul d have been nore careful than that," Rubicon said, as if
frying to convince hinself. "Unlike the old days of amateur diggers com ng on
a lark, professional archaeol ogists nust proceed with cau-tion, prying up
every stone, uncovering the fine details."

He blinked his blue eyes, staring at the weathered stone structures. "Sone of
t he worst amateurs thought they were doing good for history. They cane to the
old tenples at the turn of the century, shoveled away the fallen blocks from
wal I s, and dunped all the discarded potsherds and gl yph stones down into
mounds of rub-bl e—+things we now call GX piles, for God Only Knows ... because
God only knows what's in them'

They stepped cautiously, tiptoeing and whispering, as if afraid they m ght

of fend the ancient ghosts of Xitaclan. The |inestone paving bricks fornmed a
once-l evel surface to the plaza, but now the fl agstones had been buckl ed and
humocked by protrudi ng roots.

Rubi con said, his voice hoarse and husky, "I can inmag-ine why Cassandra was SO
excited here. This is an archaeol ogist's dream conme true—all the stages in
Maya history. Everything we see is a new di scovery. Every place we visit,
every new glyph we find is something never before cata-logued. Any one relic
could be the | ong-awaited Rosetta stone for Maya witing. It could be the
secret to why this great people abandoned their cities and vani shed centuries
ago ... uh, so long as other people don't ransack it for sou-venirs before the
scientific teans finish their work."

Wth her imagination Scully erased the green tufts of the |ush overgrowth. Few
out siders had ever seen this place or known of its existence. "X taclan mnust
have been a breat htaki ng spot."

Standi ng |i ke gateposts, two inpressive stelae dis-played rows of

i nconmpr ehensi bl e Mayan witing, calendrical synmbols; a great coil ed snake
bristling with feathers, wapped around each obelisk. She recalled the

feat hered serpent synbol on the jade artifact Ml der had shown her

"I's that supposed to be Kukul kan?" Scully said, indi-cating the scul pture.
"The feathered serpent?"

Rubi con studi ed the stelae, slipping his half-glasses on his nose while the
chai n dangled on his neck. "Yes, and very vividly rendered, too. This one
seens | arger and nore fearsone—as realistic as sone of those jaguar stat-ues
on exhibit back in nmy museum Uh, quite unlike the stylized gl yphs and
synmbolic drawings we normally see on Maya stelae. Most interesting.”

"Alnost as if the scul pture was drawmn fromlife,"” Ml der suggested.

Scully gave hima | ook, and he offered a faint smle in return.

"The afternoon light is already fading," Aguilar said. "Perhaps we should nake
a quick inspection of the site and then set up our canp, eh? Tonorrow you can
begi n your real work."

"Yes, that's a good idea," Rubicon adnitted. He seemed torn between his
dejection at not finding his daughter there waiting for him... and his other
goal of studying this marvel ous uncatal ogued site.

"It is quite atreat to see a place like this before it is defaced by
tourists. The nost fanous ruins have been corrupted by thousands of visitors
who know not hi ng about history and come there only because a col orful brochure
tells themto." He placed his hands on his hips. "Once a new site is opened
up, somebody usually nan-ages to destroy it before long."

The four of them went through the plaza al ongside the ball court, and then
skirted the spectacular central pyram d. The underbrush had been cl eared away
fromtwo sides, and Scully spotted a narrow entrance passage at the ziggurat's
bottom | evel that had been forced open—a doorway |eading into the dark
cataconbs of the ancient nonolithic structure.

"Looks |ike someone went exploring,"” Scully said.



Mul der went ahead of them around the path at the base of the pyranmd, and
then called for themto come. She found himstanding at the rimof a circular
well at least thirty feet across that plunged down into the Iine-stone as if
it had been drilled there by a giant rig.

"A cenote," Rubicon said. "A sacred well. It's a very deep |inestone sinkhole.
They're, uh, scattered all over the Yucatan Peninsul a. Perhaps that explains
one reason why Xitaclan was built at this |ocation."

Scully stepped up to a crunbling platformthat nust have been |ike a gangpl ank
over the edge of the deep hole. They stood at the edge, and Scully peered over
to see a mrror-snooth pool of murky green water. The depths seened

fathom ess. Stained |inestone outcrop-pings ridged the cenote walls |ike the
turns of a screw. Miulder tossed a pebble into the water, watching the rip-ples
spread out |ike shock waves.

"These natural sinkholes were considered to be sacred wells, water fromthe
gods rising fromthe earth,” Rubicon said. "You can be sure this one contains
a trea-sure trove of relics and bones."

"Bones?" Scully asked. "From people that fell in?"

"Uh, were thrown in," Rubicon said. "The cenotes were sacrificial wells.

Per haps they would club the victins to death, or just tie themup and wei ght

t hem down so the bodies woul d sink

"Qther tinmes, for special sacrifices, the victimwas chosen as nuch as a year
in advance. He led a life of plea-sures and indul gence, food and wonen and
fine clothes—until the day when he was drugged and led to the edge of the
cenote, then thrown into the sacred waters."

"I thought the Maya were primarily a peaceful peo-ple,"” Scully said.

"That's an old belief, a false story promul gated by an archaeol ogi st who
admred the Maya beyond all comon sense—and so he slanted his findings to
downpl ay the bl oodshed evident in the witings and carvings."

"An archaeol ogi cal spin doctor,"” Milder said.

"The Maya culture was quite violent, shedding a great deal of blood,
especially in later periods, due to Toltec influences. They considered it
beautiful to scarify thenselves, to hack off fingers and toes in
self-nutilation cerenonies.

"In fact, the nost bloodthirsty cult belonged to the god Tl al oc, whose priests
woul d prepare for great festi-vals by approaching nothers to buy their young
children. At a great cerenony the children were boiled alive, then eaten with
great pomp and spl endor. The priests took special delight if the infants cried
or wailed while they were tortured to death, uh, because they thought the
tears prom sed a year of plentiful rain."

Scul ly shuddered as she stood on the edge of the sinkhole, |ooking down into
the murky cenote, thinking of all the secrets the bottom of that deep, dark
wel | m ght hold.

"I"'m sure nobody practices that religion anynore, though," Rubicon said, as if
that mght confort her. He brushed his hands on his pants. "There's nothing
you need to worry about. I'msure it has nothing to do with all those

m ssi ng- person rumors ... or Cassandra.”

Scul |y nodded noncommittally. Yes, here they were, isolated, two days fromthe
nearest major road, at an abandoned site of ancient ruins where the Maya had
per-formed countless bl ood sacrifices. A place where an entire team of

Ameri can archaeol ogi sts recently di sappeared.... O course, she thought. She
had nothing to worry about.

Xitaclan rui ns Sunday, 6:38 p.m



St andi ng near the broken-brick sacrificial platformat the edge of the

| i mest one sink-hole, Milder stared downward, feeling the depths beckon him
The air snelled sour and nildewy, hinting of decay. He wondered what secrets

| ay beneath the nmurky waters, how deep the well went, how many skeletons it
held in its gullet.

A tingle traveled up his spine, a brooding uneasi-ness—but he could not

pi npoint its source. The colored rays of the setting sun and the di manber
light cast | ong shadows. Mil der thought he saw dark shapes swirling like oi

in the cenote, and he felt a slight trenble beneath his feet... a vibration as
if fromdeeply buried engi nes, generators entonbed beneath the earth. He

t hought of HH G Wells's novel, The Tine Machine, the evil Morlocks |aboring

i n subterranean tunnels, working their machines . . . hungry for the flesh of
surface dwel l ers.

The water in the cenote began to stir and froth. Suddenly | arge bubbles

bel ched to the surface, each as wide as a barrel, spewi ng gas fromthe depths.
"What's going on?" Scully said. Mil der backed away fromthe rough edge as the
vi bration grew stronger beneath his feet. A wave of stench struck him sour
and sul furous like a thousand rotten eggs nade into a giant onelet. He covered
hi s nose, choking. Scully, who was accustoned to snelling cadavers and decay
under even the nost horrendous autopsy circunmstances, winkled her nose and
gasped.

"What a stink!" Fernando Aguil ar said.

"Maybe it's the | egendary corpse of Tezcatlipoca," M adimr Rubicon suggested,
unbot hered by the event. "That's a stench bad enough to kill off half the
popul a-tion."

Scully took a cautious sniff and shook her head. "No, that's sul fur—sul fur
dioxide, | think. It's a volcanic gas."

"Maybe we should talk about this a little farther fromthe edge,"” Mil der said.
The four of them hurried back around to the front of the |arge pyramd. "M
knees are still shaking," Scully said. "Wait, that's not my knees—t's the
ground. It hasn't stopped.”

Mul der saw the trees swaying, the ground junping and bucking. In the back of
his skull, in the runbling sub-sonic range below his ability to hear, he
experienced a loud trenor ... growing in power as a deep subsurface event

gai ned strength.

Agui | ar' s hand- pi cked I ndi an gui des stood next to the half-erected tents,

tal ki ng qui ckly anong thensel ves. One stocky man fled into the forest,
shouting back at the others.

"I wonder what their problemis?" Milder said. "Haven't they ever experienced
angry gods before?"

"That's seismc activity," Rubicon said, his voice soundi ng out-of-place,

anal ytical. "Uh, how can there be earthquakes, vol canic action? The Yucatan
Peninsula is a high, stable, limestone plateau—+t is geologically inpos-sible
to have vol canic activity here."

Seemingly to disprove him the ground shuddered as if someone had struck it
with a giant sledgehamer. Plaza flagstones bucked. A group of spindly
mahogany trees beside an old tenple tipped, their roots pulling out of the wet
powdery ground like a dirt-encrusted mat of tentacles.

One of the ancient, half-fallen facades collapsed the rest of the way with an
expl osi on of crumbling stone blocks. Bricks fromthe sides of the
stair-stepped pyram d popped | oose and pattered down, bounci ng, gaining speed.
At the edge of the jungle, the stressed ground split apart |like a newly broken
scab, bl eeding foul gases from beneath the earth's surface. Ml der grabbed
Scully's armto hel p her keep her bal ance.

"We better get away fromthese |arge structures,’
could col |l apse and bury us."

Toget her they hel ped the ol d archaeol ogi st stagger out into the middle of the

Scully said. "One of them



open plaza while the ground swayed and shook beneath them The trees thrashed
about |ike gnashing teeth.

From his vantage Mul der could see the ziggurat rock-ing fromside to side |like
a Chicago skyscraper in a wind-storm He grabbed Scully's shoul der. "Better
hang on!"

But then, before the quake seened ready to reach its peak, the trenors

subsi ded, danpening to a faint vibra-tion that mght well have just been

Mul der's nerves ms-firing with fear

Rubi con smeared his goatee flat, occupying his shak-ing hands with sone

nervous gesture. "Uh, | could be wong about that seismic stability," he said.
Agui lar pointed to the half-fallen tents and the scat-tered supplies. The
canpsite lay enpty, abandoned. "It |ooks |like we have |ost our assistants for

now, " he said, his face ashen. He funbled in his vest pocket to find cigarette
papers and tobacco.

"They'l|l be back tonorrow, am gos. They are good workers. But we are on our
own to prepare this evening's dinner and to recover from our adventure, eh?"
He forced a | augh, which nmade Mil der feel decidedly uneasy.

Rubi con found an awkward seat on one of the upraised flagstones. He hung his
head. "One of the reasons this area interested Cassandra was because of its,
uh, very localized and unusual geological instability. Her first |ove was

geol ogy, you know. My little girl collecting rocks, studying how they were
made, igneous, netanor-phic, and sedinentary. She had a large collection, knew
themall, |abeled themall

"Then Cassandra allowed her interests to shift to dig-ging not just for the
rocks thensel ves but for what |ay hidden in themthe nmarks of hunman inpact and
the history trapped between | ayers of deposited sedi nent and dust. She seened
very excited about certain seismc readings she had obtained in this area—ust
as excited as she was about |leading the first teamout to Xitaclan."

The ol d archaeol ogi st shook his head. "But it still seens inpossible such
violent activity would occur here." He gestured toward the tall centra
pyram d, where a few | oose pebbles continued to rain down the exaggerat ed
steps. "You can see that the area is thoroughly stable—f seismic trenors
occurred frequently, these ruins would have been | evel ed centuries ago. The
mere fact that Xitaclan remains standing provides incontrovertible evi-dence
that this land is phenonenally stable."

"It didn't feel stable a nmonment ago, Senor," Aguilar said, standing with his
feet braced far apart, as if he expected the ground to begin rocking and
shaki ng again at any noment. He finally succeeded in rolling and lighting his
cigarette.

Mul der sifted through the scattered informati on he kept stored in his brain,

t he enornmous anounts of trivia and tidbits gl eaned from encycl opedi as and
reports he had studied over the years. He always tried to remenber itens that
had the slightest unexplained or mysterious flavor to them

"Mbst of the mmjor vol canoes in Central America are in the highlands of

Mexi co, right down the backbone of the country—but vol canoes are unusua
things. One called Paricutin suddenly appeared in 1943 .. . right in the

m ddl e of a Mexican cornfield that was as flat as a tortilla. A farmer was out
plowing his field when the ground began to snoke and shake. For nine years
after-ward the vol cano continued growi ng, dunping over a billion tons of |ava
and ash. It buried two entire towns."

"Ml der, are you saying a volcano just sprang up in the mddl e of nowhere?"
Scul |y asked.

Mul der nodded. "And as it grew, Paricutin was watched by geol ogists from
around the world. Wthin the first twenty-four hours, the vol cano had nade a
twenty-five-foot-tall cinder cone. In eight nonths it grew to about fifteen
hundred feet . . . quite a vigorous little event. In all, Paricutin covered
about seven square miles of the surrounding area with lava and vol cani ¢ ash.
Its maxi mum hei ght topped nine thousand feet—and that was only half a century
ago. No telling what else might just pop out of the ground.™

He | ooked from Scully over to Rubicon and then to Fernando Aguilar. "1'd sleep



lightly tonight and be ready to nake a run for the jungle if a vol cano starts
erupting underneath our feet."

"An excel |l ent suggestion, Senor," Aguilar said, puff-ing on his newly rolled
cigarette.

But Scully | ooked at Miul der with concern, and he knew what she must be

t hi nki ng, because he was both-ered by the sane question. \Wat | arge energy
rel ease, what sharp aftershock could have triggered the burst of volcanic
activity around Xitaclan? And why now?

Sonet hi ng had happened here. Mulder didn't know if it had anything to do with
t he di sappearance of Cassandra Rubicon's team or if it was just a

coi nci dence.

He believed in many unlikely things ... but Mulder had a difficult tinme
bel i eving in coinci dences.

Home of Pieter Grobe, Quintana Roo Sunday, 4:30 p.m



Rermovi ng his policenman's cap at the doorway to the castle-like fortress of
Pieter Gobe, Carlos Barreio waited while the guard made a tel ephone call to
his master. Barreio used the neaty palmof his right hand to slick back his
thi nning dark hair, then brushed his thick black nus-tache in place. He felt
like a supplicant at the gate of a powerful baron, but he would swallow his
pride if need be—for the freedomof his |and.

In his scuffed | eather satchel he held carefully wapped pieces of Mya jade,
ancient relics scavenged fromthe | esser tenples around the Xitaclan site. He
had never before tried to sell historical itens on his own, and he did not
know what price such jade carvings should fetch—but he needed the noney ..

and the Liberation Quintana Roo movenent needed the weapons and the supplies
it would buy.

Agui lar's unreliable assistant Pepe Candel aria had never returned fromhis

m ssion the week before. The wiry little man seened to have abandoned his

not her and sisters, running off sonewhere without ever deliver-ing nore
treasures from Xitaclan, as he'd been instructed to do. Barreio could not

tol erate any additional delay, so he had taken the remaining small pieces he
kept in his possession, and decided to do with them whatever he coul d.
Fernando Victorio Aguilar excelled in selecting dis-cerning custoners for the
nost expensive scul ptures, but Aguilar did not sell the art objects frequently
enough, and Barreio had his own needs. Besides, now with the recent death-no,
the conplete obliterati on—ef Xavier Salida, Barreio had to find new custoners,
even if it meant cultivating them hinmself.

The guard hung up the bl ack tel ephone and grunted, unlatching the
steel -rei nforced wooden door that led into the linmestone block walls of Pieter
G obe's honme—t | ooked nore like a fortress than even sone of the | argest Mya
ruins.

"Master Grobe will see you for fifteen minutes,'
acconpany you."

Barreio cleared his throat and nodded. "Thank you." He brushed down the front
of his white uniform still holding his policeman's cap in one sweaty hand. It
seened deeply ironic for himto be waiting at the plea-sure of a drug lord
when Barrei o was one of the men ostensibly in charge of |aw enforcenent in the
state of Quintana Roo, under corrupt Mexican | aw.

But Barrei o understood the games he had to play in order to acconplish his
mai n goal. The descendants of the Maya had | ong nenories. They had waited for
centuries to be free again, able to recreate their |ost gol den age.

Freedom and i ndependence. The people of Quintana Roo would thank himfor it,
once the turnoil and bl ood-shed and political upheaval had faded into nmenory.
After all, during the great Mexi can Revol ution of 1910, wasn't it true that
one in every eight citizens had been killed? All those martyrs had paid the
price for free-dom-and oftentimes that price was high indeed.

When the guard sl amed the massive front door behind them the echoing boom
sounded |i ke a cannon shot on the Spanish Min.

I nside, G obe's fortress | ooked even nmore Germani ¢ and i nposi ng, snelling of
wood snmoke from poorly ven-tilated fires and mldew in the stone cracks.
Ceiling fans twirled fromrafters above. The hall arches and narrow w ndows
let in only fragnents of light. Shafts of after-noon sun played across the
tiled floors, illumnating faded tapestries on the walls. The roomfelt
clamy, heavily air-conditioned, cold as a tonb.

Barreio felt the guard wal ki ng cl ose beside him shoul dering his automatic
rifle. The Bel gi an expatriate certainly acted paranoi d—and w th good cause,
since rival drug lords killed each other off so frequently that Barreio's
police forces had little tinme to investigate their crimnal activities.
Surprisingly, the guard had allowed himto keep his police-issue revolver in
its side holster; Barreio decided that nmust reflect on the guard' s confidence
and skill, an utter certainty that the automatic rifle would cut himdown nuch

the guard said. "I amto



faster than Barreio could ever draw and fire his pistol. He hoped he woul d
never have to test that assunption.

The police chief wal ked al ong, holding the satchel of jade artifacts in one
hand, his cap in the other, wondering if the clock on his fifteen-mnute

audi ence had begun ticking when he entered the door of the fortress, or if he
woul d be able to talk for the full time once he actually nmet the drug lord
face-to-face.

The burly guard led himthrough the main fortress and out to a screened-in
back porch, a lavish patio area that contained a ki dney-shaped in-ground
Jacuzzi. Doors led off to other rooms, perhaps a sauna, perhaps a shower.
Pieter Gobe sat alone in a canvas chair, reveling in the silence, |istening
to the fine buzz of the jungle outside the walls of his home. He played no
music, listened to no distractions.

Barreio stood at the entrance to the patio, waiting to be noticed. A black

tel ephone rested on a round gl ass table beside G obe's chair. A transparent

pi tcher sat |ooking cool and refreshing, filled with a pale green liquid and
gar-ni shed with round slices of line; the pitcher gleamed with droplets of
perspiration. Like nylon cobwebs, a protective covering of nmosquito netting
draped the wi ndows, the chairs, and a rocking swi ng that hung from chains.
Grobe hinmself, thin and scarecrow sh, sat w thin one such cocoon of netting.
He held a long black cigarette holder with a snol dering, pungent clove
cigarette. obe took a |long puff, exhaled bluish-gray smoke. H s hand slipped
out between the folds of mobsquito netting, reach-ing toward the table. He
grasped the handl e of the pitcher and poured a |ong, |anguid stream of |inmeade
into a glass. He curled his skeletal hand around the glass and drew it inside
t he nosquito webbi ng.

Unable to contain his inpatience, Barreio cleared his throat—earning hinself a
sharp glare fromthe guard

Pi eter Grobe sighed and then turned fromhis con-tenplation, show ng a gaunt
face seamed with deep lines. H's chocol ate-brown hair was thick and carefully
styled, laced with frosty wings at his tenples. Droplets of perspi-ration
stood out on his cheeks and forehead; he | ooked sticky and unconfortable in a
baggy, cream colored cot-ton suit.

"Yes, Senor Barreio?" he said. "Your fifteen m nutes have begun. What is it
you wi sh to discuss with me?" The Bel gian drug lord's voice was quiet,

patient, and firm Barreio already knew that G obe spoke excellent English and
Spani sh without the slightest trace of an accent—a skill that not nany

di pl omats ever acquired with such precision

"I have sone itenms | was hoping mght interest you, Excellency," Barreio said.
He drew a deep breath, swelling his already broad chest as he stepped forward
to another |ow table and set the | eather satchel down before placing his
policeman's cap beside it. The guard stiffened, ready for treachery.

"Don't overreact, Juan," G obe said, not even |ooking at the guard. "Let us
observe with an open mind what has conpelled our friend the police chief to
visit us."

"Jade scul ptures, Excellency," Barreio said, "priceless Maya artifacts. If you
agree to purchase them they will never becone |ost in nuseunms, where they
woul d be squandered for the benefit of the public, their true artistic value
lost."

Barrei o opened the satchel and w thdrew the pieces of Xitaclan scul pture.
"Instead, these itenms will be yours to enjoy in private, as you w sh."

Each artifact showed the predonm nant feathered ser-pent notif, fanciful

drawi ngs of pluned reptilian forms with |l ong fangs and round intelligent eyes,
| egendary creatures the Maya had worshi pped in times | ong past.

Grobe | eaned forward, pushing his gaunt face against the nosquito netting that
surrounded his chair. He stubbed out his clove cigarette and exhal ed again. In
the thick snoke Barreio could snmell a pungent sweet burning scent, not
entirely unlike marijuana.

"And what makes you think I amthe slightest bit interested in purchasing
contraband antiquities, Senor Police Chief Barrei 0?" Gobe said. "Is this



perhaps a ... ‘sting operation’ as the Anericans call it? Are you trying to
tenmpt ne into an illegal act, so that you can arrest me red-handed?"

Barrei o stood back, appalled. "That would be the height of folly, Excellency
G obe, " he said.

"Yes," the Belgian agreed, "yes, it would."

Barrei o continued. "The state of Quintana Roo oper-ates on nuances of power. |
know ny place in this soci-ety, Excellency, and I also know yours. | would
never attenpt sonething so foolish."

He swal lowed. "If | might add, we have seen the results of tangling with you
Excel l ency. | nyself have been to the devastated ruins of Xavier Salida's

villa. It is inconceivable to ne exactly what you did to retaliate against
him but the threat of your supreme power is absolutely clear, and | have no
i ntention of crossing you."

Grobe actually | aughed, a long, dry series of chuckles that m ght have been

m sinterpreted as a cough. "I amglad you fear me so, Senor Barreio. It is
true that the ...squabbl es between nyself and Xavier Salida had esca-Iated
over the past few weeks. But | assure you | had nothing to do with the
devastation that occurred at his household. | w sh whol eheartedly that | knew

how to create such destruction, because then all of nmy rivals would fear ne as
much as you do."

Barreio reeled, off-balance with the information. If not G obe, then who had
destroyed Sal i da? Who had that kind of power in all of Mexico?

The Bel gi an continued. "I have been given to under-stand that you and that
parasite Fernando Aguilar had also sold artifacts to Salida—anci ent Maya
artifacts froma newWwy excavated ruin called ..." G obe placed a sl ender
finger to his lips as he searched for the nanme. "X taclan, | believe. Mny of
nmy Indian servants, including our friend Juan here"-with a gaze cast over his
shoul der, he indicated the rigid guard, who still had not |owered his
rifle—believe that such itens are cursed and should never have been taken
fromtheir resting place. The gods are angered and will exact their vengeance.
"Xavier Salida has already paid for the indiscretion of stealing those
antiquities. Now, | trust these jade arti-facts you intend to sell to nme are
al so from Xi taclan? Senor Barreio, | have no wish to incur the wath of the
anci ent gods."

Barreio forced a | augh and shifted uneasily, toying with one of the jade
feathered serpent carvings. Hs mnd whirled as he tried to think of another
tack, a new way to open negoti ati ons.

He had to sell some of this jade. He had to raise noney. He had al ready
donat ed what cash he could spare fromhis salary, but it was difficult for him
to work as the police chief and also to hide his real passion—the fight for

t he i ndependence of Quintana Roo.

It seenmed only fitting to use the fallen glory of the Maya, the people who had
created civilization in this cor-ner of the Yucatan. Their precious artifacts
woul d finance the struggle for freedom help Barreio and his group of
revol uti onaries to conquer a new and i ndependent |and, help themw n their
struggl e agai nst the corrupt, bankrupt central government of Mexico. If they
succeeded, Liberation Quintana Roo would proclai ma new homel and where the
glory of the Iost Maya could rise again.

"You must be joking, Excellency," he said. "Such superstitions! Surely a
sophi sticated European |ike your-self places no stock in ancient curses?" He
rai sed his dark eyebrows. Hi s thick nmustache bristled, tickling his nose.
Grobe took another patient drink of |imeade, glanced at his wistwatch, then
bl ew out a | ong sigh before he answered. "My own feelings are irrelevant in
this situa-tion, Senor Police Chief Barreio. If the locals believe the
artifacts are cursed, then | amunable to get anyone to work for me. My
househol d servants are afraid. They dis-appear in the night, and | have a
terrible time finding oth-ers to replace them The quality of nmy life

di m ni shes. "

He tapped his enpty cigarette holder on the edge of his chair. "I enjoy ny
lifestyle as it is, without further complications. | don't even want to



consider the possibility that certain followers of the ancient Maya religion
mght try to get their revenge on ne if | were to flaunt these old
arti-facts."”

Grobe |l eaned forward, finally thrusting his narrow, well-lined face out of the
protective netting. His brown eyes bored into Barreio. "Wth all of ny noney,
I can install defenses against attacks fromrival drug produc-ers—but a
suicidal religious fanatic is a threat agai nst which few people can defend."
He slipped the netting back around himagain and gl anced at his watch. "Your
time is up, Senor Barreio. I'msorry we could not accombdate your needs."
Deci di ng agai nst further negotiation, which would at this point sound I|ike

pl eadi ng or wheedling, Barreio returned the itens to their case and snapped
shut the | eather satchel. He placed his cap back on his head and, shoul ders
slunping, he turned to the door that led into the thick-walled fortress.

The Bel gian drug lord called after him "Wait a nonent, Senor Barreio."
Barrei o spun around, his heart beating fast, hoping that G obe had been only
toying with him searching for a better deal. But then the Bel gian said, "Let
me of fer you sonething else of value. | have no interest in your relics, but I
will give you this information for free—for now 1'll trust you to renmenber ne
i f anything el se should cone up where you mght repay ne in kind."

"What is it, Excellency?" Barreio said.

The Bel gi an renoved the stub of the cigarette fromhis holder, fished in his
suit pocket for a dark brown box, and inserted a new clove cigarette. He |it
it, but let it snolder for a few seconds as he answered.

"I have |l earned through international sources that a covert U S. mlitary team
is comng to infiltrate Quintana Roo. It is a search-and-destroy m ssion. The
conmandos intend to find some weapons cache or nmilitary stronghold deep in the
jungl es. Perhaps you know about it? Perhaps it has sonething to do with the
guerrilla revolutionary group known as Liberation Quintana Roo?" He sniled
thinly. "Since you are the police chief in these parts, | thought you m ght

wi sh to be infornmed of this devel opnent."

Barreio froze, feeling the color drain fromhis face. A knot of ice in his
stomach made hi m desperately uneasy, while at the sane tine a flush of anger
surged through his veins. "The U.S. nilitary is com ng here—n secret? How
dare they! Under what pretext?"

"The conmando teamis |anding across the border in Belize, | believe. Wth a
little snooping around |I'm sure you can get nore detailed information."

"Thank you," Barreio said, stunned and startled. "Thank you, Excellency."

The jade relics nearly forgotten, the | eather satchel heavy in his nunb hand,
Barrei o stunbl ed behind the footsteps of the guard.

H s mnd spun, no longer worried about the short-term solution of raising
nmoney by selling artifacts, but wondering what the U S. nilitary had

di scovered, what they could be up to—and if his own plans for state

i nde- pendence m ght be threatened.



Xitaclan ruins Sunday, 8:17 p.m
1



Hours after the bizarre volcanic tremors, the ground had settled back down to
rel ati ve peace. The noxi ous sul furous odors had cleared fromthe air, to be
repl aced by the heady scents of the jungle: the perfunes of flowers, the sharp
spi ce of decaying mulch, and the crackling resin of dry branches consunmed in
their campfire

Fernando Victorio Aguilar came up to them smling, a | oose satchel dangling
at his side. "lInstead of your Anerican junk food, | have secured a repast from
the arns of the forest." He reached inside to withdraw a handful of bul bous
nmushroons nottled with gray-green. He brushed | oose strands of noss and | eaf
debris fromtheir caps. "W shall roast these to start—delicious nush-roons,
eh? They taste |ike nuts when they' ve been cooked."

Mul der's stomach grow ed, but Scully shifted uneasily. "These are safe to

eat ?"

Agui | ar nodded vigorously. "These are local delica-cies, used in nany
traditional Maya dishes. "

Rubi con reached out to take one of the mushroons from Aguilar's hand, hol ding
it close to the firelight. Blinking his surprised-1|ooking blue eyes, he haul ed
up his reading glasses and set themon his perspiration-slick nose. "Yes, |'ve
eaten these before," he said. "Delicious.”" He skewered the nmushroomon a tw g
next to the fire and held it in the flames, roasting it like a canmpfire

mar sh- mal | ow.

"At least he didn't bring us beetle grubs to eat," Milder said. Oher bugs
swar ned around the firelight.

"Yes, grubs!" Aguilar said, clapping his hands in sur-prise. "I can go find
grubs—there are many delicious kinds! O, if you would like a true feast,
could shoot us a nonkey."

"No thanks," Scully said.

"Alittle different fromdinner |ast night," Ml der said.

Dar kness surrounded them | i ke an oppressive blan-ket. Their crackling campfire
stood as an island of warmlight in the mddle of the Xitaclan plaza. In other
ci rcum stances, Milder m ght have suggested they all begin a chorus of "Row,
Row, Row Your Boat." But not here, not now.

Bats fl ew about, swooping silently through the air, their high-pitched chirps
beyond the edge of human hearing, though Mil der could feel the sounds in the
fillings of his teeth. Large night noths flew in graceful spirals, pale

spl ashes agai nst the darkness. Farther out in the jungle they could see the
eyes of predators flickering with reflected gl eans.

Scul ly plucked one of the nushrooms fromher stick, |looked at it snoking in
her fingers, and popped it into her mouth. She chewed, about to conmment on its
taste, when suddenly a bat swooped in front of her face, chonping one of the

| arge nmot hs. The bat swooped off before she could do anything but ree
backward, star-tled.

When Mul der comment ed about the |Indians who had fled fromthe runbling
eruptions and now refused to cone closer to the ruins, Aguilar snorted. "They
are superstitious cowards," he said. "Their respect for their religion

out wei ghs their common sense. They claimthis place still holds the spirits of
their ancestors sacrificed to appease the gods, not to nmention the old gods

t hensel ves. "

Rubi con stared into the shadows, listening to the buzz of insects, the
synmphony of night birds, the dance of preda-tor and prey. He wore a pinched,
concerned | ook on his narrow face. Mil der knew the ol d archaeol ogi st must be

i magi ni ng his daughter |lost and alone in the deep jungle filled with stal king
jaguars and poi sonous snakes ... or rmnurderous treasure-seekers.

Mul der cocked his head as he heard sonething large stirring in the trees, saw
the thick ferns swaying as an unseen creature noved through the undergrowh
outside the edge of firelight. The others didn't notice the distur-bance.

"Thi ngs haven't changed so nmuch in a century,” Rubicon nuttered, far away in
his thoughts. "When | think of Cassandra and her team exploring here, | can't



hel p but remenber sonme of the first amateur archaeolo-gists in this region
They suffered hardshi ps unlike any we are likely to encounter."

Rubi con settled the reading gl asses on his nose. Story tinme, Ml der thought.
"Two of the first white men to explore the Maya ruins were Stephens and

Cat herwood. They were veteran trav-elers, confident they could nake their way
t hrough any rough country.

"They had read sonme obscure books that nentioned great cities buried in the
rain forest, uh, 'ruined and deso-late w thout a name' -+ think those were the
exact words ... I've read their travel diaries.

" St ephens and Cat herwood went into the rain forests of Honduras in 1839. After
days of trudging through the jungle, they finally reached the ruins of Copan
where they encountered fallen buil dings, stone staircases covered with vines
or trees. Stephens and Cat herwood knew not hi ng of Maya hi story, and when they
asked the local Indians who had built the ruins, the Indians sinply shrugged.
"These two gentlenmen returned to Central Anerica on several trips, visiting
dozens of ruined cities. Together they published bestselling accounts of their
adventures, Stephens with his el oquent journals, Cather-wood with his
beautiful illustrations. Their books ignited a huge interest in

ar chaeol ogy—dh, for better or worse.

"But it didn't cone easy—especially not for Cather-wood. He seened to be under
a curse. He contracted nalaria and suffered fromthe recurring fever. He went
lame fromswollen and infected insect bites. His |eft arm becane al nost

paral yzed. He had to be carried on the shoul ders of I|ndians, since he was
unabl e to wal k.

"But he did recover and nmade his way back to set up his paintings in New York
Then a fire broke out, and one of their greatest exhibitions was destroyed—
Cat herwood' s drawi ngs as well as spectacul ar artifacts brought back from Maya
country."

Scul ly shook her head. "Wat a | oss."

Rubi con stared into the canpfire. "Years later, when Catherwood was on his way
back to the States from yet another expedition, he drowned at sea when his
ship col-lided with another. Bad |uck, or a Maya curse—depends on what you
bel i eve. "

Squatting by hinself, Aguilar chewed on sonething that seened inordinately
crunchy. Mil der caught a glinpse of flailing black | egs as the gui de popped
anot her norsel into his nouth.

"A good story, Senor," Aguilar said around a nouth-ful. "But the curse was not
strong enough to stop the flood of white adventurers such as yourself, eh?"
"Or ny daughter," Rubicon said.

Scully stood up to stretch, brushing her legs. "Wll, we should go to bed and
try to get some sleep,” she said. "Any mnute now you'll start telling ghost
stories just to give us the creeps.”

"Good idea," Rubicon said. "W'll want to get up at dawn so we can start our
detail ed investigations, search for traces of ny daughter.”

Mul der said dryly, "l guess the story about teenagers necking on Lover's Lane
will have to wait for another night."



Mul der woke in the niddle of the night to the sound of rustling and creeping
noi ses. Close, too close. He blinked, then sat up, listening intently.

He definitely heard sonething noving outside across the plaza ... perhaps a

| arge predator stal king them searching for easy prey. The flimsy fabric walls
of his tent seened weak and unprotective.

He | eaned forward cautiously, parting the folds of nbsquito netting to reach
the opening flap of the tent. He accidentally rustled the cloth and froze,
listening intently—but he did not hear the sound outside again.

He pictured sone | arge carnivorous nonster fromthe jungle, a prehistoric
denizen lost in time, sniffing the air, |ooking toward the sound he had made.
Swal | owi ng, Ml der gradually eased his tent flap open, pushing his head out
into the open night air.

The bright gi bbous moon had just begun to rise |ike a half-closed eye,
spilling pale watery light across the tree-tops as thick clouds scudded across
t he sky.

The tents had been erected next to one of the weath-ered stel ae around which
the feathered serpent wapped itself like a vicious protector. The tall stela
tilted at a slight angle, its shadow blurred and indistinct on the buckl ed

fl agstones of the plaza.

Qut in the jungle the line of skeletal trees and tangled bl ackness seened
quiet and still. This late in the core of night, even the nocturnal creatures
hung back, waiting.

Mul der heard the rustling sound again, a rattling grow. He scanned the
darkness, trying to find its source, but he saw nothing, only shadows, no
nmoverrent. He waited, breathing shallowy, his attention entirely focused.
Finally, just when he had convinced hinself that he had heard nothing nore
than his overactive inmagination, Ml der caught a withing flash, something
stirring in the nmoonlight at the edge of the jungle.

He turned, trying to see clearly in the uncertain illu-mnation. In the tall,
matted trees and the dangling creep-ers, he spotted a huge serpentine body
nmovi ng sinuously, slithering, plowing its way through the underbrush with
incredible stealth.

He gasped—and the thing turned toward him He saw a flash of flam ng eyes, a
glint of inpossibly |long scal es—feathery scales, like cloth mrrors
over |l appi ng, reflecting a dazzling sequence of noon images back at him

Then, with a flick of its |lissome body, the thing van-ished into the m dnight
shadows. Ml der saw no further sign of it, though he waited for many m nutes.
Once, he thought he heard a cracking branch deep in the jungl e—but that could
have been from anyt hi ng.

Eventual |y he went back to bed, crawling inside his tent and replaying the
scene over and over in his mnd. He needed to understand just what—f
anyt hi ng—he had seen.

Sleep was a long time coning for him



Xitacl an rui ns Monday, dawn



The | ocal hel pers returned at daybreak, just as Fernando Aguil ar had

predi cted. The guide sat over the cooling canpfire, snoking one of his
hand-roll ed cigarettes, scowing at the Indians who crept into the plaza,
heads down as if in enbarrassnent.

Mul der crawl ed out of his tent, watching the locals, who | ooked for all the
world Iike a blue-collar crew showing up for the norning shift. Viadimr

Rubi con was al ready up, scrutinizing the nearest feathered serpent stela,
usi ng a pocketknife to pry |Ioose lunps of noss to get a better |ook at the

gl yphs.

"Ah, Agent Mil der, you're up!" Rubicon said. "Today we're sure to find sone
sign of what ny daugh-ter and her team were doi ng. She must have uncovered a
secret in these ruins. If we can find the sane secret, we'll discover why her
t eam vani shed. "

Hearing their voices, Scully also crawl ed out of her tent. "Good norning.

Mul der, are you cooki ng breakfast ?"

"Just cereal and mlk for ne, thanks," he replied.

Agui |l ar tossed away the stub of his vile-snelling cigarette. He | ooked freshly
shaved. Seeing his enpl oyers awake and about, Aguilar turned to berate the

I ndians in a | anguage Mul der coul dn't understand, his voice filled with

di sgust .

"What's he saying?" Scully asked. "Wat did they do?"

VI adi mir Rubicon |istened a nonent before snaking his head. "It nust be a Maya
| anguage derivative. Many of the locals still speak the old tongue." He

shrugged. "Uh, | suspect they didn't do anything wong, other than running off
into the night. Aguilar's just trying to inpress us with his authority."

"l had a boss like that once," Ml der said.

Agui |l ar came over, grinning at themas if he had just |earned what they were
getting himfor his birthday. "Good norning, amigos," he said. "Today we shal
di s-cover the nysteries of |lost Xitaclan, eh? W shall |earn what happened to
the I ovely Senorita Rubicon and her conpanions.”

"Have you asked the |ocal s?" Scully said, gesturing to the Indians who
appeared appropriately cowed after the long string of beratenents.

Agui l ar said, "They claimthe spirit of this place has taken Senorita Rubicon
The ol d gods are hungry for blood after so many years. That is why the natives
canp away fromthe ruins. They are not civilized people, like you and |I. They
don't even try to pretend.”

"But did any of these workers remain to assist the archaeol ogi sts?" Scully
sai d, her voice harder, pressing for an answer. "Somebody nust know "
"Senorita Scully, | guided the archaeology teamto Xitaclan, for which they
paid ne a | ot of Anerican noney—and | amvery grateful. These Indians,
descen-dants of the Maya, say there were many | oud noi ses, strange activities,
after | had left. Senorita Rubicon and her friends |aughed at themfor their
fool i shness, but the Maya helpers all ran to safety. Now they say the gods
have shown who is foolish and who is wi se."

"Sort of like failing a supernatural 1Q test,"” Ml der mnuttered.

Agui |l ar rummaged around in his pocket for paper and tobacco to fashion hinself
another cigarette. A beautiful green-feathered bird flitted across the plaza
fromone tall tree to another, singing out a thin nmusical call. The Indians
stopped their work, pointing up and chattering to each other in amazemnent.
"Look, the quetzal bird," Aguilar said, nodding. He took off his ocel ot-skin
hat to shade his eyes in the slanted norning light. "Very precious. The Mya
used quetzal feathers for many of their cerenmpnial dresses.”

Rubi con frowned and | ooked around as if he m ght see some sign of his
daughter, while Miulder turned back to Aguilar, exasperated. "Do they know what
happened to Cassandra, or not?"

Agui |l ar shrugged. "All | know is that Senorita Rubicon was safe and quite
happy with the work await-ing her when | left her to return to Cancun."



"Let's get busy | ooking for her, then," Scully said.

"These ruins may extend for a mle or so," Rubicon said, stretching out his
arm "with separate sites or temple buildings blocked off from each other by
t he dense trees and vegetation."

"Tell the locals what we're searching for,"'
hel p us comb the site.”

Agui | ar passed on the information, and the Indians dispersed to the jungle,
diligently scouring the fallen ruins, talking excitedly with each other. Somne
| ooked uneasy, sone confused, others eager, as they undertook the exploration
Scul ly, Mulder, and Rubi con wandered around Xitacl an, wal king the | ength of
the overgrown ball court, poking in al coves and niches, searching for clues,
bod-i es—er even a note expl ai ning that Cassandra and her conpani ons had gone
off to get groceries.

Scully said, "Their team consisted of an engi neer, two archaeol ogists, a

hi er ogl yphi cs expert, and a pho-tographer. No real survival expert in the
bunch."” She scanned the clotted trees, |ow pal s, the dense vegeta-tion
hangi ng fromthe branches. The sun lit everything like a spotlight.

Scul ly sug-gested. "Maybe they can

"Even if all the helpers ran off, like they did last night, | still can't

i magi ne Cassandra's teamtrying to make their own way through the jungle. W
just completed our own hike to get here," she said. "I wouldn't want to do

that wthout a guide."

"Cassandra was good at survival," Rubicon said. "She had topographical nmaps

and plenty of conmon sense.”

Scully lowered her voice. "l studied the maps nyself last night, and |I'm not

certain our friend Aguilar brought us on the nost straightforward path. |

t hi nk he m ght have been del aying us for some reason."

"I don't trust himeither," Mil der said, "but he seens nore |ike an obnoxious
used-car sal esman than an out-right crimnal."

"Remenber, this is a rough country, Agent Mil der," Rubicon said. "However, if
t he Maya hel pers had i ndeed abandoned Cassandra and her friends, it would be
only a matter of time before she was forced to take some drastic action
They'd have to find their way back to civilization somehow. "

"So Aguil ar dropped them off, |eaving his Indian helpers here ... and then the
I ndi ans coul d have aban-doned the team" Scully said. "Mybe anot her ground
trenor?"

Rubi con nodded, blinking repeatedly in the bright sunlight. "I hope that's
what happened. "

"Wth no nore supplies,” Scully pointed out, "Cassandra woul d have had no
choice but to fight her way through the jungles.”

"But would they all have gone together?" Ml der asked. He ran his fingers

al ong the gl yph-carved wall bl ocks of the ball court. Something small and fast
skit-tered into a shadowy crack. "It would make sense that, say, two of the
team menbers would go to get help while the rest remai ned here.”

"You saw how difficult the jungles were, Milder," Scully said. "Mybe she
thought it was their best bet not to separate.”

"It still doesn't sound right," Ml der said.

Rubi con shook his head. Hi s white-blond hair clung to his skull, cenented by
perspiration. "For myself, | hope that story is true, because then there's
still hope for ny little girl."

Fromnot far off in the jungle, they heard a shout of excitement. One of the

I ndi ans call ed over and over. "Let's go," Mil der said, running. "They've found
some-t hing. "

VI adi mi r Rubi con puffed and wheezed, keeping up with them as they stepped over
fallen trees, clinbed rocks, splashed through streams. Once Mil der startled a
| arge ani mal that bounded off into the ferns and shrubs. He couldn't see what
it was, but he felt a sud-den cold sensation, a lunp in his throat. Perhaps he
woul d get a better |ook at one of those slithering crea-tures he had

hal f-i magi ned in the noonlight the night before. Could it be the basis for
certain Maya myths, nonstrous predators responsible for the numerous

di s- appearances over the years . . . including Cassandra Rubicon's?



Before long, they came upon a snmall tenple barely the size of a tool shed.
Though anci ent and overgrown, it seened sturdy enough. Mich of the underbrush
had been cl eared away, the creepers pulled down to expose stone walls, a

| owceilinged interior.

Near the opening, one of the Maya hel pers stood | ooki ng cowed whil e Fernando
Agui |l ar snapped at him his face storny and |ivid—-but the nmoment Aguil ar saw
t he approachi ng Anericans, his expression transformed mracul ously. He swept
off his spotted hat. "Look what we have found, am gos!" he said. "Equipnent
stored by Senorita Rubicon's team"

In the tenmpl e shadows, a pile of crates huddl ed under a tarp. Like a matador
taunting a bull, Aguilar grabbed the corner of the tarp and yanked it off to
reveal the cache of supplies.

"Senorita Rubicon's team nust have left these crates here protected fromwild
ani mal s. Though the other equi pnent has vani shed, these itens appear to have
been untouched. What a lucky find for us."

"But why would she leave all this here?" Scully said quietly.

"Look, food supplies and the radio transmtter," Aguilar said. "This | arge box
has something else inside it." Aguilar bent down to scrutinize the crate. He
ges-tured for one of the Indians to help himpry open the top

"Mul der," Scully kept her voice |low, "do you know what this nmeans? Cassandra
couldn't have gone off in search of supplies. There's enough food here for
weeks, and the team could have used the transmitter to call for help any
tinme."

VI adi mir Rubi con eagerly bent forward to inspect the |large crate, shoul dering
asi de the Indian and using his big-knuckled fingers to pull open the top of
the crate while Aguil ar stepped back to observe.

Scully watched, surprised to see the contents. "It's an underwater suit and

air hoses," she said, puzzled. "Was Cassandra intending to explore the
cenot e?"
"That makes good archaeol ogi cal sense,” Rubicon said, nodding vigorously. "In

those deep wells artifacts are preserved for centuries and centuries. Yes, she
woul d have wanted to go down there, my Cassandra—just |ike Thonpson."

Scully swatted away a stinging fly. "Who was Thonmpson? | don't recall any
nmenber of their teamwth that nane."”

Startled fromhis concentration, Rubicon |ooked up fromthe weat her-stai ned
crates. "Who? Ch, Thonmpson—no, | neant Edward Thonpson, the last of the great
ama-teur archaeol ogists here in the Yucatan. He spent years studying the
cenote at Chichen Itza, where he found the single greatest treasure trove of
Maya artifacts ever recovered."

Skeptically, Miulder held up the diving suit's linp sleeve of rubberized canvas
fabric. "He dove down into a deep sacrificial well |like the one out there?" He
gestured back toward the main plaza and the tall pyranid

Rubi con shook his head. "Unh, not at first. He spent years dredgi ng, dropping a
cast-iron bucket down to the bottom scooping up |oads of nuck, and sifting
through it by hand. He recovered bones and cloth and jade, several intact
skul | s—ene of which had been used as a cereno-nial censer and still snelled of
per f ure.

"But after a while, Thonpson decided that the clumsy dredge couldn't do as
good a job as a diver working hands-on. He had planned for that possibility
when he | aunched his original expedition, buying the equipnment, acquiring
training. He taught his four Indian hel pers howto operate the air punps, the
wi nches. "

Rubi con | ooked down at the diving suit his daughter had intended to wear, and
seened to suppress a shudder. "Wen Thonpson went under the cenote, the solemm
I ndi ans waved goodbye to him confident they'd never see himagain. In his own
words, he sank 'like a bag of lead,' thirty feet down into water so dark that
even his flashlight couldn't penetrate it. At the bottomhe felt around in the
mud to find artifacts—eoins, jade, scul p-tures, rubber objects.

"But despite his arnored diving suit, Thonpson sus-tained severe ear damage
fromhis dives. The locals | ooked on himwith awe fromthat point on—he was



the only living person ever to have gone into the sacred cenote and survive."
Scul |y nodded. "And you think your daughter intended to followin his
footsteps, exploring the Xitaclan cenote."

Mul der pawed around the equi pment packed into the crates. "Doesn't |ook |ike
she had a chance to use the suit, though," he said. "The manufacturer's
warranty sticker is still onit."

"She was interrupted before she could conplete her investigations," Rubicon
sai d.

Mul der saw Fernando Aguil ar flash a final angry glance at the Indian, who
turned away, his shoul ders sl unped.

"Yes, but interrupted by what?" Ml der said.

kkhkkkkk*k



Toget her, they clinbed the steps of the central Pyram d of Kukul kan. Panting
in the humd air, they exerted thenselves up the steep incline and the narrow
and uneven |imestone stairs.

"Careful,” Milder said seriously. "It's not very sta-ble."

Rubi con bent to inspect the weathered stairs themselves, pointing out
carvings that had been picked clean, the noss renoved, the dirt and |imestone
pow der brushed away fromthe cracks.

"See, Cassandra's team has cleaned the first twelve steps. If | could read

t hese gl yphs, we could |l earn why the Maya built Xitaclan, what made this place
such a sacred site." He stood up, pressing a hand against his | ower back. "But
I"'mnot an expert in this form Few peo-ple are. Maya gl yphs are anong the
nmost difficult of all mankind's witten | anguages to deci pher. That's why
Cassandra brought her own special epigrapher with her team™

"Yes," Scully said, "Christopher Porte."

Rubi con shrugged. "I understand he was quite skilled."

"Let's see what's on the top of the pyramd," Ml der said, and trudged higher
up the steep incline.

"Probably an open-air tenple," Rubicon answered. "The high priest would stand
on the platformand face the rising sun before he nade his sacrifices."

At the top, Milder stopped, placed his hands on his hips, and drew a deep
breath as he took in the spectacu-lar view

The Central American jungle spread out like a flat carpet as far as he could
see, trees laden with vines, everything a lush, lush green. Stone tenple ruins
in the distance poked up through the foliage |ike giant tonb-stones.

"The past is strong in this place,” Rubicon nuttered.

Mul der coul d i magi ne the Maya priests feeling god-like, standing so close to
heaven under the poundi ng norning sun. The crowds woul d have waited in the

pl aza bel ow, congregating after their labors out in the forest where they

sl ashed and burned to plant crops of maize and beans and peppers. The priest
stood here at the top, perhaps with his drugged or bound sacrificial victim
ready to shed bl ood to honor the gods.

Mul der' s runaway i rmagi nati on was jarred when old Vladimr Rubicon cupped his
hands around his nmouth and shouted "Cassandral!" into the jungle. H's words
echoed across the | andscape, startling birds fromthe treetops. "Cassandral"
he bel | owed agai n.

Rubi con | ooked around, listening, waiting. Milder and Scully stood next to the
archaeol ogi st, holding their breath. The old man had tears in his eyes. "I had
to try," he said, shrugging his bony shoul ders.

Then, | ooki ng enbarrassed, Rubicon turned to the tall tenple pillars and the
flat platform Ml der saw el abo-rate stone designs chiseled into the
linestone, flecks of paint still visible in the protected crevices and

cranni es.

The buil ders of Xitaclan had repeated the feathered serpent notif again and
again, creating conflicting inpressions of fear and protection, power and
sub-servience. O her drawi ngs showed a tall nan, faceless, with sone strange
body arnor or a suit, flames flowi ng frombehind him A rounded covering on
his head that | ooked unm stakably like a ..

"Doesn't that figure remi nd you of sonething, Scully?" he asked

She crossed her arnms over her chest, then shook her head. "You' re not going to
connect ancient astronauts with a nissing-persons case, are you, Ml der?"
"Just | ooking at the evidence with nmy own eyes," he said quietly. "Maybe
Cassandra found sone information that others wanted to keep hidden."

"That is Kukul kan," Rubicon said, not hearing Mil der as he pointed to other

i mges that showed a strangely shaped ship, coiled designs that may well have
been pi eces of machinery or equi pment. "Very powerful and very w se, he

br ought know edge down fromthe sky. He stole fire fromthe gods and delivered
it to the people.”

Mul der | ooked at Scully, raising his eyebrows. "Just a myth," she said.

Rubi con put his half-glasses on his nose; then, realiz-ing how usel ess the



gesture was, slipped them back off again to let them dangle at his throat.
"God of wind, the master of life, Kukulkan brought civilization to the Mya
peopl e at the beginning of tine. He invented netallurgy. He was the patron of
every art."

"A Renai ssance kind of guy," Ml der said.

"Kukul kan rul ed for many centuries until eventually his eneny Tezcatli poca
drove hi mout—dh, the guy whose corpse gave off such a snell. Kukul kan had to
return to his honeland, so he burned his own houses, which were built of
silver and shells, and then set sail to the east on the sea. Kukul kan

di sappeared, prom sing he would return to the people one day."

Mul der felt the excitenent beating in his heart. "Houses built of silver and
shel I s" coul d have neant netal and glass; adding all the fire imgery, he
pictured a rocket or a spaceship.

"The Maya people were so convinced by their |eg-end,” Rubicon continued,
shadi ng his eyes to ook toward the horizon, "that they stationed sentries to
wat ch the east coast, uh, waiting for Kukul kan. \Wen the Spaniards canme in
their tall galleons, wearing bright netal breastplates, the Maya were

convi nced Kukul kan had returned."

"Men in silver suits could easily be confused for spacenen,” he said.
"You're wel come to your opinion, Milder," she said. "I knowit's no use trying
to talk you out of it. But we've still got a mi ssing archaeol ogy teamto find.

What do Maya gods and anci ent astronauts have to do with our case?"
"Nothing, |I'msure, Scully,"” Miulder said in a voice that said exactly the
opposite. He kept his smle to himself. "Nothing at all."



Xitaclan rui ns Monday, 3:10 p.m



On their way back down the steep stairs on the opposite side of the pyranid
where the steps were nore uneven and crunbling, Scully watched as Rubi con

poi nted out where soneone with a clunmsy pickaxe and chisel had broken free
ornate carvings, alcoves perhaps containing jade artifacts and other val uable
obj ect s.

Rubi con, his tenper rising, said in disgust, "These artifacts are probably for
sale on the black market in Cancun or Mexico City to self-styled pre-Col onbi an
art collectors, or just people who want to own something so no one el se may
have it. Cassandra may have run into sone of these thieves."

"But this area is so isolated," Scully said, follow ng himdown the |ast few
steps of the central pyranid. They wal ked across the flagstoned plaza. "How
woul d the arti-facts be distributed? There would have to be sonme kind of
network in place."

"I wouldn't put it past men like him" Rubicon said, gesturing with a sharp

el bow toward Fernando Victorio Aguilar, who bustled up to them tossing aside
t he remai ns of another hand-rolled cigarette.

"Did you find anything up there, am gos?" he said, pandering.

A deeply of fended anger burned behi nd Rubicon's blue eyes. "We'll conpl ete our
initial inspection of the area today, but if we haven't uncovered any sign of
t hem by tonorrow norning, we should use Cassandra's trans-mitter and contact

t he Mexican officials, request imedi-ate assistance. They can send their own
i nspectors and security forces. National forces, not |ocals—the |locals are
probably in on any bl ack-market trade." He scow ed. "Many artifacts have

al ready been illegally renmoved."

Agui |l ar | ooked at him his expression a conbination of mffed annoyance and
wounded pride. "What you see could have been caused by treasure seekers from
| ong ago, Senor Rubicon. Xitaclan has been unprotected for a long, long tine."
Rubi con glared at him "M. Aguilar, anyone with eyes can see the fresh scars.
I know these itens have been renmpoved very recently, uh, within nonths,

pr obably weeks."

Agui |l ar crossed his tanned arms over his chest, purs-ing his lips. "Then

per haps your daughter's archaeol ogy team renoved the nost val uabl e pieces for
their own profit, eh? They work for nuseuns back in America, do they not?"
Rubi con | eaned cl oser to Aguilar, thrusting his lower lip out so that his

yel l ow-gray goatee bristled. "My Cassandra and all of her team menbers woul d
never do such a thing," he said. "They know the value of historical artifacts,
especially artifacts that nust remain in place for further study."

"I sense that you do not trust ne, Senor Rubicon," Aguilar said, tugging on
his hat. Hi s voice held a con-ciliatory tone. "But we must work together, eh?
We are isolated here at Xitaclan. W nust make the best of it and not becone
enem es. It could be dangerous if we fail to work as a team"

Scully headed back to their canpsite as the discus-sion between Rubi con and

t he | ong- haired Mexi can gui de became nore heated. She renoved her pack and
dropped it beside the tent. Though it was broad day-light, the entire crew of
Maya hel pers had once again vani shed into the jungles, nowhere to be seen. It
made her feel strangely uneasy.

Scully stopped by the nearer of the two tall stelae, elaborately carved with
feat hered serpents. She exam ned the eroded carving in the bright daylight,
noticing a change in the dull weathered |inestone—bright red splattered the
carvings, dollops of thick crimson |like paint that dripped fromthe fangs of
one of the largest feathered serpents. She |eaned forward, curious and
revolted at the sane tine.

Soneone had rubbed bl ood inside the stone nouth of the feathered serpent, as
if giving the carving a taste ... a fresh sacrifice. She followed the trail of
bl ood droplets down the tall pillar to the buckled flagstones at its base.
"Mul der!" she cri ed.

Her partner canme running with an al armed expres-sion on his face. Rubicon and



Agui |l ar stood frozen, their faces flushed fromtheir argunent, |ooking to see
what had interrupted them

Scully indicated the bright red streaks on the stela ... and then gestured to
the severed human finger that lay in a pool of congealing blood on the

fl agst one.

Mul der bent down to | ook at the anputated finger. The expression of disgust
flickered for only an instant on his placid face.

Agui |l ar and Rubicon finally cane up and stared down wi thout words at the

bl ood, the severed digit.

"It looks fresh," Scully said. "No nore than an hour or so."

Mul der touched the tacky blood. "Just barely starting to dry. It mnust have

happened while we were up on the pyramid. | didn't hear any screans, though
Agui l ar, you were down here."
"No, | was out in the jungle." He shook his head in dismay and took off his

ocelot-skin hat, as if in reverence for a dead friend. "I was afraid of this,
very afraid." He | owered his voice, |ooking around furtively. He nar-rowed his
eyes, as if concerned the Indians m ght be watching fromthe fringes of the
jungle, spying on their potential victims. "Yes, very afraid.”

Agui |l ar wal ked around the stela, as if searching for other evidence. "The Mya
religion is very ancient. Their rituals were celebrated for a thousand years
before white explorers ever came to our shores, and they becane nuch nore

vi ol ent when they mixed with the Toltec. People don't forget their beliefs so
easily, eh?"

"Wait a minute," Scully said. "Are you saying that sonme of the Mya
descendants still practice the old reli-gion? Cutting out hearts and throw ng
people into sacrifi-cial wells?"

Scully felt a sense of dread as she began to piece together a scenario that
even Mul der woul d bel i eve—how Cassandra Rubi con and her team had becone
vic-tins in a bloodthirsty sacrificial ritual

Rubi con said, "Well, some of the people still renenber the ancient Toltec
chants and observe the festivals, though nost have been Christianized ... or
at least civilized. Some few, though, continue to practice the Wodwork and
self-mutilation. Especially out here, away fromthe cities."
"Self-mutilation?" Milder said. "You mean one of those Indians cut off his own
finger?"

Rubi con nodded, touching the pattern of blood on the limestone pillar
"Probably with an obsidian knife."

Scully tried to imagine the religious fervor required to take a splintered
stone kni fe and hack away a finger, saw ng through sinew and bone wi t hout
maki ng so much as a cry of pain.

Rubi con seened nore detached, as if the possibility of his daughter and her
conpani ons beconmi ng a bl ood sacrifice had not yet occurred to him

"The Maya and Toltec rituals shed a great deal of blood, both their own and
that of prisoners and victims. At the holiest of festivals, the high king
woul d take a stingray spine and reach under his loincloth to pierce his own
foreskin."

Scully saw Mul der swal | ow hard. "Quch."

"Blood is a very powerful force," Aguilar agreed.

"The bl ood that flowed out dribbled across long strips of nul berry-bark paper
tracing patterns of red droplets. Sone of the priests could divine the future
fromthese patterns." Rubicon | ooked up at the sky. "Afterward, the strips of
bl ood-spattered paper were rolled up and burned so that the sacred snoke coul d
send nessages to the gods."

Scully | ooked grimy at the fresh blood. "If one of those Indians just chopped
off his finger with a stone knife," she said, "he requires medical attention
Wth this kind of crude anputation, the man could easily get gan-grene,
especially in a tropical climte such as this."

Agui l ar found a bent and mangl ed cigarette in his pocket and tugged it out,
sticking it between his lips with-out lighting it. "You will not find him
Senorita, never," he said. "The man woul d have run away, far from Xitacl an. He



has made his sacrifice to the guardi ans of Kukul kan—but now that we know his
true religion, we will not see himagain. The Maya peopl e here have a | ong
menory. They are still deathly afraid of the white man and perse-cution. They
renenber one of the first white governors here, a nman naned Father Diego de
Landa. A butcher."”

Rubi con grunted in agreenent, his face showi ng an expression of distaste. "He
was a Franciscan friar, and under his guidance tenples were torn down, shrines
smashed. Anyone caught worshi pping an idol was whi pped, their joints stretched
with pulleys, boiling water poured on their skin.

Agui | ar nodded eagerly, as if glad to have the ol d archaeol ogi st back on his
side again. "Si, Father de Landa found Indians who could still read old
writings, and he attenpted to translate the heiroglyphics. But to himit was
all against the Christian Wrd of God, eh? Cursed. Wen they showed hima
cache of thirty books bound in jaguar skin, many filled with serpent

drawi ngs, he decided they contained with fal sehoods of the devil. So he
burned themall."

Rubi con | ooked pained just to hear of the loss. "De Landa tortured five

t housand Maya, killing nearly two hundred of them before he was summoned back
to Spain for his excesses. Wiile he amaited trial, he conmposed a long treatise
detailing everything he had | earned."

"And was he convicted for his appalling behavior?" Scully asked.

Agui |l ar raised his eyebrows and barked a | augh. "No, Senorita! He was sent
back to the Yucatan—as a bishop this tinme!"

Rubi con | ooked contenpl ative as he knelt in front of the bl oodstained stela.
Scully bent over to pick up the severed finger. It still felt faintly warm and
rubbery. The thickened blood at the end did not drip off. She saw the ragged
stunp, where the stone knife had hacked through the flesh and bone.

If sonme of these people still practiced their violent religion, she wondered
what other . . . sacrifices they m ght have nade.



Yucatan jungl e, Belize border Tuesday, 0215 military tine



The jungl e was the eneny, an obstacle, an object to be defeated—and Mj or
WIllis Jakes had no doubt that his hand-picked squadron woul d succeed in
conquering it. That was their mssion, and that was what they would do. The
ten nmenbers of his covert infiltration squad wore jungl e camoufl age uniforns
and ni ght-vision goggles. After being |landed in secret on an uninhabited shore
at the northern border of Belize, they had struck off over-land through the
jungles in a pair of all-terrain vehicles.

The nost difficult part had been i mredi ately upon | andi ng, dumped off at the
edge of the bay, Bahia Chetunal, crossing a few night-deserted roads and the
bri dge over the narrow Laguna de Bacal or, and then plunging into the trackl ess
Qui ntana Roo wi | derness.

Negotiating a path through the rain forest, they fol-lowed a digitized map,
choosi ng a course that avoided even neagerly inhabited areas as they nmade a
beeline for their destination. Mich of the area showed no sign of human
settlenent, no roads or villages whatsoever . . . just the way the major
preferred it.

Jakes's team had to maintain a good pace to put themwell past all roads and

t he popul ated coastal areas before daybreak. They could not afford to rest but
had to pro-ceed, always bearing in mnd that they nust reach their target—the
source of the high-power encrypted signal —sonetine during the foll ow ng

ni ght. Under cover of darkness, they hoped to acconplish their mssion. Before
they could go home, the secret military base nust be conpletely destroyed.
Their narrow bodied all-terrain vehicles chewed up the offendi ng tangl es of
foliage, crushing an obvious path through the forest . . . but in a place
where no one woul d ever | ook. Even if anyone spotted Major Jakes's team the
conmandos woul d be | ong gone before any organi zed response could find them
The heavily inflated, arnmored wheels of the ATV tranpled the undergrowh, each
axle pivoting on its own ginbal to allow the utnost flexibility in negotiating
the terrain.

Hal f of Jakes's teamrode in the vehicles, while the other half strode briskly
behi nd, keeping up the pace across the newy cleared path. Every hour, they
woul d switch, so that the first group of riders walked and the hi kers rode. He
had | earned through experience that this was the nost efficient way to bring
his team overl and under cover, without requiring bureaucratic perm ssion or
right of clearance fromany foreign governnent. This covert operation did not

officially exist... any nore than did the secret weapons cache or the
undocumented nmili-tary base deep in the Yucatan jungles.

Maj or Jakes didn't worry about the inplications of such things. His orders
were straightforward ... not simple by any nmeans, but at |east clear-cut. He

didn't ask questions unless they pertained to the mission, and his team
menbers asked for even fewer details than he did. They knew better
Intensified by the night-vision goggles in front of his eyes, greenish

residual light made the | andscape | ook alien and surreal. Mjor Jakes knew how
to handle it. He and his teamhad infiltrated and destroyed nany other illega
installations that technically did not exist. Certainly, they existed no

| onger.

He rode in the lead all-terrain vehicle. Beside himhis driver, a first
lieutenant, noved al ong at the best speed he could nmanage. The driver shone a
bright mer-cury spotlight in front of them always keeping his eyes open for

i nsurnount abl e obstacles. So far, they had nanaged to ninimze their
backtracki ng and continue on a very satisfying forward pace.

Get it right the first tinme, his father had al ways sai d—and young WIlis
Jakes had learned to follow that credo. He could think of few things worse
than being forced to repeat a chore, or homework, while his father paced in

t he background, a stern tasknaster and absol utely unfor-giving.

"The world is never forgiving," he had told his son. "Best you |l earn that
early in life." Jakes had spent hours upon hours standing notionl ess against a



wal |, contemplating his grades or his test scores. He had | earned how to

focus utterly on a goal ... howto get it right the first tine.

The spotlight gl eamed across the | eaves of the jungle, which swayed in unfelt

breezes as if the forest itself were alive. Suddenly Jakes saw two piercingly

bright coins, the eyes of a predator, above head level in the trees.

The first lieutenant swept the spotlight up to catch the novenent, and a sl eek

spotted cat bounded away from one branch to another. Jakes knew that his other

ni ne soldiers had automatically flinched for their weapons, prepared to shoot

the large cat. But the jaguar showed no stomach for fighting and fled into the

dar k- ness.

They rode in silence, rocking and bucking, the vehicle [urching over fallen

trees and rocks, yet maintaining its bal ance. Mjor Jakes and the other riders

struggled to keep hold of their seats. His ribs ached, and his stonach

gurgled. He didn't find the rough ride nore confortable than wal king, but it

did all ow sone nuscles to rest while taxing others.

On one m ssion in southern Bosnia, he had added a new menber to his team a

radi o operator who seenmed to consider it part of his job as a conmunications

specialist to talk all the time. Jakes and his team preferred the sil ence,

focusing their efforts on attuning all reflexes and all senses to maxi mum

per f or mance—but the new com rmuni cati ons specialist wanted to chat about his

fam |y, about his high school, about books he had read, about the weather.

Maj or Jakes knew the young man woul dn't work out fromthe begi nning. He had

al ready decided to request a replacenent, but the new radi o operator had been

shot by sniper fire while retreating froma nicrowave-relay substation the

conmando team had just destroyed.

The nmission itself had never been mentioned in any newspaper or on any TV

network. As far as the boy's par-ents knew, he had died in a freak training

accident in Al abama, during specialized exercises. Luckily, the boy's parents

had been nmenbers of the "Stars and Stripes, God, and Apple Pie" party and had

never even considered asking for an investigation or bringing a wongful -death

| awsuit that would have required even nore conplicated coverups...

Now, journeying into the jungles, the other menbers rode in silence, as usual

contenpl ating the Xitaclan mis-sion, going over the details step by step. They

were profes-sionals, and Jakes knew he coul d count on them

Behi nd him the expl osives expert grunted and sighed as he pressed his hands

together in an endless ritual of isonetric exercises to keep hinmself in shape.

Maj or Jakes did not question his actions, because the nan had al ways perforned

i mpeccabl y.

Jakes checked his watch, then called for a brief halt. "Time to switch crews,"”

he said. "But first let's triangu-late on the signal and verify its position."

In the front of the second all-terrain vehicle, the new comunications officer

flipped up a flatscreen grid. He extended antennas fromthe sides of the ATV

and adj usted frequencies until he picked up the pul sing message that even the

Pent agon' s best decryption experts found inconprehensi bl e.

The signal pulsed loud and clear, |ike a subsonic jack-hanmer broadcast in al

directions far and wi de. Mjor Jakes couldn't conmprehend who might be its

i ntended lis-tener, or who had sent it. It sounded |ike a foghorn, a warning
per haps even an SOS. But what could that nmean? So far, no one had bothered

toreply to it.

"W are on course, Major," the comunications spe-cialist said. "The signal is

I oud and strong, and its posi-tion has not changed. According to ny estinate

on this topo map, we've already passed fifteen kil ometers beyond Mexico

H ghway 307."

"Good," Major Jakes said, "we're ahead of schedule then. That should give us a

leg up on dawn." He clinmbed down and stretched his | egs, brushing his

canouf | age pants. "All aboard, Crew Two."

The second shift came aboard while he, the first Iieu-tenant, and the other

three nen went to follow the two vehicles. The new drivers started up

i medi ately and forged ahead.

Maj or Jakes trudged al ong, securing his rifle across his shoulder, holding it



ready to be used in an instant. No hesitation. No contenplation. He and his
team were the Good CGuys, and they had been given orders to take out the Bad
Guys. No sweat, no regrets.

He didn't know if the stakes were high enough that his actions mght save the
world ... but soneday that could well happen. Mjor Jakes treated every
mssion as if it could be The One.

He thought of all the Janes Bond novi es he had seen, the banal secret agent
adventures that were so preposter-ous and yet so uninteresting conpared to his
own m s-sions. Each one of those novies featured a megal omani acal nad geni us
bent on world doni nation; each one included a bizarre, high-tech fortress

i solated in the wlderness.

As Jakes and his teamtunnel ed deeper into the Yucatan forest, homing in on

t he om nous signal, he pon-dered what sort of crazed genius m ght have

sel ected the vast Central American jungles to hide his stronghold. Wy would
anyone choose to erect a super-secret base in an ancient Maya ruin?

No matter. H s team woul d destroy Xitaclan—and any peopl e they found

t here—then they would return home. Major Jakes did not think beyond that.
They marched nmile after mile, deeper into the jungles. Wth every step the
source of the nysterious signal grew | ouder

Xitaclan ruins Tuesday, 7:04 a.m



After another sweaty night filled with biting insects and unexpl ai nabl e

noi ses, Scully woke up and lay on her bedroll, trying to deci de whether to
rest for a few nore minutes, or to get up and face the day.

In the light that filtered through her tent, Scully inspected the day's
assortment of itching red insect bites, swellings, and skin rashes. From her
smal |l kit, she took out a tube of cream and rubbed a dab on the worst spots,
then crawed to the flap and thrust her head into the hazy norning light.

The canp was qui et and brooding, as if holding its breath. Inside its ring of
stones, the canpfire had burned down to cold, gray-white ash. She stood up
hearing Mul der rustle inside his tent, but she stopped short when she turned
to Viadi mr Rubicon's tent.

It had collapsed in the night, fallen in on itself... as if sone giant beast
had stonped it flat.

Uneasy, she | ooked around, shading her eyes fromthe norning's slanted gl are.
The hazy nist added a soft focus to everything, feathering the air. She saw no
sign of the old archaeol ogi st, nor of Fernando Victorio Aguilar, nor any of
their Indian hel pers.

She called out, "Hello, Dr. Rubicon?" She waited for an answer, then shouted
hi s nanme agai n.

Mul der clinbed out of his tent, stretching.

"Dr. Rubicon seems to be gone," Scully said. "Look, something' s happened to
his tent. Did you hear anything |ast night?"

Mul der imredi ately grew concerned. "Maybe he's just off |ooking for his
daughter. Getting a head start."

Scul ly cupped her hands around her nmouth and shouted again. "Dr. Rubicon!"
Qut in the jungle birds squawked, angry at the distur-bance. Scully and Ml der
heard crackling branches at the edge of the trees. They both turned uneasily,
waiting to see what mght energe fromthe swaying ferns.

Fernando Aguilar led a group of his Indian hel pers. They all grinned,

i mensely pleased with thensel ves. Between themthey carried a dead jaguar
trussed on a branch pole, as if they had wal ked out of an old cartoon about
bi g gane hunters

"See what we have caught!" Aguilar said. "This beast was prow ing around the
canpsite last night, but our friends shot it with their arrows. Jaguar pelts
are very valuable." Aguilar raised his eyebrows. "It's a good thing he wasn't
hungry enough to cone | ooking for us, eh?"

"Well, maybe he was," Mil der said. "W can't find Dr. Rubicon." He indicated
the col | apsed tent.

"Are you certain he isn't just out exploring?" Aguilar said. "I have been with
nmy friends here since sunup.”

"Dr. Rubicon could be |ooking around sone of the other structures we nissed
yesterday," Scully admtted, "but he doesn't answer ny calls."

"Then we nust look for him Senorita,"” Aguilar said. "But I'"msure he is al
right. W already killed the jaguar, eh?"

The locals held up their pole triunmphantly. The spot-ted cat |olled, bloody
from dozens of small arrow wounds

Agui |l ar kept his attention focused on the dead jaguar. "W' ||l be busy dressing
and skinning this cat," he said. "You go ahead and search for Dr. Rubicon."
"Let's go, Mulder," Scully said.

Mul der nodded seriously. "Can't blane the good doctor for not wanting to waste
a nonent. Let's split up," he said. "Do a broad, rapid sweep until we find

him 1'lIl go inside the big pyramd. | know Dr. Rubicon wanted to poke around
in there."
"Agreed. I'Il clinb to the top tenple and have a | ook around agai n. Maybe

can spot himfromup there."

Behind them in front of the pair of feathered serpent stelae—Scully wondered
if the jaguar hunters had chosen that spot for some religi ous purpose—the

| ocal s took out black obsidian knives, while Aguilar removed a w cked-I| ooki ng
hunting bl ade. Together, they bent over and set to work flaying the dead cat.



Scully clinbed the steep hieroglyphic staircase at the side of the pyramd
Her arnms and | egs ached fromthe physical activity of the |last few days, but
she ascended the crunbling narrow steps one at a time, leaning for-ward and
usi ng her hands for support, as if scaling a cliff. She tried to imagi ne how
the heavily robed priests could have been graceful as they ascended to the
upper tenple to performtheir ancient rituals.

Peopl e woul d have gat hered around the base of the plaza chanting, beating on
tortoi se-shell drums with deer antlers, wearing colorful finery decked wth
feath-ers of tropical birds, carved jade ornanents. Wen she reached the
temple pillars at the top of the ziggurat, Scully saw where royal spectators
could watch and per-haps share in the bloodletting. Due to the steepness of
the pyramd, the details of the sacrifices would not have been visible to the
general audi ence bel ow—enly the bl ood, the raised hands, the nurder.

She shook her head to clear the vision, renenbering what Dr. Rubi con had
muttered as he stared in awe around the Xitaclan site. The past is strong in
this place.

Scully shaded her eyes and | ooked around. "Dr. Rubicon!" she shouted. Her

voi ce rang out like an ancient priest's chant, summoni ng the gods. She | ooked
at the bas-reliefs around her, the stylized i mages of the god Kukul kan

desi gns and i nconprehensi bl e di agrans that Ml der insisted were blueprints of
anci ent spacecraft.

"Dr. Rubicon!" she repeated, still scanning the sur-rounding jungle. Below in
the courtyard she saw a splash of red as the Indians and Aguil ar skinned the
jaguar. Three of the wiry nen carried the raw and dripping car-cass into the
jungle. She wondered if they intended to eat the neat.

Wth a shudder Scully thought of the mysterious Indian who, in his
superstitious fervor, had hacked off a finger with one of his obsidian

kni ves—and anot her image canme to the forefront of her m nd unbi dden: sone of
these natives in a jungle thicket hacking out the raw red heart of the spotted
cat and sharing it anong themsel ves, eating the bloody flesh of their great
jungle spirit.

She shook her head. She felt very al one and exposed, vul nerable atop the tal

pyram d.
G ving up on finding any sign of the Ione old man snooping in the jungles,
Scully turned, looking closer to the great pyrami d. She squinted, unwilling to

call out again, remenbering the old archaeol ogist's own shout for his daughter
as he waited and watched for her in vain. Cassandra Rubicon hadn't responded
to the call either.

Scully was about to give up when she went to the edge and | ooked down, away
fromthe plaza. Then she caught her breath.



Mul der poked his head inside the dank opening of the pyranmid, peering into the
shadows. He noted prybar narks where Cassandra Rubi con and her hel pers had

br oken open the ancient edifice. No doubt they had been careful, but smashing
t hrough seal ed stone bl ocks required a certain amount of brute force.

He switched on his flashlight, and the brilliant beam stabbed into the unknown
like a javelin, penetrating the nysterious blackness in the labyrinth built by
Maya sl aves. The flashlight conforted him heavy in his hand. He was gl ad he
had changed the batteries not |ong ago.

Though the tall pyranmd had |asted for well over a thousand years, the
interior did not appear sturdy enough to reassure Mil der—especially after the
trenors their first night at Xitaclan. The hand-chi sel ed |imestone bl ocks had
begun to crunble at the edges, surfaces flaked by ravenous |ichens and nosses.
H s footsteps echoed on the stone floor. He shone the flashlight down, | ooking
at the dust and powder to see scuffed footprints—Milder couldn't tell if the
shoeprints matched any menber of Cassandra's team or bl ack-nmarket grave
robbers, or if they had been left by the old archaeol ogi st just that norning.
"Hell o, Dr. Rubicon—are you in there?" Ml der said, flaring his flashlight in
different directions. His words reflected back at himwi th a resonating
quality, a bell-Iike sharpness.

Mul der proceeded deeper into the pyram d, casting a glance over his shoul der
to see the dwi ndling daylight fromthe opening. He wi shed he had brought bread
crunbs to leave a trail... or at |east sunflower seeds.

Water dripped from sonmewhere. Qut of the corner of his eye he thought he saw
noverent —but when he flashed his light in that direction and saw the sharp
shad-ows junping, he knew it had only been an optical illu-sion. The darkness
and the | eaden air felt oppressive.

Thankful he wasn't claustrophobic, he rubbed the back of his hand al ong the
tip of his nose. The tenpera-ture had dropped, as if sonme force gradually
drank all the heat fromthe air. It had been at |east a dozen centuries since
the interior of this tenple had been open to the sun-shine. Playing his
flashlight ahead, he saw that the ceiling had been supported by wooden beans,
rough-hewn tree trunks recently placed there, no doubt by Cassandra's

assi stants. She nmust have been desperate to explore inside, he thought,
excavati ng deeper and deeper into the pyranmd, trying to unlock its secrets.
"Hey, Dr. Rubicon," he said again, in a norrmal voice this tine, afraid of the
machi ne- gun echoes.

He | ooked down at his feet, at the dusty floor, untravel ed—but then he saw a
pair of footprints made by smaller shoes, definitely not old Dr. Rubicon's,
appar-ently a woman's. Excitement beat in his heart. Cassandra had been herel!
He proceeded cautiously now, intrigued on several different levels. H's
spatial perception suggested that he was approaching the heart of the pyranid
He was w nd-ing deeper, perhaps even underground.

The inner walls | ooked different now, unlike the cor-ridors he had just passed
t hr ough, which were made of sinple blocks hewn fromlinestone. Those on his
left were dark and unusually slick and snooth, as if they had been partially
nmelted. This wall conposition inplied sonething new and unusual —ef a different
nature than the rest of the ancient structure.

Touching the slick glassy surface, he wal ked on. Up ahead, fallen rubble

bl ocked off the corridor, a partially collapsed ceiling that seal ed the
passage leading directly into the pyramd's center. Ml der stopped short,

t hi nki ng he had taken a wong turn. Neither Vladimr nor Cassandra Rubi con
coul d have proceeded any farther than this—but then he saw an openi ng dug
through the fallen rock, a narrow wi ndow that only a very slender or very
desperate person mght wiggle through

He crept to the edge, feeling as if he were intruding upon sonething. The
tenmpl e around hi mswall owed all sound and heat. Miulder's |ight stabbed into

t he shadowy openi ng.

He rai sed hinmself up on the pile of rubble, pushing the flashlight ahead of
himto |l ook in. "Cassandra Rubi con?" he called, feeling foolish. "Are you in



t here?"

He was anmazed at what he saw in the hidden chamber. His |ight played across
snooth walls, reflected metal, curved objects nmade of glass or crystal. The
eeriness and conpl etely unexpected condition of the inner chanber nade him
pause with a thrill of discovery.

What had Cassandra thought when she first spotted this surprising change in
archi tecture?

As visions of Kukul kan danced in his head, Miulder tried to peer deeper, but
his flashlight began to flicker. He rattled it to keep the batteries in
contact, the beam steady.

He would return to this spot and explore, as soon as they found Dr. Rubicon
Mul der thought. Maybe the ol d archaeol ogi st coul d provide an explanation. It
woul d take sonme work, though, to clear away an opening | arge enough for
someone to get inside without tearing his clothes or |osing sone skin.

Mul der heard a distant voice, and froze. The words bounced through the w ndi ng
passages of the tenple. He didn't have tinme to marvel at the acoustics as he
recog-ni zed the faint sounds of Scully calling his nane.

Her voice carried an urgency that made himsnap into action, sliding back down
fromthe rockfall and racing along the passages, taking the turns from nmenory.
He shone his flashlight ahead of him+the batteries seened to be working fine,
now t hat he had noved away fromthe heart of the pyramd

She call ed again and again. He heard the strain in her voice, and he raced
faster. "Mulder, | found him Ml der!" Her words rang between the stone walls,
and finally he saw the |ight ahead, Scully standing at the opening, a humanoid
sil houette surrounded by gl are.

He burst out into the daylight, panting, his heart poundi ng.

She | ooked devastated. "Over here," she said.

He was breathing too hard to ask her questions, but sinply followed. She
hurried around the base of the pyram d, through the narrow jungle path. They
reached the fallen-brick platformwhere sacrifices had once been perfornmed at
the edge of the deep circular well.

Mul der stopped short and | ooked down at the murky, unfathomably deep water.
Scully stood next to him swallow ng hard, saying nothing.

There, like a doll that had been tw sted and broken and then cast aside,
floated the body of Vladinmr Rubicon, facedown in the sacrificial cenote.
Xitaclan ruins Tuesday, 11:14 a.m



They anchored ropes to sturdy trees near the rimof the cenote, then dropped
the cabl es down into the water. Everyone stood brooding, |ike spectators at
the scene of a car acci-dent, stunned by the discovery of the old man's body.
Fer nando Aguil ar offered the assistance of the Indian workers, suggesting that
some of the wiry and rnuscul ar |l ocals could easily scranble down the rope and
retrieve VI adimr Rubicon. But Mil der refused. This was sone-thing he had to
do himsel f.

Wthout a word, Scully helped to | ash a rope harness under his arns and around
hi s shoul ders; she tugged the knots, checking that they were secure. Gipping
the rope, Milder eased hinself over the rimand started down the rough side of
the Iinestone sinkhole. Surrounding | edges made the wall itself |unpy and
rugged, as if it had been chewed out of the rock with a giant drill bit.

Mul der drifted away fromthe | edges and dangl ed as the Indians | owered him

On the rimabove, Fernando Aguil ar stood close to Scully, bellow ng

i nstructions, berating the Indians when they did not nove exactly as he said,
t hough the hel pers seened to know what they were doing and paid no atten-tion
to Aguilar's specific commands.

Upon hearing the news of the archaeol ogist's death, the |ong-haired gui de and
expediter had reacted with shock and horror. "The old man nust have wandered
out in the mddle of the night," Aguilar said. "The edge is abrupt here-he

nmust have fallen in—and it is a long drop. | amsorry for his misfortune.™
Mul der and Scul ly had | ooked knowi ngly at each other, but neither chose to
chall enge their guide's inter-pretation, at |east not openly ... at |east not
yet.

Mul der reached the | evel of the placid water. He could snell the dankness, the
sour algae and a taint of trapped vapors fromthe abortive vol canic outburst
the first night they had arrived at Xitaclan. Hi s feet dangl ed bel ow, just
touchi ng the water.

| mredi ately beneath himfloated VI adi mir Rubicon, his drenched shirt clinging
to his bony back, his shoul -der bl ades protruding. The old man's bl ond-gray
head was twi sted at an odd angl e, his neck obviously bro-ken—but had it been
broken by the fall itself, or froma direct physical assault? Rubicon's arms
and | egs dan-gled unseen in the deep dark water

Mul der gritted his teeth and held his breath as the Indians dropped hi mthe
last few feet. He plunged into the water, getting conpletely soaked. The rope
harness held up nost of his weight, and he managed to swim He stroked with
hi s hands and feet, pulling hinmself over to Rubicon's drifting body. The
second rope tugged at himas he stretched it.

"Be careful, Mulder,"” Scully called, and he wondered what she m ght be warning
hi m about .

"That's forenost on ny nmnd," he said. The water felt thick, alnopst

gel ati nous, warmwi th the jungle heat, and yet tingling against his skin. He
hoped the sacrificial pool wasn't infested with | eeches, or some worse form of
tropical life.

He | ooked down to where the water swallowed up his feet and his | ower body. He
could see nothing. Miulder couldn't tell what mght lurk in the depths of the
cenote beyond the range of sunlight. He thought of old Lovecraftian stories
where anci ent nonsters from beyond time and space—feat hered serpents,

per haps?—swam in the dark ooze, waiting to devour unwary innocents.

He thought he felt a ripple below his feet, and he jerked his | eg awnay.

Rubi con' s body bobbed in the water, jiggling fromsome unseen disturbance.

Mul der swal -1 owed hard, |ooking down, but still he saw not hing.

"Just ny imagination,"” he nuttered to hinmself, knowing he did have a very
good i magi nati on

He di sengaged t he second rope from around his chest and tugged for nore slack
Above, the Indians obliged. Aguilar waved at himin encouragenent.

Mul der draped the | oose rope over his shoulder, wet and slick. Touching the



old man's waterlogged shirt, he pulled Rubicon's linp body toward himin the
wat er, then worked the end of the rope around the bony chest. He felt as if he
wer e enbraci ng the archaeol ogi st.

"Goodbye, Vliadimr Rubicon," he said, securing the knot. "Now at |east your
search can stop." He tugged on the rope, then shouted up, "Okay, pull him
out!" Hi s voice bounced around the wall of the sinkhole.

The ropes tightened as the Indians worked and heaved up above. Even Aguil ar
pitched in. The ropes strained, tuggi ng Rubicon's body free of the water as if
the cenote only reluctantly gave up its new prize—I| eaving Mil der alone in the
wat er. He hoped that whatever gods still lived in Xitaclan didn't want to make
it an even trade, Rubicon's body for his.

The ol d archaeol ogi st rose up |like a soggy scarecrow. Water trickled off his
arms and |legs. His blunt, big-knuckled fingers hung clenched Iike claws, and
his head lolled to one side. H's goatee was scraggly, wet, and clunped with
green algae fromthe surface of the deep well.

Mul der swal | owed and waited, treading water in the cenote as the wet corpse

was hauled up to the rimof the well like a | oad of | oose construction
material. The hel pers seenmed deci dedly uneasy to be so near the dead man.

Mul der wat ched them swi ng the body over the lip of the linmestone well, then
drag it onto the dry ground. Scully hel ped, |eaving Mil der alone for a nonent.
The water around hi mseened cold, |ike cadaverous hands feeling his arnms and

| egs, tugging on his wet clothes. Mil der decided not to wait any |onger and
swamto the steep |linestone inner wall, beginning to ascend the corkscrew

| edges without any assistance at all

He had made it hal fway up before Aguilar and the Indians got around to taking
up the slack on the rope and hel ping himthe rest of the way to the top
Dripping wet and cold even in the Central Anerican heat, Miulder finally | ooked
back down fromthe rimof the cenote, staring into the dark water. The
sacrificial well seenmed undisturbed, placid, infinitely deep ... and stil
hungry.



Back in the plaza by the remains of their canp, Mil der raised his voice,
trying to get through to Fernando Aguil ar and | osing patience. "No nore
excuses, Aguilar! | want to get that radio transmtter up and runni ng now. W
know where it is, so stop stalling. Dr. Rubicon intended to send a nessage
this nmorning, and nowit's even nore urgent."

Agui lar finally conceded and sniled at him backing away. "O course, Senor
Mul der, that is a very good idea. In light of this tragedy, we cannot handl e
the situation alone, eh? It is good that we give up our search for Senorita
Rubi con and her team Yes, | will go get the transmtter."

Looking relieved to get away from Miul der, Aguilar sped off to the old cache of
the UC- San Di ego team s equi prent, which had been untouched since its

di scov-ery the day before.

Mul der didn't tell him though, that he had no inten-tion of abandoning his
efforts to find Cassandra.

Scully had laid out the body of Dr. Rubicon on the flagstones and began
checki ng himover, trying to glean scraps of information fromthe condition of
the cadaver. "I'mnot going to need an autopsy bay to determ ne what killed
him Ml der," she said.

She ran her hands over the old man's neck, feeling his | arge Adam s appl e,
then she unbuttoned his shirt to check his clamry chest, his rubbery arns.

The others had fled, not wanting to be around the corpse while she worked with
it. For the nmoment, Miulder didn't mnd the solitude. The jungle isolation and
their untrustworthy conpani ons were naking himnore and nore uneasy.

Scul | y pushed down on Rubicon's chest, feeling his rib cage, cocking her head
to listen as she expelled air fromhis dead |ungs. She | ooked up at Ml der

her eyes w de and concerned. "Well, he didn't drowmn—that rmuch is for certain.”
Mul der | ooked hard at her. She felt delicately around Rubi con's neck. "Severa
of his vertebrae are broken."

She roll ed himover, exposing a livid spot at the base of his neck, turned
purplish fromthe skin's inmrersion in the cold water. "I'm al so convinced this
injury wasn't caused by a sinple fall," she said. "Dr. Rubicon didn't trip
over the edge and drop into the water. | think Aguilar wants us to believe he
di ed by acci dent—but the evidence shows Rubi con was struck hard from behi nd.
Sonet hi ng crushed his neck. My guess is that Dr. Rubicon was dead before he
was thrown into the cenote.”

"Aguilar didn't want himto nake his transnission this norning," Milder

poi nted out. "Maybe that argu-ment yesterday was nore serious than | thought.
What ' s he hi di ng?"

Scully said, "Don't forget that Aguilar |ed Cassandra Rubicon's teamto this

site in the first place—and now they're all nmissing. | think we have to
presune them dead. "

"Do you believe he intends to kill us?" Milder real-ized that was an

absol utely serious question, no paranoid fantasy at all. "He holds all the
advant ages here."

"We've still got our handguns, if it cones to that." Her shoul ders sl unped.

"Look, Aguilar knows we're fed-eral agents. He knows how the United States
cones charging in if sonething happens to their own agents—renmenber when

t hose DEA undercover officers were nurdered here in Mexico? | don't think he'd
be foolish enough to bring that upon hinself. He can still wite off Rubicon's
death as an accident, unless we prove other-w se—but he couldn't explain away
all of our deaths as accidental."

Mul der | ooked furtively around the plaza, seeing Aguilar and his ever-present

I ndi an compani ons finally marching back out of the jungle. They carried a
crate of equiprment with them The expression on Aguilar's face did not give
Mul der a warm fuzzy feeling.

"Aguilar mght realize the consequences," Mil der said, "but what if it's not
himafter all? What if these |ocals thensel ves are maki ng sacrifices, |ike our
friend Lefty who cut off his finger yesterday?"

Scully looked grim "In that case, | can believe they wouldn't be overly



concerned about U.S. government intervention."

Fernando Aguilar hurried up to themwhile the Indians hung back, afraid of
Rubi con' s body spread-eagled on the flagstones. "Senor Mulder," he said, "I
have bad news. The transmitter is broken."

Mul der said, "How could it be broken? We just took it out of the box
yesterday."

Agui | ar shrugged, taking off his spotted hat. "The weather, the rain, the
conditions here ..." He held out the transmtter, and Mul der noticed that the
back plate was | oose, bent out of its groove. The inner workings were nuddy
and corroded.

"Water has gotten in, or insects,” Aguilar said. "Wwo can tell, eh? The
transmitter has been in that old tenple, unattended ever since the first team
got to Xitaclan. W are unable to contact outside help."

"That's a tragedy," Mil der said, then nuttered, "and al so quite convenient."
Scully shot hima ook, and he knew that the two of them would have to play
their cards carefully. If he stretched his inmagination to the limts of
credibility, he could believe in the accidental destruction of the
trans-mtter, or he could believe in the accidental death of Rubicon, or in

t he acci dental di sappearance of Cassandra and the ot her archaeol ogi sts.

But he couldn't take it all together.

Scully said with forced brightness, "W'Ill just have to make the best of it,
then, won't we, Ml der?"

He knew that she, too, felt trapped in the wilder-ness, with no contact from
the outside . . . and the only people around them a potentially mnurderous crew
who had no qual ns about elim nating any inconve-niences they m ght encounter
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Scully felt the weight of the rubberized canvas diving suit on her shoul ders,
a heavy alien skin that muffled her novenments and insu-lated her body. Here
out on dry land, stumbling across the weat hered pronenade toward the
sacrificial well, the suit felt incredibly unwi eldy and clumsy. The wei ghts at
her wai st cl anked together. She hoped that once she descended into the water,
the suit woul d beconme an advantage instead of a hindrance.

Mul der stood back and | ooked at her, his hands on his hips, eyebrows raised.
"That's quite a fashion state-ment, Scully."

She tugged at the thick fabric folds, adjusting the div-ing suit as she stood
on the edge of the cenote. She felt an eerie sense of displacenment. The suit
had been purchased for Cassandra Rubicon to use during her own searches for
ancient artifacts and the answers to Maya nysteries.

Now Scully was the only one who could fit into the suit—and her persona
search was for sonething nuch nore sinister, sonething nmuch nore recent.
After finding the body of M adimr Rubicon, her dread had grown. She had
little doubt that the five nmenbers of the UC-San Diego research team fl oated
bel ow the surface of the sacrificial well, waterlogged, decaying. If she did
i ndeed find the archaeol ogi st's daughter, beaten |ike her father, her only
consol ati on was that Dr. Rubicon hinself would not be around to witness the
grimconclusion to their investigation

Mul der hel d the heavy insulated helnet in his hands. "And now to conplete the
ensenble,” he said, "your lovely hat."

Even fresh out of the crate, it seened an old suit, bar-gain basenent. Scully
hoped the equi pment had been checked out and proven functional. Like many
research expeditions, the UC-San Di ego team had operated on a tight budget,
forced to cut corners wherever they could. According to paperwork tacked
inside the crate, trans-lated by Fernando Aguilar, the suit had been donated
by the Mexican governnent as part of its joint financing of the Xitaclan
expedi tion.

As Scully lowered the heavy hel met over her reddi sh-gold hair, Milder's
expression becane serious. "Are you ready for this, Scully?"

"It's part of the job, Milder," she said. "This is our case, and somebody has
to go down and | ook." She | ow ered her voice. "Just keep your weapon handy.
You'll be alone up here on the rim and I'll be alone down there. Not a
strategi cally advant ageous situation."

Mul der had kept his 9-nmm Sig Sauer close at his side ever since discovering
the ol d archaeol ogi st's "acciden-tal death"—but the Indians far outnunbered
them and they had shown no qual ms about getting hurt, if they intended to
make anot her bl ood sacrifice.

Even if Mil der and Scully encountered no viol ence, they remained at the nmercy
of Fernando Aguilar to get them back out of this jungle.

Not a strategically advantageous situation, she thought again.

Scully secured the heavy diving helnmet, locking it to the collar attachnent
rings. Inside, her breath echoed like a breeze through a cave. She swal |l owed
heavi l y.

Mul der hel ped her check the air connections on the back of her suit, |ong
rubber -w apped tubes |ike garden hoses that dangled from her back. A small
generator would punp and circulate air into her helmet, though it | ooked
barely | arge enough to power a portable hair dryer

Agui |l ar and the Indians stood around the equi pnent, watching her with a
curiosity mxed with anxiety. Scully glanced at them uneasily, but saw no one
with mssing fingers or a bandaged hand.

"I do not see what you expect to acconplish down there, Senorita," Aguilar
said again, his arnms crossed over his khaki vest. "W are in a terrible
situation here and should | eave as soon as possible."

Agui |l ar gestured to the Indians, speaking quietly, though Scully doubted any
of them could speak English. "My associates are very distressed about the
prospect of disturbing the sacred cenote. It is cursed fromthe victins



sacrificed there. They say the ancient gods have taken their revenge on the

old man—and if we continue to dis-turb them the gods will attack us as well."
"Just like they attacked the menbers of the archaeol -ogy tean?" Ml der
suggest ed.

Agui l ar tightened his ocelot-skin hat, letting his dark ponytail dangle behind
him "Perhaps there is a reason why Xitaclan renai ned deserted for so nany
centuries, Senor Ml der."

"I"mgoing down," Scully said firmy, her voice sounding hollow through the
open faceplate. "W have an obligation to investigate if it helps us find our
peopl e. The cenote is the nost obvious place we haven't searched, especially
in light of finding Dr. Rubicon." She checked the weights at her waist, the
utility flashlight hanging fromher belt. "Wile | respect their religious
beliefs, your 'associates' need to respect international law, M. Aguilar."
Scully sealed the faceplate and then gestured for Miulder to switch on the air
generator. A whining, putter-ing sound throbbed into the jungle Iike noise
frommniture construction machi nery. She breathed deeply, snelled the stale
air, sour fromsealants and ol d rubber. \Wen she felt a faint breeze stir
around her face, she knew the air had begun to fl ow

She gestured for themto help her descend into the cenote, hoping that the
generator and the suit would | ast [ong enough for her to | ook around under the
wat er. The Indians gazed at her solemmly, as if bidding her a final farewell.
Gi ppi ng the sane ropes Miul der had used to wal k/clinmb down the rugged
linmestone walls, Scully nmade her way one |aborious step at a tine. Her tedious
descent took her many minutes, and the suit seened as heavy as a truck on her
back—but when she reached the edge of the deceptively placid pool, she found
hersel f reluctant to plunge in.

She did not dwell on her irrational fears, but let |oose of the wall. Scully
pl unged into the water, sinking Iike Thonpson's proverbial bag of |ead due to
t he wei ghts around her wai st.

The murk swall owed her up |ike syrup, a prinordial ooze that enbraced her

Wat er engul fed her enclosed hel-met. The fabric of the suit pressed agai nst
her arms and | egs, squeezing her intinmately as she dropped deeper and deeper
The depths and the opaque water snothered the light, blinding her for a
nonent .

A fizz of bubbles curled around the seals in her rub-ber-lined suit. Scully
br eat hed agai n, doubl e-checking, verifying that no water seemed to be | eaking
in and that her vital air supply continued punping through the hoses.
Gradual ly, her confidence grew.

Under the tug of gravity, she continued to sink toward the bottom... if the
cenote had a bottom
As her eyes adjusted, the water around her became nmurky and greenish, |ike wan

sunlight filtered through thick snoked-gl ass panes. She noved her hands and

| egs experimentally, floundering in the water. Disoriented, she felt only that
she continued to go deeper. Deeper

The pressure around her becane heavier, and her ears sensed the strain, the
water |ike a vise squeezing her helnet. She thought again of Dr. Rubicon's
story of how Thonpson had sustai ned permanent ear damage froma faulty suit
during his descent into the Chichen Itza cenote.

She forced those thoughts away and tried to | ook around, turning her head in
the confining helnet. She continued to drop, neter after neter. She coul dn't

i mag-ine how deep this well was. Surely, she had al ready gone bel ow t he
thirty-foot depth of the Chichen Itza well.

The circle of |light above had dwindled to only a faint, faint reflection of

t he bright Mexican sky. Her breathing echoed around her ears |ike distant
surf, and she could barely feel the exchange of air through the hoses.

She heaved anot her breath and could snell the stink of the old tubes, the
resi dual chemicals Iike the whiff of a |ong-dead cadaver. The suit seened
terribly hot and stuffy, the hel nmet cl austrophobic.

Her vision swam for a nonent, and she becane dizzy trying to inhal e another
breath, then she cal med herself. Her problem had been only imagi nary; she had



begun to hyperventil ate.

Scully noticed a faint | ambent gl ow deep bel ow her, much farther than she,
wanted to descend—a blue-white light that seemed to seep fromthe bottom of
the sacrifi-cial well, a glowing mst that oozed fromthe porous |imestone
itself.

As her eyes adjusted, Scully saw there could be no m st ake—the haze of

illum nation pul sed and t hrobbed as if sending sonme sort of signal, a flashed
SCS beacon, but at much slower intervals.

The faint |ight bel ow seened cold and unearthly. Her skin crawl ed even as she
chasti sed herself for being fool-ishly spooked. It was the type of irrationa
ner vousness brought about by telling horror stories around a canp-fire. Ml der
woul d have loved it.

Her partner m ght have suggested the light was froma cluster of ghosts,
remmants of Maya sacrificial vic-tins. Scully's scientific mnd postulated a
col ony of phosphorescent al gae or anaerobic mcroorganisns liv-ing off the

i mestone far below, shedding faint, heat-less light into their surroundings.
Vengeful ghosts or extraterrestrial s—she knew that couldn't be true.

She realized her descent had sl owed, her belt-weights reaching equilibrium
with the natural buoyancy of her body and the suit, counteracting her ability
to sink. She hung in the water |ike a suspended anchor, feeling the pressure
of the depths around her, but inagining herself to be weightless.

Scully funbled at her wide belt, reaching for the util-ity flashlight. She
undi pped it, fastened the chain around her wist for safety, and gripped its
handl e for confort.

Swal | owi ng away her uneasi ness, Scully switched on the dazzling beam which
st abbed through the nmurk |ike a snowpl ow t hrough a blizzard. Kicking her
booted feet, she turned in the thick sluggi sh water, |ooking around.

And cane face to face with a corpse

A bl oated body hung in the water not three feet fromher, arms spread, eye
sockets open, flesh tattered and | ep-rous after being gnawed by small fishes.
The mouth hung wide, and tiny m nnows darted out from between his jaws.

Scul ly gasped. A huge outburst of bubbles squeezed from seanms in her suit as
she jerked. In reflex, her hand released its grip on the heavy utility light,
and the beam pl unged downward, pointing deep bel ow.

She scranbl ed desperately for the light, suddenly realizing her mstake. The
flashlight dangl ed and stopped, bobbing up and down—+then she renenbered she
had tethered it to her wist.

Her heart pounded. Scully grabbed the flashlight and poi nted the beam back up
studying the corpse that had terrified her

It was a man, his dark hair drifting about in clunps. Rocks hung from cords
tied to his waist. He had been killed and thrown into the cenote. Recently.
She felt the hot air booming in her helnet now, though an incredible cold
seeped through the canvas fab-ric of her suit fromthe water around her
Scully swung her flashlight like a |ighthouse beam sweeping through the

undi sturbed depths of the cenote. She did not linger on the corpse in front of
her, but searched through the depths.

The flashlight beam played across other stick-like sil-houettes floating |ike
smashed, waterl ogged insects, sunk beneath the water

She had di scovered the m ssing team of American archaeol ogi sts.
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The flagstone plaza was littered with bodies.

Since the Indians had refused to help retrieve the bl oated corpses fromthe
cenote, it had taken Scully and Mul der hours to hoist the dead figures up to
the top of the sinkhole, one at a tine.

While still deep in the stygian well, Scully had used her utility knife to saw
t hrough the cords hol ding the stones that wei ghted the corpses, and the

wat er | ogged cadavers had slowy drifted up to the surface.

Standing on the rim watching anxiously for his part-ner, Ml der had been
shocked to see one swollen formdrift up to the top of the cenote, then

anot her and another, while Scully remai ned deep bel ow, breathing through her
air hoses. Finally, she too came back to day-light, opening the facepl ate of
her hel met and draw ng huge breaths of the hunid air before proceeding with

t he nost unpl easant part of the task.

As they had dragged the dripping, stinking bodies up and out of the water,
spraw ing themon dry ground, Fernando Victorio Aguilar had stood by, | ooking
extremely agitated and queasy. Mil der had kept his FBI standard-issue handgun
in plain sight. Finally, the guide had grudgingly assisted himw th the ropes,
hel ping to haul Scully back up the |inmestone wall

Panti ng, her nerves jangled, she had shucked out of the cunmbersone suit,
standi ng in her sweat-danpened shorts and bl ouse, then stared down at the npst
difficult part of the work. Four bodies, and plenty of questions.

Agui |l ar had stammered, staring down at the gray-green, shriveled skin on al

t he cadavers lying on the packed ground next to the brick sacrificial
platform The distorted, half-deconposed features of the research team stared
back up at himwi th enpty, accusing eye sockets. H s Adami s appl e bobbed up
and down, and he rubbed his cheeks as if he needed a shave.

"Just help us get themto the plaza,” Scully had said. "They can't wal k by

t hensel ves. "

When they had finally taken the soggy, stinking bodies around the tall pyramd
and to the open plaza near their canp, Aguilar continued to |look furtively
around, swallow ng repeatedly as if to prevent himself fromvomting. Finally,
he cleared his throat and excused hinmself. "I'mafraid | am going to be sick
if I remain here any longer," he said, stunbling backward. "That foul
stench..."

The entire crew of Indians had already fled into the jungle with so nuch
wai I i ng and shrieking Scully doubted they would ever return. She wondered if
the Indians had a village nearby, or if they had just found a place to huddle
under the overspreading trees ... where they could tell each other
superstitious stories and cut off their own fingers.

"Go see if you can find our cheerleadi ng squad, Aguilar,"” Mil der said to the

retreating guide. "We'll need those hel pers to get out of here. Now that we've
found our m ssing people, we can go."

"Yes, Senor," Aguilar said. "I will be back as soon as | can, and, uh..." He
shuffled his feet. "Congratul ati ons on finding your people ... though you have

my sorrowit had to turn out like this, eh? Just like the old man." He
scuttled off, disappearing into a fern-lined path, his dark ponytail bobbing.
Mul der fidgeted in the late afternoon |light, gazing at the silent tenples and
overgrown ruins, listening to the brooding sounds in the jungle. He kept an
eye out for anything suspicious, while Scully devoted her attention to the
four wet corpses that lay beside Vliadimr Rubicon's. Next to the bl oated new
bodi es, the old archaeol ogi st seemed |i ke a contented retiree who had died
peacefully in his sleep

"Since we have such a linmted pool of possibilities,"” Scully said, "it'll be
fairly easy to identify the four bod-ies," she said, her voice droning,

busi nessl i ke because she had no choi ce.

She had taken the dossiers fromher pack inside the tent and | ooked at the
sheets of paper, the photographs: smiling pictures of anbitious young grad



students eager to make nanes for thenselves in an obscure field. The team had
gone of f on an innocent adventure to the Yucatan, expecting that their future
woul d hol d guest spots on talk shows or slide presentations in academ c venues
around the country.

Instead they had found only death.

Scully glanced at the photos, the identifying infor-mation. She studied the
hair col or, the height, the gen-eral bone structure. After advanced bl oating
from prol onged submersion and the onset of decay, their handsone faci al
features were unrecogni zabl e.

"This dark-haired one is Kelly Rowan," Scully said. "He was the tallest of the
group, the secondary | eader, easy to identify."

Mul der knelt down beside her. "This should have been one of his nost glorious
acconpl i shnents, " he said, |ooking down at the young man's destroyed features.
"Dr. Rubicon said he was a talented scholar with a great potential for
archaeol ogy, a good partner for Cassandra.”

Scully did not dwell on the subject. In tines like this, when performng

aut opsi es and identifying corpses, she found it best to | ock away the part of
her mnd that considered these figures ... these objects ... to be actua
peo-ple. For now she had to be professional, despite the primitive

condi tions.

"The second man is John Forbin," Scully said, noving on to the next corpse.
"He was the youngest of the |ot—you can see it on him In his first year of
graduate school. An architect with a specialty in large, ancient structures.”
Mul der shook his head. "He nust have felt like a kid in a candy store here,
all these untouched tenples to study."

Scully pressed on with the identification tasks. "This young wonman is
obviously Cait Barron, the photogra-pher and artist. She liked to paint

wat ercol ors nore than she liked to take photographs. Her hair col or and body
wei ght are all wong for her to be Cassandra."

Mul der nodded. Scully drew a deep breath, forcing herself to shut out the
snel . She frequently rubbed cam phor ointnment under her nostrils to mask the
stench dur-ing an autopsy, but here in the jungle she had to rough it.

"And that |eaves this one to be Christopher Porte, the expert on Mya

hi er ogl yphics," she said. "Wat did you call it, an epigrapher?"

Mul der nodded. "Not too nmany peopl e have that know edge, and now the field has
one less." He cocked his ear, as if he had heard sonething, pausing...

A sudden noi se made hi m spin around quickly, his hand on his pistol—-but it
turned out to be only a group of squabbling birds in the overhangi ng vines.
Looki ng sheepi sh, he turned back to Scully.

"So what did happen to Cassandra Rubicon? Are you sure you didn't find her
body down there under the water? It was dark, and col d—=

"I searched, Mulder. Al these others were clustered together, weighted and
hangi ng at the same depth. Believe me, | spent a lot nore time than | wanted
to beneath the surface with this group of corpses.” She nod-ded to the bodies.
"But there just wasn't anyone el se. Unl ess sonething happened to place her in
a different spot, Cassandra's body wasn't down there."

"So we've solved one nystery, and now we're left with another that could be
just as difficult."”

Scully felt hot and sweaty and dirty. The cl oying putrescence of the

wat er | ogged corpses clung to every-thing, a sweet nauseating odor that clawed
its way through her nose and nouth to | odge permanently in her lungs. She
desperately wanted a shower or a hot bath, anything to feel clean again. A
swmin the cenote just wouldn't do it.

But she still hadn't finished her task. Afterward, she might treat herself to
a qui ck sponge bat h.

"Let's see if we can deternine anything about the cause of death fromthe
condition of the bodies," Scully said. She used her knife to cut away the

cl ot hes, exposing the torsos of each of the victins.

"It's been too long to determine if they'd nerely drowned," she said, "because
the air woul d have out-gassed fromtheir bodies, and their |ungs would have



filled up with water anyway."

She noved John Forbin's head fromside to side, see-ing the neck nove, but not
too flexibly. "Unlike Dr. Rubicon," she said, "the neck hasn't been broken."
She rolled Cait Barron over and | ooked at the grayish-white skin on her back
Two circul ar puckered hol es marked the base of the young woman's | ower back
"Bul | et wounds," Scully said, raising her eyebrows. "I'll bet they were al
shot before being thrown in." She shook her head, |ost in thought.

"But where was Cassandra during all this?" Ml der asked, pacing on the
flagstones. "She's still mssing."

"Yes, we can keep our hopes up," Scully said. She exam ned each of the bodies.

Al'l four had been shot ... nobst of themlowin the back, in a paralyzing but
not fatal blow The simlar placenment of the wounds coul d not be accidental
The victinms had been thrown into the sacrificial well while still alive.

"W have sonme very bad people here, Mulder,"” Scully said.

Mul der frowned. "After seeing the severed finger and the bl ood sacrifice, and
wat chi ng how superstitious these locals are, it seens that the violent old
religion is really still prevalent. The Indians could have been the ones who
per-formed these sacrifices, nurdering conveni ent strangers.

"I read that the old tribes would take prisoners to slaughter in front of the
gods, cutting out their enemies' hearts rather than killing their own people."
He turned to l ook up at the central Pyram d of Kukul kan | oomi ng in the center
of the plaza.

"Their hearts weren't cut out, Mil der. These people were shot."

Mul der shrugged. "Tossing victinms into the sacred cenote was anot her perfectly
legitimate way to appease the gods. If the Indians paral yzed the archaeol ogy
team before hurling themin, the sacrifices would still have been living and
br eat hi ng—appropriate offerings."

Scully stood up, feeling her knees ache. She w ped her hands on her already
stai ned sl acks. "Ml der, renenber that these people were shot with guns, not
attacked with primtive obsidian knives. It doesn't seemtheir style."

"Maybe they're nodernizing their religion.”

Mul der actually took out his pistol this tine and held it as he continued to
scan the jungle warily. "This is their backyard, Scully, and there's a | ot of
them Wy do | feel very nuch |ike another convenient sacrifice ... say, like
a turkey feels around Thanksgiving tine?"

Scully noved next to him closer than she needed to. They | ooked out at the
wi | derness, the only human beings in sight. Even with Ml der next to her, she
felt very, very alone
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Ful | darkness had fallen, leaving themin the conpany of only the late-rising
moon and their |aughably small canpfire. The | oonmi ng darkness of the
surroundi ng jungle threatened to swall ow themup. Mulder felt very small and
very vul nerable in the vastness of the wil derness.

Staring into the fire, Scully said, "Renenmber when | told you that Mexico
sounded better than an Arctic research sta-tion or a chicken-processing pl ant
in Arkansas?"

"Yes."

"I think I"ve changed nmy mind." In light of the unspoken threat fromthe Muya
sacrifi-cial cult, or treacherous Aguilar, or whoever else was responsible for
t he nunerous nurders, the two agents had decided to take turns at watch

t hroughout the night. But neither Mulder nor Scully felt the least bit
interested in sleep.

Mul der sat on the flagstones watching the canmpfire, |ooking up at the noon,
and listening to the songs of jun-gle insects. The snoke from danp,
noss-covered wood curled around his nose, thick and pungent, a relief after

t he underlying stench of decay that arose fromthe corpses. He cradled his
9-mmpistol in his lap, fully atten-tive, alert.

Though night had fallen hours before, Scully had crawl ed out of her tent to
sit up beside him "W could heat sone water," she suggested, "have coffee or
tea. Seens appropriate for a night around the campfire.”

Mul der turned to smile at her. "Did we bring any hot cocoa mx, the kind with
the little marshmal | ows?"

"I think Aguilar took that with him"

Mul der stared out into the surrounding trees, seeing the silver dapple of
nmoonl i ght. The Indi ans had not returned, nor—disturbingl y—had Aguilar. Ml der
wasn't sure if that was a good thing, or if he wanted the others to cone back
and | ead himand Scully back to civilization

Meanwhi l e, their only conpanions in the canp were the lunpy forms of the five
corpses spread out not far fromthe tents, blanketed by a stained tarp Ml der
had recovered fromthe team s supply cache. Ml der kept glancing over at the
shapes, unable to dispel imges of the bloated, waterl ogged forns of the four
archaeol ogy team nenbers and t he bony body of M adi mr Rubicon, whose open

bl ue eyes had | ooked surprised even in death.

He | ooked over at Scully. They were both grimy and dirt-streaked—they hadn't
showered for days. Their hair hung in unkenpt tangles fromthe sweat and

hum dity. He was glad to be there with her, rather than anyone else in the
wor | d.

"Scully," he said, his voice quiet and serious, "with the ... unorthodox

expl anations | often find when study-ing the evidence, | know you're al ways
skeptical -but every tine you're at least fair to ne. You respect ny opinion
even when you don't agree with it." He |ooked at his hands. "I don't know if
|'ve ever told you, but | really appreciate that."

She | ooked at himand sniled. "You' ve told nme, Ml der. Maybe not in words ..
but you've told ne."

He swal | oned, then brought up the subject he had been avoiding. "I know you're
probably not going to believe this either, blaming it on a trick of the
nmoonl i ght or ny own groggi ness fromlack of sleep—but two nights ago | heard

noi ses out in the jungle. |I poked ny head out to investigate, and | saw
somet hing nmoving, a large crea-ture that wasn't like anything |'ve ever seen
before. Well, that's not completely true ... I've seen it many tinmes before
but not inreal life."

"Ml der, what are you tal king about?" she said.

Qut in the jungle they heard other sounds, rustling noises, something |arge
com ng cl oser. Mil der perked up his ears and felt his blood run cold.

"I think I saw ... one of those feathered serpents. Just like that statue." He
i ndi cated the coil ed snake engraved in the |inestone colum of the stela in



the plaza. "It was larger than a crocodile, and it noved with such grace. Ah,

Scully, you should have seen it. It rem nded ne of a dragon."

"Mul der, that feathered serpent is a mythological creature,” she said,

automatically falling back into her role as skeptic. "What you saw nust have

been inspired by | ooking at Maya carvings for days and all the research you've

been doi ng i nto pre-Col onbi an | egends. You probably spotted a cayman—those are

large reptiles found in these jungles. When you saw it nove, your imagination

could have added other details you wanted to see."

"That's possible, Scully,” he admtted, shifting the pistol in his lap from

one hand to the other. He heard nore branches cracking, additional novenent in

the jun-gle, creeping closer to them

He spoke nmore rapidly. "On the other hand, | ook at the sheer nunber of

feat hered serpent images throughout the Maya artifacts, at all different sites
here at Xitaclan in particular. I1t's such an odd thing. A snake with

feath-ers? What could have inspired such a nyth if the Indians of the Yucatan

hadn't seen such a creature with their own eyes? It could even be an

expl anation for the preval ent nmyths worl dwi de of dragons and reptilian worns."

H s words picked up speed as he followed his inagination. "Does it seemlikely

to you that dozens of cultures around the world would create an inage so

precisely simlar? Think of the drawi ngs you' ve seen of Chinese dragons. They

weren't called feathered serpents, but they had the sane configuration. Long

feathery scal es and a sinuous body."

Qut in the jungle the crashing, |unbering sounds becane | ouder and | ouder

Sonme creature unm stakably was naking its way toward Xitaclan as if drawn to a

magnet. As the noise grew, it sounded as if many |large creatures were

converging on the plaza itself. Milder raised his pistol

"Listen to that, Scully. | hope we don't get a chance to nmeet one of ny

i magi nary feathered serpents face-to-face," he said.

The sounds continued to increase. Trees bent, cracked, and fell over; ferns

swayed. Scully cocked her ear and turned her head toward Mil der. They huddl ed

around the campfire, both of themw th their weapons in hand, ready to nake a

| ast stand, if necessary.

But Scully suddenly becane nore curious than frightened. "Wait—Milder, that's

a nechani cal noise," she said.

As soon as she spoke, Mil der realized that the grow -ing, grinding sound he

heard was i ndeed an engi ne noise, the crunching of tires, and the humm ng of

generators.

Then, with a blinding roar, stars exploded in the sky, brilliant white glares

i ke aerial conbat. Fireworks shot into the air and burst |like a white

chrysant hemum

"Those are phosphorous flares,"” Miulder said. "MIlitary issue."

Under the glare of the scalding white light, two lunbering all-terrain

vehi cl es smashed t hrough the fallen underbrush and rolled up onto the

flagstones of the Xitaclan plaza. Behind the ATVs, dark figures wear-ing

canoufl age outfits scranbled out of the jungle. They crept low, holding their

rifles, snapping abbrevi-ated instructions to each other as they rushed into

posi-tion like army ants swarm ng to a new nest.

"What's going on here?" Scully said, |ooking both alarmed and perpl exed at her

partner.

"I guess it's not a good idea for us to run for it."

Scully instantly assessed the weaponry, the soldiers, the vehicles. The

hul king all-terrain vehicles rolled to a stop, crunching the weat hered

fl agstones beneath them smashing upthrust tree roots. The canoufl aged

com mandos ran about, intent on their mssion —and Miulder realized with

surprise that the terse phrases they snapped back and forth at each other were

in English, not Spanish

On first sight he had inagined a Central American guerrilla army, but though

he saw no markings on their unifornms or on their vehicles, he knew he had

found a different answer.

"Those are Anericans," he said. "U S. mlitary. Sone sort of conmando



operation.”

Mul der and Scully sat frozen next to their little canmp-fire, hands raised,

pi stol s in nonaggressive positions. The commando squad ran up and surrounded
the two, point-ing rifles at them

"I knew | should have paid that parking ticket," Ml der nuttered.

While two of the soldiers ained rifle barrels directly at their chests,

anot her man crept forward and cautiously renoved Miul der and Scul ly's weapons,
hol ding themat armis length, as if the small 9-nm pistols were poi sonous

spi ders.

The phosphorous flares had gradually faded out. Several of the canoufl aged
conmandos rigged up bril-liant arc lights, flooding the plaza with a harsh
gl are.

A sl ender, dark-skinned man marched up to Miul der and Scully, clearly in
conmand of the operation. He had high cheekbones, an aquiline nose, generous
lips, and a pointed chin. Hs eyes were narrow and as dark as obsid-ian. On
his shoul ders he wore the mapl e-l eaf-cluster insignia of a ngjor.

"Habl a Espanol ?" the maj or denanded. "Que pasa?"

Scully | eaned forward. "We speak English," she said. "W are Anmericans,

speci al agents of the Federal Bureau of I|nvestigation."

The conmandos stopped and | ooked at each other. The major stood rigid. "What
are you doing here?" he said. "On foreign soil?"

"We coul d ask you the same question," Milder said.

"My partner and | are here on a case involving mss-ing US. citizens." Scully
reached i nto her pocket. The sol-diers tensed, but she noved slowy enough
"I"'mgoing for ny ID " she said and carefully w thdrew her badge and photo

i dentification card.

Mul der | ooked at her, amazed that even here in the jungle she still kept her
IDin her shirt pocket.

"We are |legal attaches, LEGATS, to the U S. Consulate," she said. "Qur
assignment here in Quintana Roo is to search for a mssing archaeol ogi ca
team"

"Maj or Jakes, over here!" shouted two sol diers who had been exploring the open
pl aza area. They held back the tarp that had been covering the five bodies
besi de the feathered serpent stela. "Casualties, sir." The major turned to

| ook, saw the corpses.

Mul der shrugged. "Well, actually we've already found nost of the m ssing
team " he said.

Maj or Jakes gazed around the ruins and the plaza. Seeing no one other than the
two agents, he raised his voice to issue orders to his soldiers. "Continue
securing the site. This isn't what we expected to find, but we still have our
orders. We nust conplete the mssion, destroy this conmand out post, and be
gone before norning."

"While you're at it, do you suppose you could give us a lift out of here?"

Mul der said. "If you have roomin the back seat of one of those ATVs, | nmean?"
"If the paraneters of the nmission allowit," Jakes said, his voice entirely
deadpan. He bent over to study Scully's ID. "My men are not here in any

of ficial capacity, and we are under orders to respond with full denial."
"We've heard that before," Milder said.

"W can operate under those conditions,” Scully answered nore firmy, "if that
is the requirement for get-ting us out of here. Wat is your m ssion, Major?"
"To destroy this mlitary site," he said matter-of-factly. "Elimnate the
source of a strange encrypted trans-m ssion."

"This is a mlitary site?" Milder said in astonishnent. He spread his hands to
i ndicate the crunbling pyranmid, the weathered stelae, the fallen tenples.
"These are ancient Maya ruins, abandoned for a thousand years. You can see
that with your own eyes. My partner and | have been here searching for days,
and we haven't found the slightest evidence of high technol ogy or stored
weapons. This place has no mlitary significance whatsoever."

Then, as if specifically to contradict him a rain of automatic-weapon fire
showered fromthe shadows of the jungle, pelting the comrando team
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As the sharp, high-pitched shots rang out with a sound |ike a chainsaw, Scully
ducked refl exively.

Mul der tackl ed her, knocking her down beside the neager shelter of their |ow
tents. Her face pressed against the cold flagstones, Scully could see wi nking
flashes of fire as hidden snipers continued the attack

Maj or Jakes and his commando squad expl oded into notion, their own response as
fast as a swarm of angry wasps. "Get to cover, everyone!" Jakes shouted. "Fire
at will!"

"OfF course, | could be wong about this place having no mlitary
significance," Mil der said, breathing hard, close to Scully's ear. "Are you
hurt ?"

"No," she said, panting. "Thanks, Muilder." Though Scully could not determ ne
where the shots came from the Anerican comuandos responded with an inpressive
di splay of firepower, the quantity of bullets sufficient to nake up for their

| ack of a precise target.

One of the soldiers next to her spun around as if froman invisible force, and
he sprawl ed on the broken fl agstones. The young first |ieutenant gasped and
choked as bright arterial blood spilled fromboth the entry and exit wound in
his rib cage. Scully could see at a gl ance that the young man had received a
nmortal injury.

Return gunfire rang out fromthe jungle snipers. A bright puff of splintered
stone bl ossoned on the line-stone stela nearest their tent, naking a gouge
across the feathered serpent carving still sneared with rusty brown spl ot ches
fromthe previous day's blood sacrifice.

The soldiers sprinted back toward the two arnored all-terrain vehicles. One
man ducked behind the |ine-stone stela, another flattened hinself behind the

| ow, tarpaulin-covered corpses on the flagstones.

"Who's firing at us?" Scully denmanded when she had caught her breath.

The American commando squad continued blasting the trees, but they had only a
slimhope of actually strik-ing one of the shadowy enem es. Soneone unseen
screanmed in pain, then renewed gunfire drowned out all other sounds. A |ucky
shot fromthe jungle shattered one of the portable arc lights the conmandos
had erected.

A deep voi ce bell owed out of the jungle, using no | oudspeaker, but wi th enough
strength to penetrate the chaos. H's crisp Mexican accent sliced through the

night. "American invaders!" the man shouted. "You are ille-gally in the
sovereign state of Quintana Roo. Your defi-ance of our |aws and our borders is
against all international treaties.”

As they both rermained low to the ground, trying to remain mninmal targets,
Scully | ooked over at Ml der. She recogni zed the voice. "That's the police
chief, Carlos Barreio!" Bullets sang | ow over their heads. "But why is the
chief of state police firing at us in the nmiddle of the night? In the mddle
of the jungle? This isn't a |awenforcenent raid."

Miul der raised his eyebrows. "It seens Chief Barreio has gone out for sone
extracurricular activities."

One of Maj or Jakes's soldiers |aunched anot her garish phosphorous flare into
the sky, where it burned white-hot, splashing a glare down upon the field that
caused nore confusion than illum nation

"Identify yourself!" Major Jakes shouted, crouching beside Mil der and Scul |y
in the illusionary shelter of the tent. "W have superior firepower."

More shots spat fromthe trees, tearing holes through the fabric of the tent.
Jakes ducked si deways, collapsing on top of Milder and Scully. A furrow of

bl ood appeared at his shoul der—nerely a flesh wound, nothing serious. Major
Jakes didn't even seemto notice.

"This is an act of war," Barreio shouted back. "You invaders have brought
contraband arms into our land." The gunfire dwi ndled as the guerrillas' |eader
spoke, with only a few sharp sounds peppering a flare-lit night. "W have no



choice but to protect our culture. W cannot allow mlitary intruders fromthe
United States to walk off with our national treasures.”

"But we're not here to steal artifacts,” Mjor Jakes nuttered to hinself,
shaki ng his head. "W're just here to blow up the pyramd."

Mul der rose to an el bow and | ooked over at the mgjor. "Well then, if it's al
just one big m sunderstandi ng, maybe we can shake hands with himand talk
about this?"

Maj or Jakes didn't appear to hear. "It all nakes sense now," he said. "These
are freedomfighters, menbers of the violent revolutionary front in the
Yucat an—ti berati on Qui ntana Roo. They want to nmake their own little country
and secede fromthe Mexican nation, regardless of what the rest of the Yucatan
popul ati on wants. They don't have many weapons, nor do they have any nora

com punctions. "

Mul der | ooked at himcoldly. "Unlike you and your nmen."

Maj or Jakes returned the gaze, his expression blank, completely wthout anger.
"Correct, Agent Ml der."

"Throw down your weapons and surrender!" Barreio continued to bellow "You
will be arrested, charged as illegal aliens, and puni shed accordingly

unl ess your country chooses to extradite you."

Maj or Jakes's nostrils flared. Since this was not an official mssion, Scully
knew t he governnment would deny its existence and wite off the commando squad.
Jakes and his nen woul d be abandoned to whatever kangaroo court or dimtorture
chanmbers the guerrilla group chose.

"My nen will never surrender," Mjor Jakes shouted back, and nore gunfire rang
out. "Not to cowardly snipers, and not to terrorists.”

"I always wanted to be in a real Mexican standoff," Ml der said.

Scully knew that the covert American conmando 'group might be able to outgun
and outfight the Liberation Quintana Roo rebels in a standing battle—but they
could not escape or retreat with so nmany snipers hidden in the jungles. They
were trapped at Xitaclan.

The phosphorous flare fizzled and faded out, and the second arc |ight
shattered, plunging the site back into a darkness broken only by occasi ona
gunfire and afterimages on Scully's eyes.

"You two will stay next to me," Major Jakes said. "I realize you are both
nonconbat ant s—though |I'mnot sure there's a satisfactory way to resolve this."
"Then coul d we have our weapons back, sir?" Ml der asked. "Since it's already
cone down to a fight."

"No, Agent Mulder. | don't believe that would be in your best interests."
Maj or Jakes turned his night-vision goggles toward the forest.

As she lay on the flagstones, wincing every tine bul-lets whined over her
head, Scully felt the ground trenble, building to a vigorous vibration, as if
even nmore heavy machinery were rolling toward themthen she realized that this
trenor originated fromdeeper within the earth. Another runbling cane, a

guaki ng, as vol canic pressure built up beneath the |inestone crust.

"Scul ly, hang on," Mil der said. He grabbed her arm though Major Jakes and his
men di d not understand what was happeni ng.

The ground bucked and shook as seismic forces withed beneath them The gteat
pyram d of Xitaclan rattled and trenbl ed. Bl ocks of |oosened stone hunbl ed
down the steep steps. Fromthe jungle, some of the snipers wailed in terror
whi | e Jakes's conmmandos scram bl ed about in equal confusion

The nore distant of the plaza's two feathered serpent stelae groaned, then
toppl ed over onto the flagstones. The ancient obelisk crunbled into broken
rubble. The trees danced and waved.

Steam bl asted fromsnmall openings in the plaza flag-stones. Little fumarol es
split through the ground, releas-ing tremendous pressure.

"Come on, Scully, let's get out of here!"™ Mil der shouted, tugging at her arm
"We can run—dse this as a diversion, get to shelter."” He stood and staggered
away, the ground leaping like a carnival ride beneath his feet.

Scully rose to join him but Mjor Jakes stood next to her, blocking the way.
"Not so fast, you two. You're stay-ing here."



Angry shouts rang out fromthe forest, and Scully could hear trees toppling,
uprooted by the trenmors. She tried to stare down Major Jakes as he held his
weapon at her, and she knew fromthe expression in his eyes that she coul dn't
flee. Mul der had already crossed half of the plaza, ducking and weaving,
trying to get to the cover of one of the low tenple ruins. Mil der turned back
to her, an angui shed expression on his face. He paused as if he meant to cone
runni ng back, to surrender to Jakes in order to stay beside her

"Just go, Mulder!" she said. "Get out of herel™

He took that to heart and put on nore speed, dashing toward the cover of the
pyramid' s |lower platform Qunfire splattered against the uneven fl agstones
near his heels, bullets ricocheting into the night—she couldn't tell if the
shots had conme fromthe guerrillas in the jungle or from Maj or Jakes's
conmmandos.

The ground lurched with one titanic jolt, and Scully heard a sound |ike
muscles tearing, as if the ground bel ow were giving birth. A giant pillar of
st eam expl oded from behi nd the Pyram d of Kukul kan, water boiling away and
draining into the ground.

She realized the steam expl osion canme fromthe cenote—a crack in the earth had
split the bottomof the intensely deep well, dunping water into a vol canic
caul dron.

Scully caught only a glinpse of her partner's silhou-ette, but she knew with a
di smay that nade her chest ache that Mil der was running straight toward it, as
i f drawn.
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By the time Mil der reached neager cover, the ground had stopped swayi ng and

hi c- coughi ng beneath his feet. A few snipers took potshots at him but nost of
t hem seermed concerned nore with their own safety. Before the gunfire could
pi ck up again, he took advan-tage of the stunned notionl essness around the
ruins and ran on, taking shelter at the edge of the i mense pyramd

He felt dismayed at |eaving Scully behind, a prisoner of—er perhaps "under the
protection of"—Maj or Jakes and his commando squad. But she had told himto
run, told himto get away. Her |ast words piercing through the vol canic
trenors had cut himfree, as if a | eash hol ding himback had suddenly snapped.
If he could solve the nystery, find the answers that Barreio's guerrillas and
the American sol diers both wanted, perhaps he could use it to gain Scully's
freedom

Now he plunged in a single direction, for better or worse. He knew that he,
one man—dnarned, since Jakes had relieved himof even his handgun—oul d do
little against two opposing mlitary forces. Mil der hoped to approach the
problem froma different direction, finding an unexpected solution fromleft
field.

He needed to discover the secret of the great pyramd of Xitaclan. \Wat had
Cassandra Rubi con found there?

The abortive eruption and trenors had failed to pro-duce gushing | ava and ash,
but as Miul der staggered toward the abrupt edge of the sacrificial sinkhole, he
cane to a quick stop—and stared down, awestruck.

Sonmewhere deep in the basenent of the Earth the ground had cracked, splitting

open the bottomof the sac-rificial well. The |inmestone sinkhole had dunped
its con-tents into a snoldering pit of volcanic heat—all the cold, quiet water
of the cenote, the still depths that had cradl ed the sunken bodi es of

Cassandra Rubicon's team as well as the broken ol d archaeol ogi st hinmself. As
he ran, Mil der had watched the mushroom cl oud of stinking steam pour into the
sky as if froma boiler explosion...

Now t he sinkhole lay enpty, dripping and crackling, |like a dry, w de-open

mouth. Its linestone walls renmained slick and |unpy. Steamstill curled up
with a sour biting stench of vol cani c gases.

Mul der | ooked down into the gasping cenote, a pit into hell like the |egendary
entrance into Hades from G eek nythol ogy. Deep bel ow, he saw a faint glow The
haze of illumination was unlike firelight, unlike the snol-dering glare of

vol cani ¢ heat. This seened nore of a cold glow, a shimer that throbbed and
pul sed |i ke a beacon shouting silently into the bottom ess shaft.

Scully had told himshe'd seen a simlar unsettling glow during her diving
expedition, like distant heat light-ning, far bel ow the depth where she had
di scovered the bodies of the research team Phosphorescent al gae growing far
fromthe touch of sunlight, she had specul ated. As Miul der stared at the faint
haze, watching the flickering |ight, he could not accept his partner's
scientific explana-tion. This rising and falling glitter seened too orderly,
too regular, a pattern ... sonme kind of a signal

He thought of the major's claimthat the Xitaclan ruins were the source of
some nysterious encrypted signal, a transm ssion whose code the U S. mlitary
pre-sumably could not break.... But what if the transm ssion was not encrypted
or encoded in any way, but sinmply in a | anguage that Major Jakes coul d not
under stand, that no human had ever |earned?

VI adi mir Rubi con had gently chided Miul der for his imaginative interpretation
of the carvings atop the temple ... for his explanation that the w se god
Kukul kan, who had conme in a silver ship trailing fire, mght have been an
anci ent astronaut, an extraterrestrial come to Earth at the dawn of hunman
civilization. But now, observing the eerie glow deep down in the drained
cenote, Mulder felt certain this nust be sonme kind of SOS beacon

Mul der saw the tangl ed ropes still lashed to the gnarled trees, dangling al ong



the side of the nowenpty sacrificial well. He stared down at the steep
curving linme-stone walls. Wth the knobs and handhol ds and sl opi ng | edges,
pl us the support of the old ropes, he could nmake the descent. Probably.

The glow called to him He had to go down there. No question about it.

He grasped the ropes, wet and warmand slick in his palm They must have been
cooked |ike vegetables in the noxious vapors that had boiled up out of the
sacrificial well—but the cabl es appeared undamaged. They would hold his

wei ght... he hoped.

He tugged, securing the knots firmy above, and | ow ered hinsel f backward over
t he edge, digging the heels of his shoes into the danp |inestone. As he
expected, he found sufficient |lunmps and footholds to assist his descent—but
the drop seened inpossibly far down.

Straining his arm nuscl es, Mil der picked up speed as he gai ned confi dence,
maki ng his way fromledge to | edge, working hinmself downward. He grasped the
rough rope, but frequently used it only as a crutch and not for actua
support.

Mul der' s head began to spin fromthe foul odors hissing up frombelow like the
fetid breath of a dragon.

He coul dn't imagi ne how deep the sinkhole actually went. Luckily, the
beckoning glow did not arise fromthe absolute depths, but only partially
down.

Razor-sharp cracks of gunfire rang out across the air again. Milder froze,

pl astering hinself in the darkness under an overhang as the bl asts
reverberated in the hol-l1ow chanber of the cenote, but he realized that no one
had shot at himintentionally. The fighting had started again, now that the
hi dden assailants had recovered fromtheir fear and confusion after the
violent trenors.

"Quess | better pick up the pace," he nmuttered. He wasn't going to |et
anything as trivial as a minor Central American revolution distract himfrom
| ear ni ng what he needed to know.

Mul der dropped down to another |edge, and the color of the |imestone changed
fromfaded white to a darker, browner shade, stained with slimy residue. He
was now bel ow what had been the surface of the water

Anot her shot rang out far above, and he heard thin voices in Spanish or the
back-of -t he-t hroat Maya deriva-tive the local |ndians had spoken. He wondered
i f Fernando Aguilar and his native hel pers had returned, bunbling into the
conflict ... or perhaps Aguilar was sonmehow in | eague with Barreio and his

Li berati on Qui ntana Roo novenent.

He and Scully now had anot her set of murder suspects. Evidently, Barreio's
group of violent rebels might have cho-sen to assassinate a team of American
archaeol ogi sts defil-ing their national treasures. The price of revol ution
But... if Milder's suspicions about the fantastic ori-gin of this ancient Muya
city proved to be true, then the relics of Xitaclan belonged to no nation on
Eart h.

It had al ways bot hered hi mmahy had the Maya peopl e abandoned this |ush,
isolated site, and so many of their grand cities? Wiy had they built Xitaclan
here at all, far fromtrade routes or rivers or roads? Wat had fos-tered the
birth of their entire great enpire? Wiy did the Maya devel op such an interest
i n astronom cal know -edge, cal endrical cycles, planetary orbits?

The Maya had been obsessed with time and the stars, the passage of the Earth
around the sun. They had kept meticul ous track of days and nonths, like a
child cross-ing off dates on his calendar in the nmonth before a birth-day.

He had a feeling all the answers lay below, in the light.

Underneath the water's forner surface, the cenote's |edges and outcroppi ngs
were thicker, knobbier, unweathered. He clinbed down, his heart beating
faster, his curios-ity burning.

Then he ran out of rope.

Mul der | ooked at the frayed end, the long dangling strands that clung to the
cenote wall, all the way to the rimabove. He had no choice but to continue
downwar d, unai ded.



The gl ow grew brighter around hi mnow, colder. He sweated fromthe thick

vol cani ¢ heat, the | eftover steam the sauna of vapors around himin the enpty
cenote pit. But the light grew whitish-blue and cold, pulsing through the
surroundi ng rock. The walls seened barely able to contain the energy seeping
out .

Finally, working his way the rest of the distance, his fingers clenching

sl i ppery handhol ds and knobby out-croppi ngs of |inestone, Milder arrived
panting at a wi de | edge, an arched opening ... exposing a snooth rectangle of
net al

More gunfire rang out in the night, but Miulder didn't hear it.

The all oy frame was encrusted and corroded, but remarkably clean after
centuries of submersion in the cold cenote waters. The shape and appearance of
the portal was unnistakable, and Mil der reached out to touch it, his fingers
trenbl i ng.

The exposed opening was clearly sone kind of door

The door to a ship.
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The ancient netallic hatch opened with a drawn-out hiss-ing breath of
equal i zing air pressure—a sound, Mil der suspected, simlar to what a feathered
serpent mght nmake just before it attacked...

Despite his desperate curiosity, Milder turned away and held his breath,
afraid of what toxins he mght inhale inside the newy opened chanber. In

ot her inves-tigations he had been overcome after catching a whiff of the

noxi ous bl ood from deconposing alien figures. Watever |ay beneath the
Xitaclan ruins had been entonbed for centuries, and he had no way of know ng
just what might lie inside this |ong-abandoned . . . craft?

H s eyes stung fromthe fumes still rising fromvol-canic cracks in the unseen
floor of the cenote. He hoped the ground didn't spasm again anytine soon

But hearing the faint popcorn sound of gunfire above even | ouder than the

dri ppi ng echoes trickling down the curved |inestone walls, Milder knew he
could not spare any time or energy to worry about his own safety. He had to
get his answers, and then get back to Scully.

For that, he needed to go inside.

He planted his foot one step through the doorway, feeling the solidity of the
floor. The entrance corridor was snmooth-walled and wonb-1ike, the walls a
polished nmetallic substance that absorbed the Iight and reflected it back

Mul der coul d not see any source to the glare. It was a blinding harshness,
clearly designed, he thought, for eyes adapted to the light of a different
sun.

The Maya had never been skilled nmetal smths, had no snmelting capabilities to
create the materials he saw around him He proceeded farther down the
corridor, as if drawn. The walls humed with a hi gh-pitched throb-bing
sensation, like alien nusic. He felt it deeply within his bones, his teeth,
the back of his skull. Milder wanted to tell soneone, share his amazenent. But
that had to wait until he escaped again.

He recalled a far nore nmundane scenario out at the jogging track near FB
Headquarters, when he had fin-ished a long, exhilarating run, the second tine
he had encountered the man he cane to call "Deep Throat." Wen Ml der had
guesti oned himabout alien visitations, hard evidence of conspiracies |ocked
away in secret gov-ernment vaults, Deep Throat had given his usual answers
that weren't answers

"They're here, aren't they?" Mil der had said, sweat-ing fromhis run
demandi ng to know.

Wth his calm wunassunming smle and his know ng voi ce, Deep Throat had raised
his eyebrows. "M . Ml der, they' ve been here for a long, long tine."

But could it have been as |ong as thousands of years?

Now Mul der st epped deeper down the arnored cor-ridor, exploring the renmains of
what nust be an ancient derelict, the ship of an alien visitor who had

| anded—per - haps crashed—n the Yucatan Peninsul a centuries and centuries
before, here at the birthplace of the Maya civilization

"Tal k about illegal aliens,"” Milder mnuttered.

The wi ndi ng passages opened up, revealing dark, half-collapsed chambers, what
had been other netal -walled roons. Were corroded alloy plates had tunbled to
the floor, the holes had been repaired with pieces of carved stone. Little of
the original ship itself remained, barely a netal framework patched up with

I i mest one bl ocks.

Mul der inmagi ned Maya priests entering the "sacred" pyramd |long after the
alien visitors had vanished, still attenpting to be caretakers but not know ng
how. Generations and generations of awestruck visitors would have worn the

fl oor snoot h.

Per haps the m ssing equi pnrent and girders had been canni balized fromthe main
structure to be used in other Maya tenples ... or perhaps they had been
stripped and destroyed by treasure seekers ... or cast away by reli-gious
zeal ots such as Father Di ego de Landa.

A sense of wonder engulfed him coursed through his veins as he continued to
expl ore. Never before had he seen such overwhel ni ng evi dence, such incredible



remai ns of an extraterrestrial construction.

The corridors in the derelict ship reflected the same blueprint that Ml der
had encountered whil e noving through the labyrinth of the pyram d above in his
search for Vladimr Rubicon the day before. Up there, Mil der had explored the
dark tunnels until stopped by the strange seal ed passage. Perhaps, he thought,
it was an upper entrance to the entonbed ship.

Mul der wondered if the craft itself had crashed, plowing a crater in the

m ddl e of the jungle. Wen the local, uncivilized people had cone to

i nvestigate, Kukulkan, the "wi se god fromthe stars," had taught them i mense
know edge, fostering the birth of a great civilization

He ran his fingers along the gaps in the netallic walls, touching the polished
| i nestone. More than anything, he wi shed M adi mir Rubicon could have |ived

| ong enough to see this.

Over the mllennia the Maya—er |ater treasure seek-ers—had stripped the
derelict to the bone, leaving only this skeleton of the original ship. But it
was enough. Mul der knew this proof could not be denied.

If only he could bring Scully down here, where she could see.

Wth a pang he hoped she was still all right, that Mjor Jakes had at | east
protected her against a resur-gence of the guerrillas, as a hostage if nothing
el se.

If only he and Scully could get out of here alive. She had told himonce
before, during their frantic escape fromthe radio tel escope at Arecibo,
Puerto Rico, "Evidence is worthless if you're dead."

He cane to an ascending, spiraling ranp, and fol-lowed the bright, pulsing

gl ow steeply upward. He had no i dea how deep underground he still was.

Hi s amazenent doubl ed when he reached the next level. He had arrived at the
chanmber from which the gl owi ng beacon enanated. He had to shield his eyes from
the Iight, which burned so brightly that his skull hurt. This nust be the
control bridge, he thought. He slowy scanned the entire room

The entire chanber remained virtually intact, its oddly conpl ex

pr ot rusi ons—achi nery?—apparently functional. Miulder instantly realized that
this place nust have hel d enornous religious significance for the Maya.
Suddenly Ml der saw sonet hing that made himfreeze, his stomach tightening.
One of the chanmbers was filled with a strange translucent substance, an

et hereal gel that held a shadow, an outline—a sil houetted humanoid figure,

poi sed notionless in the far doorway, arns out-stretched, legs partially
apart. The sil houette | ooked slen-der, skeletal, distorted by the engulfing
nmur k.

Drawn like a noth to a flame, Ml der staggered across the sloping deck of the
bridge to reach the narrow chanmber—and he saw then that the silhouetted figure
surrounded by the gel ati nous substance was that of a young woman with | ong
hair and human features.

Mul der hesitated. The rational part of his mind knew it couldn't be his
sister. It couldn't be her

As he stood before the outline/ blinking and squinting

in the bright light all around him he studied the wonman

who hung frozen in place, trapped |like an insect in

anmber

As he strained to make out the details, Milder saw that her face seened
surprised, her mouth partly opened, her eyes wide, as if she had been suddenly
captured there |ike a photographic i mage. The gelatin grew clearer, as if
stirred by unseen currents of energy. He noted her green-brown eyes, her
petite figure that | ooked as if it could well have fit inside the diving suit
Scully had used. Flow ng cinnanon-col ored hair, a spray of fresh red scratches
on one cheek

O all the wonders that Mul der had seen and found inside the derelict ship, he
was most surprised by this one.

After their days of searching, he had finally found Cassandra Rubicon

Xitacl an rui ns Wednesday, 2:33 a.m



Maj or Jakes ordered Scully to get down, and she had no choice but to obey.

He bell owed orders for his forces to launch their all-out counterstrike.
Random sni per fire fromthe jungle shot out one nore hastily erected arc
light, but dazzling phosphorous flares lit the sky to conpensate, creating a
strobe light effect that accentuated the explosions and gunfire.

From t he weapons supplies inside one of the arnored all-terrain vehicles, tw
soldiers set up a small rocket bat-tery and then a grenade |auncher. Scully
covered her ears as the conmandos began to weak Armageddon on the dense
jungl e.

Startled gunfire rang out fromthe scattered Liberation Quintana Roo freedom
fighters. But as trees erupted into gouts of fire and detonations thundered

t hrough the underbrush, Scully heard nore wild out-cries, panicked shouts, and
screans of pain.

A salvo of automatic-weapon fire chattered back out of the trees. Two of Major
Jakes's commandos were hurled to the ground, torn apart by heavy cali ber
bullets. One npaned, one didn't.

"Stay under cover!" Myjor Jakes shouted, with a firm hand pressing Scully down
besi de the pathetic shelter of the |low tents.

The surroundi ng jungle began to burn. Another com mando took the place of the
fallen soldier at the rocket |auncher and shot four tiny mssiles toward the
heart of the hidden gunfire. The detonations sounded | ouder than the recent
vol canic trenors

The sniper fire trailed off again. Over the crackle of flames in the

snot heri ng under brush, Scully could hear recedi ng shouts under cover of the
mahogany trees and creeper-entangled jungle. The flares in the sky cast a
parade of shadows.

One of the grinme-sneared, breathl ess young conman-dos cane runni ng up
squatting as he scurried for cover. Fromthe soft, rounded features of his
face, Scully couldn't imagine that the soldier was nmore than twenty, but his
eyes were flinty and hard, aged well beyond his years.

"The enemy seens to be falling back, sir," the young sol dier said.
"Tenporarily, at least."

Maj or Jakes nodded. "Superior firepower is always enough to intimdate upstart
forces. | want you to run and get a damage assessnent."

"I can give you a prelimnary, sir," the soldier said. "At |least four nen
down, three fatally, one ... well, it still looks pretty bad, Major."

Jakes | ooked deeply stunned, as if the wind had been knocked out of him then
he drew a deep breath, the nos-trils of his aquiline nose flaring wide. "Six
left," he said.

Anot her sol di er came up, bleeding fromthe right side of his rib cage; he
didn't allowthe injury to slow himdown. "The guerrilla force has di sappeared
into the trees, sir," he said. "W suspect they're regrouping for another
assault.”

"They know they can't outgun us," Jakes said. "But they can wait us out."

"Do you request that we go out on a hunting expedi-tion, Mjor?" the soldier
asked, distractedly squeezing his side to stanch the bl ood fl ow.

Maj or Jakes shook his head. "Any word on their |eader? The man issuing
demands?"

"Prelimnary only, sir," the soldier said. He pulled his hand away fromthe
wound on his side, flexing his sticky fingers. Scully could see a gouge of
ripped flesh, cauterized fromthe heat of a passing bullet. The sol -dier

| ooked at the wet sparkle of blood on his palm then nonchalantly w ped his
hand on the leg of his canouflaged pants as if getting rid of a squashed bug.
"The | eader has al so run for cover, we believe. Unfortunately, we nust presune
he is not injured. He was | ast seen making a break for the main citadel in the
ruins, there." The soldier gestured toward the Pyrani d of Kukul kan. "Perhaps
that's sone sort of rebel stronghold or additional weapons stockpile. Cearly
our primary target."



"This is an archaeological site, not a mlitary target," Scully said, forcing
herself to her knees and pushing away from Jakes. It infuriated her to see the
death and injuries, the wanton destruction caused by both Barreio's freedom

fighters and Major Jakes's commandos. "It's just an ancient Mayan ruin, can't
you see? Not hing nore!"
"Al'l evidence to the contrary." Major Jakes | ooked at her, his face stony. "If

Xitaclan is nerely a site of histori-cal interest, then why is this gang of
rebels defending it with lethal force?" He turned to the injured soldier, who
stood waiting for further orders. "Proceed with the objec-tives of the

mssion. | want two nortar |aunchers set up and ready to go within ten
m nutes. "
"Yes, sir," the man said, then ran off, ducking | ow and weavi ng for cover

across the battered plaza despite the |Iack of gunfire.

"By what right do you come in here and attack a sovereign country and destroy
a site of priceless archaeo-|ogical value?" Scully demanded. "These ruins are
t hou- sands of years old, never before studied by science or historians. You
have no proof that this is sone weapons stockpile or revolutionary base."
Maj or Jakes wi t hdrew her confiscated badge and I D wallet fromthe generous
pocket of his canouflaged pants, scrutinized her identification again, and
handed the wall et back to her. "Very well, Special Agent Scully of the Federa
Bureau of Investigation," he said. "Let nme show you ny evidence. Since you are
already inside the security restrictions of this mssion, you' re bound by the
legalities and classification of what you' ve seen."

"I have a security clearance, and | know how to keep nmy mouth shut,’
said. "But | don't have any answers. Yet."

"Come with me, please," he said, "over to the lead vehicle." Wthout waiting
for her, he ducked and ran toward the ATVs. Scully scranbled after him
imtating his evasive pattern as she renmenbered the training she had undergone
at Quantico. She found it amazing how the presence of danger sharpened her
nmenory.

But this operation was different froma sinple sus-pect shoot-out: Xitaclan
had becone the site of an all-out war. Luckily, though, the offensive sniper
fire did not ring out again, and the two of themreached the |arge-wheel ed
vehi cl e without incident.

From a seal ed conpartnent, Mjor Jakes renpved a thin dossier packet: pictures
and files printed out on flinsy, water-soluble paper. Wth strong hands, he
pul l ed out two curling black-and-white satellite pho-tographs. They were
blurred, as if they had been faxed several tines.

"Thi s phot ograph shows what remai ns of the stronghold of a major Centra
American drug lord, Xavier Salida," Jakes said. "Heavily guarded and well
provi-sioned with weapons. W've known about his illegal activities for sone
time. The Drug Enforcenent Agency has worked with the | ocal Mexican police in
an attenpt to set himup—but Salida was untouchable. Too many corrupt
politicians in his pocket. That's always the prob-lemw th the drug |ords out
here.”

"I'f you worked with local police like Carlos Barreio, | can see why," Scully
said sourly. She bent closer to study the satellite photograph. "So why am|

| ooking at a crater? Did your teamtake himout because you couldn't extradite
himlegally? Is this what you intend to do here at Xitacl an? Leave a big
crater?"

"No," Jakes said, not the least bit offended. Even the dose firelight seened
not to rattle him The small injury to his shoul der had stopped bl eeding. "W
had nothing to do with this event.

"The crater radius and the condition of the surface, as well as concurrent
seisnm c evidence and a faint atno-spheric flash detected by one of our

si de-1 ooking horizon satellites, allows us to draw only one concl usion

wi t hout question, this is the result of a tactical nuclear strike."

"You mean sonebody | obbed an atom c bonb at a Mexican drug lord?" Scully said
in disbelief.

"That's what the evidence conclusively proves, Agent Scully. Nothing else

Scul ly



could have rel eased this much heat and energy in a single burst."

"But how?" Scully asked. "Were would a rival drug lord get his hands on a

war head?"

Jakes nodded to hinmself, pursing his lips. "Here's a scenario: A certain
nunber of displaced nucl ear arma-ments may have been diverted during the
breakup of the forner Soviet Union. It's possible some of these | ost assets
may have fallen into the hands of terrorists. These slinmeballs do a better job
of elimnating each other than we do of apprehending them"

Scully stared at the curled photo again. "Wth a nuke? Isn't that going a bit
over boar d?"

Maj or Jakes sidestepped the question. "W also know that the revol utionary
group Liberation Quintana Roo—the gentl emen shooting at us this eveni ng—have
been gath-ering up weapons for their hopel ess fight against the cen-tra

Mexi can governnent. We are greatly concerned that one or nore of these m ssing
tactical nuclear weapons nay have fallen into their hands. W believe the
guerrilla group would hold few conpunctions against using it in a najor

popul ated area."

Scul | y nodded, concerned to see the actual reasoning behind the drastic
actions Major Jakes and his comman-dos had undertaken. She pressed her lips

t oget her as her thoughts whirled, wondering if the nmurders of the archaeol ogy
team had sonmething to do with gun-running activities or weapons sales to drug
lords. Could the ille-gal revolutionary group have been using Xitaclan as a
secret base, undiscovered, until a nosy team of Anerican scientists cane in to
poke around?

But that didn't help Ml der, who had run off in the direction of the pyranid
two hours ago. She hoped he hadn't been taken prisoner by the revolutionaries,
or shot.

"That still doesn't tell me why Xitaclan," Scully said. "Wy here? These

i sol ated ruins have been untouched for centuries. There are no roads, no
facilities, no power—ebviously it's not a high-security conpound. There's
not hi ng here. Wiy an all-out strike in the mddl e of nowhere?"

Jakes reached over into the control panel of the all-terrain vehicle. He
switched on the flatscreen grid, which glowed gray and silvery blue before the
i mges resolved into a topographical |line drawing of a close-up of their

| ocation, centering down fromthe overall Yucatan Peninsula. Jakes punched
several commands, and the map zooned to a snmaller and smaller scale. A pulsing
light throbbed froma |location on the map |li ke a sonar signal or a heartbeat.
"This transmi ssion emanates fromhere, Agent Scully. Prior to the strike on
Xavier Salida's fortress, the signal appeared on our military receivers. It
seens to be encoded. W cannot deternmine its origin or its purpose, but we
believe the signal is linked to these activities. Therefore ny team has been
given orders to penetrate whatever defenses m ght surround this isolated
jungl e base—and to destroy the transmtter."

Scul ly watched the pul sing signal, the hypnotic pat-tern of flashing Iight on
the screen. "How do you know that's a mlitary transm ssion?" she said. "If
it's in a code you don't understand, you have no reason to believe it could be
athreat. That's quite a leap of logic."

Maj or Jakes remained staring at the screen, his dark eyes intent. "CQur
intelligence has classified it as a mlitary threat."

"What intelligence?" Scully said, gripping the side of the vehicle. "Wat do

t hey know beyond what you're telling nme?"

"It's not nmy place to question them Agent Scully," Myjor Jakes said. "I need
only to know the target and the objective. My commando squad is tasked with
carrying out those orders, not in debating them From experience, we know
that's best for all concerned.”

The first injured soldier staggered up to the all-terrain vehicle, panting.
Scully noted mat the narrow gash in his side had split open again, spilling
fresh blood into his uniform "All set up, sir. Ready to rock and roll, as
soon as you give the order."
"Very well —+he order is given.'

Jakes straightened, crossing his arms over his



chest. He did not turn to face Scully. "Let's take that pyram d down."
Scully | ooked toward the silhouetted ziggurat in the flickering flames from
jungle fires, wondering if Mil der had found shelter.

"Let '"er rip!" a young voice shout ed.

Scully watched in horror as the conmandos began to | aunch expl osive nortars
into the ruins.



Xitaclan derelict ship Wdnesday, 2:41 a.m

When Mul der finally recovered fromthe shock of finding Cassandra Rubicon
caught in the derelict ship like a fly in a spiderweb, he stepped back. He
drew several deep breaths, calmng hinself, renmenbering to focus, to study al
the details, acquire all the information, before he did any-thing rash. Assess
the situation ...

He stepped as close to the suspended figure as he could wi thout touching the
strange, gel atinous barrier, then he paused to consider what he should do. He
couldn't risk damagi ng anything here ... and he had no intention of becom ng
trapped, as the young woman had been

But this was incrediblel

Forcing hinmself to turn away, he spun around, scan-ning the amazing room

| ooking for nore clues. Wth a start, he saw that other small, dimchanbers
simlar to the one that inprisoned Cassandra dotted the walls around hi m-di m
al coves like enpty coffins in a mau-soleum ... enpty except for one, which
hel d someone—sonet hi ng—el se.

Resisting his unsettling curiosity about the archaeol -ogi st's daughter, Ml der
nmoved to the single other occupied chanmber in the control-roomwall, dreading
what he might find there.

"Let's see what's behind door nunber two," he said.

The figure lay crunpled, a nound of wadded rags and desiccated flesh, as if he
had been struck down where he stood. The nunmified, hardened remains were
distorted Iike a lunmp of mahogany driftwood, stripped of all noisture, barely
nore than tatters of iron-hard tissue that held crunbling bones together

At first glance Mulder couldn't tell if the mumry was actually hunman. He
recalled simlar dried corpses he had encountered while investigating other
cases—+n a high-schooler's grave in Oregon, in a buried boxcar in New

Mexi co—desi ccated remmins, possibly of extraterrestrial origin, possibly not.
Wth a sense of amazenent tinged wi th desperate hope, he wondered whether this
forlorn figure could have been one of the original occupants of the derelict
craft. Perhaps even Kukul kan hi nsel f?

Scully woul d never accept that conclusion until she could do an autopsy
hersel f. But when taken together with the other evidence—the buried ship and
its artifacts, the Maya carvings of spacenen and feathered serpents—this

| ong- dead i nhabitant woul d be conpelling enough even to the nost hardened
skeptic. Even to Scully.

He turned back to the nurky, bizarre chanber that held Cassandra Rubi con, and
the differences between the two . . . specinmens . . . struck him Whereas
Cassandra hung perfectly preserved in a coffin of petrified light, as if tinme
had somehow st opped for her, the other occu-pant |ooked as if tine had rolled
over himwith a steamroller and left himlike roadkill in the dust. This

dri ed-out corpse had suffered some kind of mishap. Mil der wondered what had
gone wr ong.

He resisted going inside the mutmy's al cove. Not yet. The walls of the main
chanmber blistered with the pulsing light that sent a vibrating tingle through
hi s head.

A message only recently sent out to a distant people who nust have stopped
listening a thousand years before.

Tearing hinmself away fromthe numm fied corpse and the trapped figure of
Cassandra, Mil der studied the limestone walls, where nmetal had fallen away in
the main chanber. He saw chiseled imges sinmlar to those on the tenple at the
apex of the pyrami d. But these images were less stylized and nore realistic.
As far as he could tell, the scenes depicted a tall sil-houetted form a
godli ke figure, an alien surrounded by Indians who seemed to worship him...
or fear him The godlike i mage—Kukul kan?—st ood accomnpani ed by sev-era
nmonstrous feathered serpents.



Mul der felt a shiver crawl down his back. These were well-rendered i mages of
the creature he had seen in the noonlit shadows two nights earlier
Slithering, glossy ... unearthly.

He foll owed the succession of carvings that paraded across the walls,

i npressions of the Maya people build-ing tenples, erecting cities in the
jungle, treating the ancient astronaut with great reverence. In each scene the
visitor had his back turned, his head lifted up, his unseen face toward the
sky ... as if waiting for soneone to cone. A rescuer perhaps?

But for whatever reason, Milder thought, "Kukul kan" had intentionally cone
back inside the derelict ship, placing hinself into one of these chanbers to
stay ... to die.

Unl ess there had been an accident.

Mul der approached the young wonman's frozen al cove again, straining to see if

she had noved—bl i nked her eyes, drawn a breath... but nothing had changed.
Through the "anber," Cassandra did not |ook lifeless, though. The flush of
bl ood still colored her face, a sparkle of tiny injuries on one cheek as if

she had been sprayed with splinters. Her hair seened sweat-danmpened, her skin
dusty as if she had worked her way through the par-tially crunbl ed cataconbs
in the pyram d above. She | ooked exhausted, overheated ... frightened. But not
dead. Mul der had seen enough corpses to know

Assuming that this place was indeed a buried space-ship, he wondered if this
coul d perhaps be sonme sort of suspended animation chanber, a stasis booth
where tine would stop for extraterrestrial explorers making an i nconparably

I ong journey across the void of space. He had seen the same idea in plenty of
science fiction novies ... maybe the aliens had thought of it for thensel ves.
He searched the walls beside Cassandra's gl owi ng doorway, but found no
controls, no status indicator, no colored buttons that m ght show himhow to
thaw the frozen substance

So, instead, he reached out to touch the cold, dimgel hinmself, imagining that
per haps he could just take Cassandra Rubicon's hand and raise her up out of

her glass coffin, like the prince awakening Sl eeping Beauty in the forest.
He hesitated before he let his fingertips brush the tangi bl e substance, afraid
that it mght somehow suck himin as well, like alien quicksand—+wo speci nens

for the price of one. But he had to know. He had to risk everything. Milder
pushed his hand t hrough before his doubts could grow stronger

When he touched the cold gelatinous wall, it ... burst, popping like a soap
bubbl e. Puddl es of slick, volatile liquid splashed across the fl oorpl ates.
Coughi ng and gaspi ng for breath, Cassandra Rubicon |lurched at him already
running, as if she had paused in the mddle of a panicked flight. Dripping wet
and horri-fied, she crashed into Miul der and screaned. He reached out to defend
hi nsel f as she drove himto the floor, pounding himweakly with her fists.
"No!" she croaked. "Leave us alone!" She grabbed the heavy fl ashlight that
hung from her waist and swng it at Mulder as if it were a large nmetal club
He reached up to defend hinsel f. Using his best hand-to-hand comnbat training,
he grabbed her wist, used his other armto snatch the flashlight away, and

pi nned her hands in the air. "Easy! I'mwth the FBlI, Federal Agent. |I'm here
to save you."

She trenbl ed and held herself notionless, but coiled, vibrating like a tightly
wound spring. "There was sone-one shooting . . . and a bright light." She

| ooked around, her nuddy green eyes unfocused. She smeared thin sline away
fromher face, shuddering and dazed. She seened to drift in and out of
coherence, as if her brain had not yet entirely unfrozen

Mul der sat up guardedly, still keeping his eye on her. He knew he nust | ook a
frightful mess—battered, nud-died fromthe clinb down the slippery walls of
the cenote, sweaty from days of trekking through the jungle. But coated wth
the vol atil e ooze, the young wonman | ooked far worse.

He brushed at his shirt. "I take it you're Cassandra Rubi con?" he said. \Wen
she nodded, he continued. "You and your team have been nissing for over two
weeks. "

"I nmpossi bl e," she said, then coughed again, w ping her hands on her pants in



di sgust. "We just got here a few days ago." She sniffed her wet shirt. "Wat
is this stuff?"

Mul der shook his head. "Your father contacted us a week ago Tuesday. My
partner and | canme with himto search for you here at Xitaclan." He hesitated
but she needed to know. Better to give her all the shock at once—though he
couldn't bring hinself to tell her about her father just yet. "I'mafraid we
found the other four nmenmbers of your team dead-shot, and then sunk in the
cenote."

Cassandra blinked and | ooked around, clearing her throat. Her voice was rich
and resonant, filled with nore anger than fear. "Those nen, men w th guns,"”
she said. "Bastards. Wat did they want? Who were they?"

"I think they're part of a violent revolutionary group. They've been keepi ng
us conpany outside tonight."

Cassandra | ooked down at her fingers, blinking but seem ngly not seeing. These

events had happened for her only nmonments before. "So how. . . howdid I get
away?" She cl anped her teeth together and hi ssed, "Bastards."

"We found the other four, but you were still miss-ing!” Mil der continued.
"I"ve just discovered you here by accident. You were trapped in ... and | set
you free from... whatever it was you had gotten yourself into."

Cassandra wi ped at her eyes and stared at the metal walls around her. But her
vision did not seemto focus. "This stuff burns ny eyes ... can't see very
well."

Mul der used his sleeve to dry her face. She contin-ued talking. "I ran into
the pyramid to get away . . . got lost . . . stunbled in here. Then |I don't

know what hap-pened. Light gushed all around ne, drowning me, burning and
cold." She sat down on the floor next to him deeply puzzled. "Did | hurt
you?"

Mul der shook his head. "Good thing you don't know karate," he said, rubbing
his bruised arm

Then he suddenly realized that the throbbing SOS sig-nal had ceased as soon as
he had rel eased her fromthe al cove. The di aphanous |ight throughout the main
chanmber began to fade. The signal had stopped, and now the derelict ship
seened to be... waiting, settling back to sleep

Tears streaned out of Cassandra's reddened, irritated eyes.

Mul der wi ped her face again and decided it would be too nuch to tell Cassandra
he believed they were inside a derelict ship, an extraterrestrial spacecraft
buri ed beneath the pyramd of Xitaclan. O that he thought she had stunbl ed
upon a lifeboat. She nust have activated its automatic system which placed her
i n suspended ani mati on

Mul der stood up and hel ped her to her feet. Cassandra stretched, flexing her
arnms experinmentally. The cold, wet gel began to dry into a thin coating on her
cl othes and skin. She swayed dizzily for a nmonent, then drew a deep breath.

Mul der | ooked around, but the pul sing signal had not resunmed. He wondered
again if her actions had triggered a distress call, a hom ng beacon. Perhaps
the original inhabitant had tried the same thing, but hadn't succeeded because
his |ifeboat had been danaged sonehow.

Miul der decided it was tine to get noving. "Thanks to your explorations, we
know t here's a passage through to the pyramd | evel. Good thing, too," he
said. "I don't look forward to clinbing the cenote wall again."

"I still can't see very well." Cassandra followed cl ose beside himas they

pi cked their way away fromthe main chanber, then she asked in a hesitant
voice, "My father ... did he conme with you?"

Mul der swal | owed, his heart |eaden. The passages around them grew dar ker

"Yes, he cane with us. W tried to have himwait for us back in the States,

but he wouldn't hear of it. He wanted to help you hinself," he said. "But Dr.
Rubi con ... he was another casualty of the people who tried to kill you. I'm
sorry."

Cassandra stopped in mdstep and swayed, |eaning into the rough wall where
nmetal plates had | oosened and fallen to the floor. She | ooked as if Ml der had
just punched her in the stonmach.



She said nothing but slid down to sit, shuddering, where the wall net the
floor. She drew her knees agai nst her chest. She stared at her dirty hands.
Mul der | ooked down at her, understanding. He quickly ran a hand through his
hair, then touched her lightly on the shoul der. She needed to be al one.

"I"ll go on ahead and find the way out,"” he said. "You take the tine you
need. "

Cassandra nodded, intensely weary. Wth a last glance back at her, Milder set
out, trudging up the slope. H s heart pounded, heavy with grief for her,
filled with amazenent for the things he had al ready seen, yet with an

equi val ent anount of dread for what he m ght encounter up above—the

battl eground, the snipers, the explosions. He hoped Scully had managed to keep
herself alive and safe.

The passageway becane dimer, the walls nmade of vitrified stone. The deck

pl ates transfornmed into a |lime-stone path under his shoes. He realized he had
energed into the pyramd | evel s again. Up ahead, he recognized the sane area
he had seen when he went | ooking for Vladimr Rubicon, though now he stood on
the opposite side of the fallen barrier. Elation surged through hi m—hone
freel

Then he turned the corner and came face to face with Carlos Barreio. The
police chief's flashlight beam shone through the di mess, pinning Milder |ike
a nmoth in a specinen box. Barreio held out a nickel-plated revol ver, pointing
it at Ml der.

"Agent Ml der," he said. His lips formed a hunor-less smle. "I thought I

m ght find you inside the pyra-mid. Unfortunately, | cannot allow you to |eave
here alive."
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Ref | exi vel y, Mil der took a step backward, but found no escape.

Barreio's police revolver pointed directly at him unwavering. Mil der could
not see the man's finger on the trigger. He would never know when it began to
squeeze, when the gunshot would ring out.

Once again, Mil der wished fervently that Mjor Jakes had left himwith his own

weapon.
"Let me make a wild leap of logic," Milder said, tak-ing another gradual step
back, "and guess that you were the one responsible for killing the archaeol ogy

team mem bers." He carefully began backi ng down the corridor

Barreio, with the gleamof the hunt in his shadowed eyes, stalked after him
gun forward. He answered only with an enigmatic smle, his |arge nustache
folded in the cleft of his cheeks.

Mul der pressed, "So you | et the archaeol ogi sts uncover new treasures for
you—pri cel ess pre-Col onbian relics that brought fabul ous prices on the bl ack
mar ket . "

Barrei o shrugged his broad shoul ders. "Liberation Quintana Roo needed the
nmoney. "

Mul der took another step backward, the flashlight beam dazzling his eyes.
Barrei o seened anused at his attenpt to escape.

"And | suppose Fernando Victorio Aguilar would find custonmers for you?" Ml der
said. "He's in this too, isn't he?"

"He only made hinself rich." Barreio growmed. "It is distressing to see a nan
with no drive or purpose other than his own greed."
"Yeah, | can see how you're nuch nore admirable,” Ml der said.

The sl ope was steep. He continued backi ng down, kept talking. Barreio

foll owed, confident, watching his victimproceed deeper and deeper into the
trap. "But why kill the archaeol ogi sts?" Mil der continued. "You just called
attention to yourself. They were Anericans on a visit sanctioned by the
central Mexican governnent."

Barrei o shrugged agai n. "The governnent knows nothing of the probl ens of

Qui ntana Roo. W have our own |and, our own history. W should be our own
coun-try like Honduras, |ike El Salvador, |ike Belize."

"Don't you have a brochure or something | could read?" Ml der said. "lnstead
of giving ne the whol e speech?"

"W had intended to take the Americans as hostages. That is all. Politica

host ages. "

Mul der raised an eyebrow. "I suppose they were shot trying to escape? And then
you had no choice but to throw theminto the cenote?"

"Some of our revolutionaries still believe in sacrifices to the old gods,"

Barrei o said, shoving the revolver closer. He shone the flashlight directly
into Mul der's eyes. Mil der blinked and held up his hands to ward off the

bri ght beam stepping back toward a corner. "W all have to make sacri-fices,"
Barrei o observed.

Mul der backed around the corner, unable to believe that Barreio kept stringing
hi m al ong, kept playing him

The police chief followed him closing the distance for the last tine. Barreio
grinned, flashing white teeth in the dimess. Mil der knew his time had run
out .

As the burly man rounded the corner, Cassandra Rubicon stepped out of the
shadows, hol ding one of the netallic plates that had fallen off of the walls.
She hefted it over her head and brought it crashi ng down agai nst the side of

Barreio's skull. H's policenan's cap toppled to one side; his body toppled to
t he ot her.

Still barely able to see, Cassandra dropped the plate with a Ioud cl ang,
amazed at what she had done. Carlos Barreio grunted in pain and shock
reeling, stunmbling into the wall. He was not dead—not even unconsci ous, just

stunned for a nonment.



Mul der did not want to risk grabbing for Barreio's revolver. He snatched
Cassandra's arm as she blinked her eyes. He yanked her after him "Cone on
we've got to run!" he said. "That was one of the nmen who shot at you." She
jogged after him hustling back down toward the con-trol bridge.

"That man killed Cait and John, Christopher and Kelly?" she said, her voice
icy.

"Yes, I'mafraid he did," Milder said.

"Then | should have hit himharder,"” Cassandra answered.

Mul der hel ped her as they both ran down the slip-pery slope. Mnents |ater
with a bellow of rage, Carlos Barreio cane charging after them He fired his
revol ver twi ce, and the bullets plowed gouges along the walls, ric-ocheting
into the darkness.

Gasping for breath, Cassandra said, "Men shooting guns. This was what |ed ne
down here in the first place. | still can't see ... ny eyes—they burn!"

They ran back into the tunnel, whose walls still siz-zled with a faint |ight
that grew di nmer by the minute. The corroded, half-collapsed netal -and-crysta
out crop-pi ngs gave a drastically anachronistic counterpoint to the Maya gl yphs
carved on the exposed linmestone in the walls: synmbols that ancient priests had
added in hopes of restoring the damaged or pilfered artifacts removed fromthe
derelict.

Mul der | ed her along, guiding her as she tried to clear her vision and find
her way. He gui ded her behind one of the glistening metallic nounds. "Stay
down here," he whi spered.

"Do you actually have a plan?" Cassandra said. "Or are we just running?"
"Runni ng seened |like a good idea at the tine." Ml der swallowed and cane to a
stop in the confusing but awesone control chanber.

Then Carlos Barreio staggered onto the bridge, weaving unsteadily on his feet.
H s eyes seemed unfo-cused, and he blinked repeatedly, as if to stop his ears
fromringing. Blood poured froma gash in his scalp, wetting his dark hair,

dri bbling around his ear and down his cheek. He had left his policeman's cap
back in the outer tunnel where it had fallen

Leavi ng Cassandra huddl ed behind the shelter, fight-ing to regain her vision
Mul der backed away in another direction. Carlos Barreio caught the novenent.
He swung his revolver and fired spasnodically, but his aimwas off. Severa
bull ets ricocheted off the netal wallplates. One struck inside the dark

i feboat chamber hol ding the numr fied remai ns of what Mil der believed to be
Kukul kan.

"Where are you?" Barreio croaked, w ping blood out of his eyes, snmearing it on
his cheeks. He roared with pain as he inadvertently touched the wound on his
head. "What is this place?" The burly man seened barely able to focus on his
amazi ngl y unexpected surroundi ngs. Mil der won-dered if Cassandra had given him
a concussi on.

Barrei o staggered forward and sw vel ed the revol ver around, shooting blindly.
The bullets struck the central mound of metal shapes and crystals, sending up
sparks and blue-green fire that rippled out in icy cold flanes.

Hoping to distract the police chief sonehow, Ml der grabbed a small, broken

[ unp of crystal fromthe rough floor and hurled it, hoping to strike Barreio
in the head—but he m ssed. Barreio caught the swift notion past his face and
whirl ed, hearing the chunk strike the wall inside the narrow al cove—+the
chanmber that had hel d Cassandra suspended. The police chief charged toward the
sound |i ke a five-hundred-yard-dash runner, waving his pistol

Barreio fired once and strode into the |ifeboat chanber.

Suddenly a flood of |ight poured over the police chief like a waterfall of

['i ght ni ng.

Instinctively, Milder shielded his eyes.

Barreio thrust his hands out, trenmbling, his jaws clenched, his eyes opened

wi de. Dazzling, ethereal gel suddenly congeal ed around him as if solidifying
fromthe air itself. H s nostrils flared—then he froze exactly in place,
pinned by the lifeboat's automatic stasis systems. The anber hardened.

Barrei o hung notionl ess, like an exhibit in a nuseum one breath half indrawn,



his eyes still hot, though dazed, the blood petrified along his cheek

Mul der heard the dull throbbing begin again inside his head as the derelict's
signal thrumred once nore fromw thin the wecked shi p—the SCS, the

reacti vated honi ng beacon

But whomit meant to sumon, Ml der could not guess.

Cassandra picked herself up fromthe floor, panting. She brushed herself off,

| ooki ng satisfied. She shook her head to clear her thoughts. Creeping forward,
she stood just in front of the glowing light wall, squinting slightly, trying
to focus her eyes.

Mul der took his place beside her, staring in, feeling his heart pound.

The young woman shook her head and directed a cool snile at Barreio. "At | east
I"'mon the right side of the wall this time," she murrmured. "I like it better

this way."
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When the thunder started from above, Miulder turned up to see the contro
chanmber's ceiling vibrating, trenmbling. As a second poundi ng t hunp
reverberated through the walls, he feared another vol cani c quake m ght be
striking Xitaclan—and this time he was trapped inside a crumbling underground
derelict that did not look as if it could withstand such severe stresses.

Wth anot her |oud, discrete boom he hunched down. Dust pattered from above.
"Those sound |ike explosions," Cassandra said, crouched beside him

"Yes," Mil der agreed. "It's bonbs exploding. | think Major Jakes's mlitary
tactics have heated up just a little bit—and I don't know if this old ruinis
going to take much nore pounding. |I'mnot too keen on the idea of being buried
alive, are you?"

Cassandra's face turned pal e and she shook her head. "My goal in life is not
to become a specinen for some future archaeol ogist."

"Let's try this again," Milder said, |eading her toward the upper exit. "W'|
make our way to the pyranmid levels. If Barreio could nake his way down here,

t he passage nust be open."

"At least for now " Cassandra said.

Toget her, they scranbled up the steep ranp, |eaving the rmurderous police chief
trapped in his coffin of light. If everything turned out all right, Milder
coul d al ways cone back and arrest Barreio |ater

Cassandra |l ed the way upward, her hair flying all about her face. Mil der shone
his flashlight ahead as the passages becane di mer, where the skeletal remnains
of the derelict gave way to |linmestone and hand-carved bl ocks.

Eager to escape, Cassandra pulled ahead of himas they reached the partially
bl ocked passage where the stones had tunbl ed across the corridor. The

barrel -chested Barrei o had opened a wi de enough passage for both of themto
craw through.

Cassandra scranbled up and into the dusty opening, wiggling her way ahead.

Mul der gave her feet a push, and the rmuscul ar young archaeol ogi st di sappeared
into the shadows. She twi sted around and returned, reaching across for his
hand to help himup. Wth surprising strength, she dragged hi macross the

br oken stone and into the cranped opening. He pushed his way past a shard of
rock and tumbl ed besi de Cassandra, into the upper corridors of the Xitaclan
pyram d.

Mul der | ooked around and brushed hinself off.

More thunderous boons sounded from above and outside, closer now Milder shone
his flashlight beamto see a snowfall of dust pattering down through the
ceiling stones. One of the support beans began to groan fromthe strain.

"We'd better hurry before it gets even cozier around here," Cassandra said.
Runni ng al ong the winding tun-nel, they followed the line of vitrified bl ocks
of the inner tenple that covered the entonbed derelict |ike a shrine.

"Just a minute!" Cassandra reached into her back pocket and pulled out a
crunpl ed piece of graph paper on which she had sketched her explorations

t hrough the pyramd' s |lower levels. "Let's check our route. You'll have to
read it—+ still can't focus well enough."

"I got to this point myself two days ago," Ml der said, renenbering how Scully
had call ed hi mupon find-ing Vladimr Rubicon's body in the cenote. "I didn't
get any farther though," he said. "I was ... interrupted.”

Cassandra did not pick up on the grimmess in his voice. She licked her lips
and said, "Well, inny mind it's only been an hour or so. | believe it's this
way." She turned down a different passageway | eadi ng upward.

Anot her expl osion struck much closer. The pyranid floor and the thick stone
wal I s rocked. The hand-hewn |inestone blocks rattled together |ike chattering
teet h.

"That sounded awfully loud," Cassandra said. "The good news is, we must be
close to the opening."

"Let's hope so," Milder said, then he heard anot her thunp and whoosh of air,



nmonent s before another equally |oud detonation. "Hey, those are nortars.
Sonebody' s |l aunching nortars." Then he swall owed hard as he remenbered Mj or
Jakes and his covert search-and-destroy mission. "I think they're aimng to

t ake down the pyramd."

"Nothing like respect for antiquities,"” Cassandra said.

They turned the corner and just up ahead saw the opening that |led out into the
wi de plaza. Qutside, the night was lit by fires in the jungle and dw ndling
white flares from burning phosphorus.

"I"'mnot sure it's a good idea to run out into the md-dle of that," Ml der
sai d. "Keep your head down."

Just then he saw the flash, heard the whistle, and instinctively grabbed
Cassandra. He dove with her against the wall. One of the nortars hurtled into
the stairstepped facade just above the doorway, detonating with a nonstrous
roar of fire and snoke and bl asted debris. The shockwave made his ears pop

An aval anche of rubble, rocks, and chiseled |ine-stone bl ocks collapsed to

bl ock the entrance. The low ceiling of the claustrophobic corridor split open
and fell in as Mil der dragged Cassandra deeper into the tunnels, both of them
blinded by the flash and the sudden darkness.

He breathed a searing nixture of hot gases and pul -verized |imestone dust,
choki ng and coughi ng. They staggered back the way they had come. "This is
getting ridicul ous," Cassandra wheezed. "W'IlI|l never nake it out of this
pyramd."

"Back to the drawi ng board," Mulder said. "Let's try the passage | used to
enter this place. Third tine's the charm™



Down, down, deep underground, Mil der followed the inage in his excellent
menory, though he cheated a little by spotting his own footprints scuffed in

t he dust of the |ong-abandoned corridors.

"This passage | eads out to the cenote,” Milder said. "Once there, we'll have
to clinb up, hand over hand."

"The cenote?" Cassandra said. "W nust be below the level of the water. Are we
supposed to swm or what? At |least | can wash the rest of this slime off."

Mul der | ooked at her, surprised. "Ch, | forgot to tell you—the sacrificial

well is just a big enpty hole in the ground now, thanks to the last trenors."
"Trenors? What trenors?" Cassandra asked.

"You' ve been sleeping for a long tine."

They arrived at the ancient door hatch, the netal bul k-head that Ml der had
reached by clinbing down the cenote walls. Standing in the nysterious entrance
to the derelict, Cassandra stared out at the dripping corkscrew walls of
knobbed |inestone. The enpty well rerained wet, still stinking of sulfurous
vol cani ¢ gases.

"I'"ve heard conpl ai nts about how pristine archaeo-logical sites are destroyed
as soon as outsiders arrive at the scene," Cassandra said. "But this goes
beyond ny worst nightmares.”

Up above, flashes fromcontinued nortar fire and snoldering forest blazes lit
t he sky.

"Steady." Mil der reached out to take her hand as they both stepped out onto

t he al gae-encrusted |inestone | edge. "W're on our own for the first half of
the clinmb," he said, "but fromthat point we can use the ropes we hung down."
"Ropes? What did you need ropes for?" Cassandra asked.

Mul der swal | owed. "Well, ny partner, Agent Scully, used your own diving suit
to go underwater to explore. That's where she found the bodies of your team
menbers ... and | used the ropes to retrieve your father. W found him
floating here in the sacrificial well."

Cassandra's |ips whitened as she pressed themtogether. Then she nodded. "I'm
gl ad you got himout before all the water drained into the ground . . . though
I couldn't imagine a nore appropriate burial for a hard-ened relic digger like
hi msel f."

Mul der reached up for the first handhold and clinbed cautiously, finding the
ascent sonmewhat less ter-rifying than the downward clinb. This way he coul d

| ook up and see his goal, rather than slipping and working his way down to the
unknown dept hs of a bottom ess pit.

Wry like a wildcat, Cassandra found tiny outcrop-pings that even Mil der
didn't dare try. They picked their way around the circunference, ascending at
an angle, conpletely encircling the sacrificial well until they reached the
right height to grasp the ragged ends of the dangling ropes.

From deep bel ow, vol canic vapors continued to gur-gle and bel ch and gasp.

Mul der knew that the eruption had not yet peaked, but had merely paused to
gain its second wi nd.

H s shoe slipped, and he dropped, grabbing for a hold. Cassandra reached out,
her hand as fast as a rat-tlesnake strike, as she grasped Mulder's wist. His
other hand rmaintained its grip on the rope. "Thanks," he said.
"Any tine," she answered. "Just make sure you do the sane for ne.
Once he regained his footing, they clinmbed the last few meters up to the edge
of the cenote, the flat |inestone rimwhere drugged sacrificial victins had
once been hurled down into the deep well that would swall ow themup for

t housands of years.

Silently deciding to keep thensel ves | ow, Mil der and Cassandra raised their
heads up, peeping over the edge to where they could see the Pyram d of

Kukul kan sil hou-etted in the firelight.

Hal f of its side had sl oughed down. Mortar explo-sions had gouged great
craters into the carefully crafted hieroglyphic stairs. Ml der saw ot her
peopl e running in the plaza, dimfornms scurrying for cover

Both of the carved feathered serpent stelae had top-pled over, and only one of



the tents remained upright. Mil der could see cautious figures scramnbling about
i n canoufl aged uni forns; one wore a different outfit. Scully.

Bef ore he could haul hinself over the |edge, though, a renewed outcry cane
fromthe jungle, shouts in the gut-tural Mya |anguage. A | oud crackl e of
gunfire canme in a staccato burst as the regrouped guerrillas charged out of
the cover of the trees. The revolutionaries fired at the sur-viving nenbers of
the mlitary team who responded in Kkind.

@unshots grew into a deafening hail of sound in the sky. Two nore phosphorous
flares soared into the night, overwhelnm ng the Iight of the noon.

Mul der hel d on, and watched, thinking of the relative peace inside the
derelict spacecraft.
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Scully covered her ears as the nortar |auncher fired another projectile toward
t he hal f - Denoli shed ziggurat. She cringed, and the other soldiers ducked away,
al so covering their ears.

The nortar struck the base of the great pyranmid, dead on target. Wth the

expl osion, fire and snmoke and shrapnel bl ossonmed outward, hurling chunks of
broken rock in all directions. After the inpact, cracks appeared along the
steep cerenoni al stairsteps—steps she had clinbed only days before to get a
panoram c view of the surrounding jungle.

The poundi ng had continued for nearly an hour, but the ancient structure

wi t hst ood the nobst vigorous bar-rage from Major Jakes. So far.

Scully had repeatedly argued with Jakes, insisting that he cease the
destruction, that he and his troops stop pumeling the archaeol ogi ca

treasure. But forenmpst in her mnd was an engul fing dread about where Ml der
m ght be. She didn't know where he had run—but no matter what, she knew Mil der
woul d be in the thick of things.

"How | ong are you going to keep this up?" she screaned, her voice nuffled in
her ringing ears. "There may be people inside that pyramd!"

"Regrettable casualties,"” the mjor answered.

"Don't you care?" she said, grabbing his sleeve Iike a persistent child ..

and feeling as helpless. "Can't you see what you're doi ng?"

Jakes turned his enotionless gaze down, staring at her. The weird |ight

spl ashed col ors across his dark skin. "No, Agent Scully—+ don't care. | am not
allowed to care. That's too dangerous."
"I's that what you tell yourself, just to keep ignoring your ill-advised

actions? Can't you think about the conse-quences?"

He didn't nove. "My nmind is nmy tool, capable of acconplishing seem ngly

i mpossi bl e m ssions—but only because | never allow nyself to deviate from
orders. Too nuch thinking creates confusion, double-talk, doubts.

"I have been through hell nunerous times, Agent Scully. The maps called it
Bosnia, or Iraq, or Somalia—but it was hell." Now his eyes flared with enbers
of enp-tion. "And if | ever let my conscience get too heavy, then | would

ei ther be insane or dead by now "

Scully swal |l owed, and the major turned back to face his remaining nen.

After repeated direct hits fromthe nortars, the ancient pyram d | ooked ready
to coll apse. Heavy blocks jarred | oose fromwhere they had rested for
centuries, tunmbled down, smashing the intricate carvings and gl yphs. The
pil-lars of the apex tenple platformhad all fallen over, the feathered
serpent statues blasted to dust. An aval anche began al ong the eastern face of
the ziggurat, roaring down the steep stairs and adding to the nighttinme din.
"We've al nost got it," Mjor Jakes said. "A few nore direct hits, then our

m ssion will be acconplished. Gather the casualties. W can fall back."

"No! W& can't |leave Mulder!" Scully shouted. "W have to find him He's an
American citizen, Major Jakes. Your actions have put himinto the middle of an
illegal mlitary action—and | hold you personally responsible for his safety.”
Jakes | ooked at her again with his placid dark eyes. "Agent Scully, | am not
even here. My teamis not here. Qur m ssion does not exist. W are not
officially responsi-ble for you or anyone else."

Then a bullet took himhigh in the left shoul der, spin-ning himaround and
hurling himinto Scully, knocking themboth to the ground. He grunted, but did
not cry out in pain.

"The snipers are com ng back," one of the comman-dos yelled

The ot her soldiers scranbled away fromthe nortar |auncher as a renewed shower
of gunfire came fromthe jungle. The guerrillas how ed their challenges.

The conmandos took shelter, ducking beside the all-terrain vehicles and the
nortar |auncher. They |eveled their automatic weapons and shot at will,
targeting on the bright spitfire that came fromthe shadows, the surg-ing
forces of the Liberation Quintana Roo guerrillas who charged out of the trees.



Maj or Jakes heaved hinself off of Scully with a barely restrai ned hiss of
pain. He stood up and squeezed his shoul der. Blood welled up in his uniform
He | ooked down at her, and she saw the splatters of blood staining her own

j acket.

"l apol ogi ze for bleeding on you," he said, then offered her a hand up

The conmmando cl osest to the nortar |auncher fell backward w thout an outcry,
hi s head suddenly splashed with bright red.

"Anot her down," Major Jakes said. He | ooked at his own bl eedi ng shoul der. "M
teamis dwindling with every nonent."
"Then we've got to get out of here,”
toget her. "Find Mul der and go."

"The m ssion is not yet acconplished,"” Mjor Jakes said.

The guerrillas, bolder now, cane out of the trees, fir-ing. Mjor Jakes's
conmandos shot back, though their defense seenmed to be crunbling. One of the
sol diers launched a grenade into a knot of Liberation Quintana Roo fighters.
It exploded right in their mdst. Broken bodies flew, arns and |egs aki nbo,
hurled into trees that also burst into flames fromthe backwash of the

expl odi ng grenade.

The vici ousness of the response caused the guerrillas' surge to falter. Mjor

Scully said, clamping her teeth tightly

Jakes grabbed Scully's arm "Come on, | want to get you back to your tent.
You'll take shelter there, so | can concentrate on our defenses."
"I"mnot going back to ny tent," Scully said. "I need to be out here, |ooking

for ny partner.”

"No, you don't," Jakes retorted. "You'll follow nmy orders. Period."
"That tent isn't going to offer me any protecti on whatsoever."
"It'1l offer enough,"” Jakes said. "The attackers won't be able to see you. You

won't be a specific target. That's the best | can do."

"I didn't ask you to—

"Yes, you did," Major Jakes said. "You said | was personally responsible for
your safety. Therefore | want you away, where | don't have to worry about
you—and where | don't have to listen to your constant insubordi-nation."

Wth his good armhe westled her into the flap open-ing of the tent. She
struggl ed and turned around, shout-ing at the top of her lungs, "Ml der!"

"He can't help you, wherever he is," Major Jakes said. "I'mtrying to protect
you, ma'am"

She glared at him "I need for himto know where I am™

"Just get inside the tent, ma' am"

She bristled. "Don't call me ma'am™

"Don't force me to be rude.”

Def eated and helpless in the mddle of a war zone, Scully craw ed into the dim
confines of the tent, huddling among the bl ankets. Major Jakes dropped the
tent flaps back down.

Scully felt as if she were inside a cloth tonb. The sounds outside were
muf f1 ed. Moonlight filtered through the heavy canvas, internixed with staccato
bursts of light fromflares, gunfire, another nortar |aunch, and di stant
expl osi ons.

She |istened to the deafening, chaotic sounds of the assault and knelt on her
bl anket. She rapidly lifted up her pillow checking that no scorpi ons had
snuggl ed under the rolled-up cloth.

More gunfire rang out. Scully heard a gasp from Maj or Jakes and a thunp.
Qut si de she saw sil houettes, shadowy figures—then a bullet tore through the
tent, m ssing her head by inches. Another small circular hole ripped through
the fabric, singed around the edges.

She ducked down, flattening herself to the ground, and |listened as the
fighting continued outside.



Xitacl an battl eground Wednesday, 4:06 a.m



Mul der hel ped Cassandra over the linestone lip of the sacrificial well, then
stretched out, relieved just to be on solid ground again. Exhausted, he tried
to decide which direction to run that woul d have the | east |ikelihood of
getting both of themkilled.

Mul der felt sick in the pit of his stomach as he watched the destruction of
the pyram d continue. The artifacts buried in the derelict ship would answer

t he questions archaeol ogi sts had wondered about for nearly a century. But
every bl ast pumel ed and crushed the evidence of extraterrestrial influence on
the Maya culture. Now the answers were reduced to rubble and debris.

He and Cassandra sprinted for cover every chance they could, stealing around
the perimeter of the ziggurat. He intended to reach the base canp in the

pl aza. Despite its dangerous openness, the plaza was the nost |likely place for
himto find Scully. That was his first order of business . . . that and
preventing themfromgetting killed.

Anot her nortar sailed high and dropped like a wecking ball onto the top

pl atf orm where ancient priests had performed their bloody sacrifices. The
pillars that supported the delicate Tenple of the Feathered Serpent had

al ready crunbl ed and col | apsed, sl unping down into a nmound of debris.

Rubbi ng her eyes, Cassandra watched in dismay, her face seething with anger

"First ny team then nmy father—and nowthis ... this desecration.” She snarled
and then stood tall, balling her fist and shouting into the night. "You can't
do this!"

As if to defy her, another explosive detonated. The Shockwave bl asted debris
fromone of the stair step ter-races directly above them causing a rain of

br oken bl ocks.

"Look out!" Ml der said and dove toward Cassandra, but the shattered rubble
dropped down on her l|ike the proverbial ton of bricks. A jagged chunk of stone
enbl azoned with a partial Maya gl yph clipped her across the top of the head.
Wth a thin gasp of pain, she collapsed, bleeding fromher scalp, a scarlet
stain ooz-ing into her nmussed ci nnanon hair.

Mul der bent over her, cradling the young wonan's head in his lap as a few
remai ni ng chunks of shrapnel pattered around him M racul ously, he hinself
suf-fered only a | arge brui se on one shoul der blade and a nasty cut in his
right |eg.

The side of the great pyram d seened to sag as rubble and stone bl ocks

sl oughed toward the base.

"Cassandra," Ml der said, pushing his face close to hers. "Cassandra, can you
hear ne?" Her skin had a grayish color, and sweat broke out on her forehead.
The young woman groaned and sat up, blinking and stunned. She shook her head
and then winced. "Bulls-eye," she croaked, pressing a hand agai nst her tenple.
"Quch. "

Mul der gingerly felt around on her scal p, probing the seriousness of the gash.
Though she bled profusely, it seened to be a shall ow wound. H's main concern
was that she had suffered a concussion or fractured skull.

"W can't stay here, Cassandra," he said. "W've got to find sone kind of

shelter, or we'll have a lot nore to worry about in a few m nutes."
He | ooked around, trying to focus in the uncertain strobe-light of flares
agai nst the envel opi ng darkness. "If we can find ny partner Scully, she'll be

able to give you energency nedi cal attention.”

He scanned the plaza, watched the scurrying figures, the smattering of gunfire
like deadly fireflies blossoming into the night. Ahead, in the open plaza, he
saw a tall fig-ure hustling a woman's petite form-ebviously Scully—toward the
tent. The two seened to be arguing, and then the man pushed her inside,
dropped the flap, and stood up to stand guard beside the tent.

Was the man protecting her ... or holding her pris-oner? Mil der couldn't tel

if he was one of the American conmandos or one of Carlos Barreio's guerrilla
freedom fighters.

"Come with me, Cassandra," Mil der said, draping her armover his shoul der and



hel ping her to her feet. She groaned, and her eyes blinked, unfocused, her

pupils dilated in their nuddy-green irises. The bl ood continued to flow down

her face.

"Hey, | can wal k," she said, but her voice canme out with a quaver, like a

child trying to inpress her father with her bravado. Ml der |oosened his hold,

but Cassandra began to slide toward the ground |ike over-cooked pasta.

"Maybe 1'1l just help you out after all,"” he said, plac-ing his arm around her

for support. The two of them stagger-wal ked toward the plaza. Ml der kept his

eyes toward the indistinct figure standing next to Scully's tent.

Continued gunfire prevented even an i magi ned nonent of peace. A chain of

poppi ng sounds cut through the scattered background noi se. The commandos

scat-tered again, but the guardian figure beside Scully's tent did not nove

fast enough. Mil der watched as the rain of automatic-weapon fire nearly ripped

himin half. Several bullets tugged at the peak of the tent l|ike thick darning

needl es, and Miul der prayed Scully had kept herself | ow.

"W have to get over there," he said, with greater urgency. Cassandra stunbled

as he wal ked with her, hunched over to present a smaller target. He expected

to be shot at any nonent.

He and Cassandra reached the nore distant of the two feathered serpent stel ae

at the edge of the plaza. Both carved pillars had toppled over, smashing the

al ready di sturbed flagstones. Some of the rubble had fallen across the

tar paul i n-covered corpses he and Scully had fished out of the cenote—but the

victins didn't seemto mnd.

Mercifully, Cassandra seened too dazed to recogni ze her team nmenbers, or even

to know what the shrouded forms m ght be. He hel ped her to crouch beside the

fallen Iinestone nonolith, taking shelter

Then, to Mulder's surprise, the din stopped. The combat field grew still and

oppressive ... as if a blanket of silence had descended upon Xitaclan. Ml der

stopped nmoving, letting Cassandra | ean back against the fallen pillar. He

craned his neck to | ook around. As he waited, the silence seenmed to grow

| ouder. Sonethi ng strange began to happen

He felt his skin craw, and the hairs on the back of his neck tingled with

static electricity. Ml der huddl ed next to Cassandra behind the stela. Sone

force in the air conpelled his gaze upward.

He watched the Iight come down fromthe sky.

The gl ow cane frominside and out of a huge vessel poised in the night. He saw

it for only an instant—but his inagination supplied the remaining details. It

was an i mrense construction, a dazzling chiaroscuro of angles and curves

form ng a geonetrical shape that no architect had ever conceived. A blaze of

light glowed around it like a halo, keeping all details indistinct.

A shi p.

He knew it had to be a ship. When Cassandra Rubi con had accidentally fallen

into the |ifeboat cham ber, she nust have triggered a pul sing nmessage, a

dis-tress signal transmitted across the starlanes ... a beacon shining al ong

an infinite distance.

Until finally the rescue craft had arrived.

Mul der recalled the blurred i mges of Kukul kan on the walls of the buried

control chanber: the towering extraterrestrial visitor staring hopefully up at

the stars. But the rescue craft had cone nore than a thousand years too late

for him

"Cassandra, |look at that!" he said, glancing down and shaki ng her shoul ders.

"Look at it!"

She groaned and blinked her eyes. "It's too bright," she said.

Mul der | ooked up again. The nmonent the lum nous craft reached the partially

denol i shed pyranmid, |ong spikes of searing light burned fromthe ship's belly
glowi ng, pulling an invisible thread. Ml der gasped and shi el ded his eyes

fromthe dazzling glare

Beneath him the ground trenbled, strained, ripping like a thin sheet of iron

tugged by a powerful magnet. Tenple bl ocks flew off the top of the ziggurat.

The rub-ble blasted away on all sides. Debris pounded down around them i ke



net eors.

He tried to | ook again, but the blazing light blinded him and he had to cover
his eyes. Miul der heard the strange craft continue its excavations, oblivious
to the covert U S. squad, to the Central American guerrillas, to the FB
agents. The powerful beam knocked the entire broad-based pyram d down, razing
it one stairstep layer at a time, like a child toppling a house nade of
bui I di ng bl ocks.

Mul der understood everythi ng now, knew his specu-Ilations nust have been
correct. Kukul kan had never been rescued because his |ifeboat chanber had
failed, entonb-ing hi mbut Cassandra's accident had once again sum noned help
fromthe stars.

And now the rescue ship had cone to excavate the derelict.

The ground bucked and heaved as the dazzling craft devastated the remai nder of
the pyramd, leaving only ruins. Shouts and panic rang out fromthe jungle and
fromthe surviving U S. conmando fighters.

Cassandra groaned again. "Please don't break it," she said.

"Not much | can do to stop it," Miulder answered, try-ing to make out details

t hrough the cracks between his fingers. The light grew brighter, hotter, in
the belly of the hovering ship. Mre glaring beans | anced out. Mil der watched,
drinking in the details, still awestruck

Finally, the inner pyramd |ay bare—the original structure that enshrined the
derelict ship. Sudden dark-ness fell again, disorienting Milder as the rescue

craft floated silently over. He supposed it was probing, scan-ning ... and
then the brilliant beans ripped out again, titanic forces stripping away

| ayers of the ground to exca-vate the skeletal remmins of Kukul kan's anci ent
shi p.

The earth cracked and shook—until finally, with a great rending tear, the
piercing light fromthe hovering ship ripped free the remains of the crashed
craft. Miul der was hurled to the ground as netallic girders and curved hul

pl ates protruded through the base of what had been the great Xitaclan pyramd
Ri sking blindness fromstar-ing at a light as bright as the sun, Miulder tried
to watch as the rescue ship heaved Kukul kan's derelict entirely out of the
ground, like a Maya bl ood priest ripping out the heart of a sacrificial

victim

Dirt and stone showered all around them Ml der ducked, confused by the garish
shadows that had become razor sharp in the backwash

Defying gravity, the crushed remains of the derelict rose into the air. The

gl owi ng rescue ship gained altitude with astoni shing speed, tugging the
skeletal girders along with it. Debris pattered around them a blizzard of
rubbl e that sprayed the entire site.

Mul der gazed into the sky, his mouth dry, watching all hope for finding
artifacts and incontrovertible evi-dence rising into the sky ... forever out
of his reach. The rescue craft had come like a soldier crossing eneny lines to
bring back the dead. Mil der had no idea where the craft m ght go, what
descendant s of Kukul kan m ght nmourn his munmi fied remains.

Eyes stinging with tears, he stared as the brightness conpressed itself and
shrank into a blinding star that streaked off into the night, |eaving himonly
with colorful afterinmages on his eyes.

Wth a shock, Mil der realized that the Mexican police chief Carlos Barreio
remai ned trapped in one of the |ifeboat chanbers. Perhaps Barreio would
survive the passage. O perhaps he had already been killed during the
unearthing of the derelict. Either way, the extraterres-trial craft took the
revol utionary | eader along with it.

Mul der knew this was one abducti on he would not nmourn, one alien kidnapping he
woul d never bother to investigate. He | ooked at the gaping, snoking crater
where the pyrani d had been. "CGood riddance," he said.



The ruins of Xitaclan Wdnesday, 4:19 a.m



Feel i ng hel pl ess and trapped, Scully huddled in the imaginary shelter of the
tent while she listened to the tunult outside, destructive sounds |ike the end
of the world ... or at |least a Maya version of the |ast days of Ponpeii

She heard expl osi ons and crashing stones, but they did not seemto be com ng
fromcontinued nortar fire. The comandos had dashed for cover, and the

| auncher had fallen silent. Several nore bullet inpacts had ripped holes |ike
tiny skylights in the top of her tent. Scully heard nothing nore from Mj or
Jakes or his surviving nen.

She tried to decide how long to wait before she made a break for it. She hated
bei ng sequestered in here, like sone princess |ocked away in a castle tower.
Jakes had thrown her inside this smothering enclosure just because she was a
worman, or a civilian—but she had no better chance of survival cowering in a
tent than if she actually dashed out across the plaza, to the ruins, to the
jungle, in search of Ml der

"Enough waiting," she said. "lI"mgetting out of here.”

Scul ly yanked open the tent flap and craw ed out, keeping |ow, expecting one
of the soldiers to shove her back inside at any nmonent. A harried Mjor Jakes
m ght even bash her in the head with the butt of his rifle, she thought, just
to keep her under subm ssion "for her own protection.”

But no one noticed her. She crouched beside the tent, ready to dive for cover.
But no shots rang out to strike the flagstones at her feet.

She stood up on shaking legs to | ook around, blinking in the uncertain |ight
of the burning jungle. Xitaclan seened to be quivering in shock

Scully found Major Jakes where he had fallen. Heavy-caliber bullets had ripped
his chest apart. He lay sprawed in his own bl ood, staining the flagstones

i ke another sacrifice to the ancient Maya gods. Even in death, his face

remai ned expressionless, as if it were all part of his bel oved m ssion

A frantic soldier ran toward her, dodging fallen stone bl ocks and uprooted
trees, his uniformtorn and stained. His rifle dangled fromhis shoul der, out
of ammunition. The clips on his utility belt hung enpty, as if he had al ready
used every one of the grenades and throw ng knives he had carri ed.

"We're under attack fromthe sky," the soldier said. "lI've never seen an
assault like this—but we can't resist! They' ve already destroyed the pyramd."
H s face dripped with perspiration, his eyes opened wi de and white.

Then he | ooked down to see the bloody corpse of Major Jakes. "Ch, damm," the
sol di er mopaned, gl ancing quickly at Scully in enbarrassnment. "Excuse the

| an- guage, nma' am"

"Don't call ne ma'am" she nuttered, recalling what she had said to Mjor
Jakes, but she didn't expect the young sol dier to understand.

"Ckay, it's fallback tine!" the soldier shouted to his unseen comnpani ons. He

| ooked at her, his eyes haunted. "Ma'am you'd best make your own way out of
the jun-gle as soon as possible before that ship conmes back. You can request
asylum fromany authorities you may encounter. Qur team on the other hand,
does not have that option. If we're captured, we're dead. Only three of us
left now "

Wt hout another word, the soldier dashed back across the plaza, holding his
enpty rifle in front of him sprint-ing for the cover of the trees. Scully
turned around to stare at where the tall Xitaclan pyram d had once stood—but
now she saw only a gaping crater

"My God," she said, awed, feeling an uncontrollable urge to cross herself. The
rubble lay piled up, nassive bl ocks thrown hundreds of meters as if tossed by
some titanic force. She glanced down at the major's notionless form "It |ooks
i ke you acconplished your nission, Mjor Jakes."

Deep in her heart, though, she suspected that no amount of nortar fire or
grenade bl asts could have lev-eled the centuries-old structure so utterly. She
t hought of what the soldier had said—an attack fromthe sky. Sone other
mlitary force, an air force? A bonbing raid?

Anot her tactical nucl ear weapon, an atomic artillery shell?

"Scul ly!'" The shout sounded like rmusic in her ears, and she whirled around
upon hearing Mil der's voice. "Scully, over here!"



She saw her partner, bedraggl ed and exhausted, sup-porting another woman who
staggered next to him The two of them worked their way across the plaza.

"Ml der, you're safe!"™ She ran toward him

"Let's not come to any premature conclusions,” he said. H s face was fl ushed,
his eyes glazed with shock—or amazenment. "Scully, did you see it? Did you see
it?" He gestured frantically over to the crater where the pyra-m d had once

st ood.

Scully shook her head. "I was stuck inside the tent, so | didn't see much of
anyt hing," she said. "Major Jakes is dead. So are nobst of his nmen. W' ve been
told to nove out as soon as we can. We're all by ourselves, Milder."

Finally, as if getting a second wi nd, nore sporadic gunfire popped through the
trees, and Scully felt very vul nerable. Major Jakes's three surviving
conmandos had already fled, piling onto one of the all-terrain vehi-cles. They
roared off into the jungle without waiting for stragglers.

"She's hurt, Scully,"” Ml der said, indicating the reddi sh-haired woman he
supported. "She was hit on the head by a piece of shrapnel from one of those
nor-tar explosions . .. but at least she's alive."

Scully | ooked at the wonan's head wound, saw that the bl ood was al ready
clotting, matting her hair in place over it. "Milder, is this Cassandra? \Were
did you find her?"

"It's a long story, Scully—and I'Il tell you right now you' re not going to
believe it. But she's here, living proof."

Bef ore Mul der coul d explain further, the ground began to writhe yet again. The
flagstones shinmed fromside to side, as if sonme | egendary titan buried
beneath the earth's crust were trying to break his way out using a jackhammrer.
"I don't think it's kidding this time," Scully shouted.

A section of the flagstones bl asted skyward as a geyser fountained up. The
entire plaza shifted sideways as underground pl ates noved. The stress becane
so great that a fissure ripped the courtyard in twd, tumbling the wall of the
| ong- abandoned ball court off to the side of the pyram d ruins.

"The ground here is unstable enough.” Ml der shook his head as if to knock the
dazedness fromhis brain. "Wth all the explosions, | think Xitaclan is about
to becone a thing of the past.”

Gouts of sul furous ash spewed fromthe pyramd crater, an upside-down
waterfall of |lava and snoke. The |inestone rocks cracked, igniting |like candle
wax. The ground split open, collapsing the sides of the drained and hissing
cenot e.

"Remenber that new Paricutin volcano from 1948?" Mil der said. "My guess is
that this place is going to erupt and keep erupting until we've got another
nati onal |and-mark on our hands." He hel ped the dazed Cassandra to her feet
again. "If it's all the sane to you, Scully, 1'd rather not have ny nane on a
little menorial plaque near the Visitor's Center. Let's get out of here.”

The gunfire had ceased, the guerrillas having scrambled back into the
destroyed jungle, their victory complete now that virtually everything
standing at Xitacl an had been destroyed.

Scully pointed to the remaining all-terrain vehicle. "W can take that ATV,

get better speed through the jun-gle ... though | have no idea where we're
goi ng. "

"How about away from here?" Mil der said. "Do you know how to drive this

t hi ng?"

Scully | ooked at him "W're intelligent people, Milder. W should be able to
figure it out.” But as she said it, she wasn't terribly convinced herself.
"Don't be so sure," he said. "lIt's mlitary technol ogy."

As she and Mil der hel ped the injured Cassandra Rubi con, they staggered toward
t he remai ni ng vehicle under the lava firelight and the conflagration of the
jungl e.



Yucat an jungl e Wednesday, 5:01 a.m



Orange gouts of lava shot up into the sky behind them as Ml der fought to
control the all-terrain vehicle.

"You have to hurry, Milder," Scully said, her face flushed, her expression
urgent. Scully had settled Cassandra Rubicon into one of the vehicle's seats
and | ooked at the injured young archaeol o-gi st while glancing over her

shoul der at the flanmes, the cracking ground, and the shooting fire and steam
"I"'mused to driving Ford rental cars," Miulder said. "This is a bit nore
chal | engi ng. "

The ATV' s engine had started up with a cough and a roar. Ml der worked the
pedal s, the gear shift—and they lurched off with all the ease and confort of a
pl ane crash. They followed the tranpl ed path hacked through the jun-gle by the
conmando team earlier that night. The vehi-cle's thick tires sw vel ed and

roll ed over the dense underbrush, smashing down ferns and fallen branches.
Scully did her best to prop up Cassandra Rubicon's groggy form She used a
torn strip of cloth to probe her head injury, studying the seriousness of the
gash. "What is this substance coating her?" she asked.

The young woman wi nced and tried to squirmaway from Scully's mnistrations.
"I"'mall right,' Cassandra croaked, and with a sigh slunped back to

hal f - consci ousness.

Mul der pl owed deeper into the jungle, but their pace remai ned naddeni ngly sl ow
as he dodged tree trunk and boul ders and crashed through thin streanms and

shal | ow trenches.

Fl anes fromthe fresh crack in the earth backlit the jungle. Spew ng nmagma
boil ed up fromthe open wound where the i mense alien rescue craft had
excavat ed Kukul kan's | ong-buried derelict. Geasy gray snmoke roil ed where the
grenade | aunchers had bl asted parts o the forest.

Wth the | oud runbling behind themand the continued hissing of the eruption
in progress, Mil der could hear few subtle background noi ses, but he thought he
spotted running figures scranbling through the underbrush. Some of the shadows
m ght have been guerrilla soldiers fleeing, others nmight have been the
surviving menbers of Major Jakes's commandos trying to nmake their way back to
a safe rendezvous point.

"Thi s woman needs nedical attention,” Scully said "but she'll be all right for
the tine being. Nothing serious just a little banged up ... but everything

see here arc fresh wounds—ot weeks ol d." She | ooked over al Ml der, her blue
eyes filled with curiosity, her eyebrows raised. "So where has she been al
this tinme?"

"She was trapped down in the pyramd, Scully."

Scully frowned skeptically. "She doesn't |ook like a wonman who's been in

hi di ng for days and days. | see no signs of mal nourishnent or physica

stress.”

He | ooked at her with a deep intensity, feeling the passion of his convictions
bring a flush to his cheeks. "I1'D tell you everything once we get out of this
alive."

Scully cradl ed Cassandra's lolling head so that it did not bang agai nst the
side of the ATV. Far behind them anot her huge expl osion ripped through the

ni ght, spraying nore ash and lava into the sky, spitting fire in al
direc-tions. Mulder flinched, then tried to coax greater speed out of the
groaning all-terrain vehicle.

The front left side of the ATV smashed into the bent bole of a tree, and

Mul der overconpensated by swerv-ing to the right, then zigzaggi ng back to
return themto their course. In the darkness and the chaos he had al ready | ost
t he beaten track. Maybe, he thought, he could stop at a gas station for
directions.

He squi nted ahead and swerved again, struggling to find a reasonabl e course

t hrough the overgrown jungle. "I hope we're not |ost out here in the

wi | derness for the rest of our lives. |I've got season tickets to the Redskins



ganes. "

He | ooked down at the high-tech apparatus and con-trol panels that equipped
the vehicle. "Check in the glove conpartnment, Scully. See if you can find a
Triple-A map."

Scully reached over and scanned sone of the screens. "Mjor Jakes showed ne a
dossier file—satellite images of an enormous crater |eft behind when a | oca
drug | ord was supposedly attacked by a tactical nuclear device. You' d probably
consider it the result of sone sort of alien technol ogy gone awmy ... but
let's not get into that. The najor had precise maps, topographical contours,
detail ed studies of the jungle." She shuffled around before letting out a
defeated sigh. "But all of that was in the other ATV, of course.™

On an inpul se she switched on a flat grid in the dash-board unit, which

di spl ayed a digital conpass and a glowing LCD map of the Yucatan. "Well, here
we go," she said. "I couldn't find the cigarette lighter or the radio, but
this should do the trick."

Mul der heaved a sigh of relief.

Suddenly a slimand wiry figure charged out of the underbrush, striding in
front of the ATV's path. He | ooked sweaty and exhausted, his khaki vest torn
his ocel ot-skin hat |ost somewhere in the jungle. But his dark eyes narrowed
with a fanatical gleamas he held a w cked-|ooking automatic assault rifle, no
doubt taken from one of Mjor Jakes's fleeing nen.

"I will shoot you now, or I will shoot you later," Fernando Victorio Aguilar
said, thrusting the rifle toward them "But either way you will stop. Now. "

Yucat an jungl e, near Xitaclan Wdnesday, 5:26 a.m



Wenching the controls, Milder pulled the all-terrain vehicle to a halt.
Aguilar's leveled rifle provided quite an incentive.

Wth the denseness of the foliage, the tight-packed trees, and tangling ferns
and creepers, he didn't have enough nmonmentum or enough confidence in his
driving ability with the clunky mli-tary vehicle to roar forward and tranple
the I ong-haired guide. If he mssed the man on his first attenpt, Aguilar
could easily dodge them and shoot at point-blank range. He wouldn't risk
Scully or Cassandra that way.

From her seat, Cassandra groaned and brought her-self cl ose enough to

consci ousness that she blinked at Aguilar. "Hm" she said. "Bastard!
Abandoned us..." Then she slunped back, as if that effort had cost her all the
energy reserves she had managed to rebuild.

Agui |l ar | ooked at her in shock, then jabbed his rifle at them "Were did you
find the archaeol ogi st's daughter, eh? Barreio's nen searched for days, but
they kept get-ting lost in the pyrand."

"She found a very good hiding place," Milder said.

"In fact, Senor Barreio found the sane spot—but | don't expect we'll ever see
hi m agai n. "

"Too bad. He was a political fool, anyway." Aguilar held up the rifle,
pointing it directly between Mil der's eyes. He could feel the black hole of
the barrel boring through his forehead, as if the | ong-haired guide were
perform ng sone sort of virtual trepanning operation

"What do you want, Aguilar?" Scully said.

The man swung the rifle to point it at her. Ml der saw that his ponytail had
cone undone and his dark hair hung in greasy, ropy strands to his shoul ders.
Aguilar smled at Scully. "For the noment |'d |ike hostages—and this vehicle,
Senorita." He rubbed his cheeks with one hand as if the faint stubble bothered
him All of his sup-posed plans had crunbled around him but Aguilar stil
seened anmused by the entire situation

"It's too late to say that nobody will get hurt if you do exactly as | say ..
but, believe ne, Liberation Quintana Roo neant to do this in a bl oodl ess
fashion. All | wanted was the artifacts, all they wanted were the politica

host ages. W coul d have gotten away w thout any casu-alties whatsoever, but

al as, circunstances did not permt that. Thanks to your American soldiers, and
your own stubbornness, eh?"

Mul der heard a crackl e of branches overhead and gl anced up at the trees.
Agui | ar saw the sudden nove-nment and jerked his rifle back at Mil der. "Don't
nove a nuscle," he said.

Mul der didn't nove, though he could still hear a rustling, creeping sound

t hrough the tw gs high above. OQther ferns began to stir behind Aguilar, but

t he guide kept his attention on the vehicle.

"W were obtaining artifacts fromlost Maya sites," Aguilar said. "Qur Mya
sites. It was |like stealing, but no one got hurt, no one |ost anything. Bueno!
The jungl e had buried these treasures for centuries, and now we were making
nmoney from them eh?

"Barrei o squandered his profits on political fantasies of independence and al
t he headaches that carried with it, while | put the profits to good use,

maki ng nyself comfortable—for once in ny life. | grew up on the streets of
Merida, Agent Mulder," he said with a snarl. "My nother was a prostitute. From
the tine | was eight years old | lived al one, rummagi ng i n garbage bins,

stealing fromtourists, huddling under a box when it rained.

"But thanks to Xitaclan | have nade nyself a reason-ably wealthy man—and no
one was hurt by it—until too many peopl e poked their noses where they didn't
bel ong!" He tossed his head. "The |ocals knew enough to | eave these ruins

al one. The Anerican archaeol ogy team shoul d have known as nuch ... and so
shoul d you."

"You' ve already promised to kill us,"” Scully said. "Now are you trying to gain



our sympat hy?"

Agui | ar shrugged. The deadly end of his rifle bobbed up and down. "W al
desire to be understood,” he said, with a smle. "It's human nature, eh?"
Then the branches overhead snapped and broke. To Miulder's utter anazenent, a
gi ant, sinuous shape dropped down like a gleam ng tentacle, a coil ed mass of
nuscl e.

Agui |l ar | ooked up and screaned, swinging the rifle—far too slowmy, far too

| at e.

There was a gl eam of translucent fangs as long as stilettos, as sharp as
needl es. A wide, hungry nouth flared. Feathery scales spread out in a crown
around bony headpl ates, |ooking |ike beaten scales of precious netal. The
nmonst er noved, quick as |ightning.

Aguilar fell to the ground under the weight of the creature. The vicious
reptile wapped around him squeezing its serpentine body like a braid of
steel cables.

"My God," Scully whispered.

Agui l ar screanmed in pain as well as terror. His rifle fell away into the
under brush. He clawed and pounded at the arnored, flexible body of the
feathered serpent. Blood sprayed fromhis mouth, a fountain of red as the

f eat hered serpent squeezed.

The man shrieked as his bones cracked like dry wood. Then the huge serpent
nmonster noved off into the underbrush, dragging its crushed victimalong unti
the foliage-entangl ed deadfalls shielded the carnage from vi ew.

Agui |l ar screaned twice nore, then the noise was cut off with a high gurgling
pop. They could hear nothing nore than rustling sounds... breaking bones and
tearing neat.

Scully sat next to Miulder, transfixed, her face pasty white, her eyes w de,
her lips pale and bloodl ess. "Mulder... I—=

Cassandra coughed groggily and croaked, "Kukul kan."

Sonet hing fast and fluid rushed through the tangl ed underbrush on the other
side of the all-terrain vehicle, noving too swiftly for Mulder to track. It
slid through the creepers and ferns, then burst up with a spray of fallen

| eaves and noss-covered tw gs. Looking at them

Anot her feathered serpent—even larger than the first—+eared up in front of
themlike a cobra before a snake charmer, baring its long fangs with a
bubbling hiss, only feet away.

"Mul der, what is that thing?" Scully asked, her breath slow and thin.

"I"d suggest we don't nove for the monent," he said through clenched teeth.
The sinuous creature weaved back and forth in front of them huge and
intimdating, |larger than any crocodile ever born. Its feathery scal es thrust
out like spines. Its breath came in a sharp, unending hiss, |like steamforcing
itself out of a boiler.

"What does it want?"

The iridescent, oily serpent noved with a blur like an optical illusion, as if
its entire body were nade out of quicksilver, as if it had been bred for a
different gravity, a different set of environnental conditions.

Mul der couldn't nove. He sinply stared at the beast, hoping none of his
actions would intimdate it.

As the nonster fixed its attention on them it stared with eyes of burning
pearls, grunting with an unfath-omable intelligence driven by a brain of

i nconpr ehensi bl e al i enness.

Mul der remenbered the carvings, the stelae, the i mages of Kukul kan deep within
the ship. These serpen-tine creatures had been the ancient extraterrestrial's
pets or conpanions or helpers ... or something else entirely.

Though Kukul kan hi nmsel f had di ed many centuries ago, his numified corpse
nothing nore than petrified tatters of flesh clinging to naked bone,
descendants of the original feathered serpents had remai ned behind. Stranded.
Over the centuries they must have nade their hone in the Central Anerican
jungl es, surviving hidden in the densest rain forests.

The creature in front of them stared, bow ng closer. The nonent froze in tine.



"Ml der, what should we do?" Scully asked.

Mul der met the creature's burning, opal escent gaze. They stared at each ot her
for a noment, a flash of understandi ng passing across a gulf vastly w der than
any sinple species barrier

Mul der realized he was hol ding his breath.

Scully sat w de-eyed next to him her knuckles white, her fingers clenched
agai nst the seat. Cassandra Rubicon groaned, staring at the creature with

gl assy eyes.

Finally, the tension inexplicably evaporated, and the feathered serpent backed
away, slithering into the underbrush. It vanished as quickly as it had cone,

| eav-ing only broken and rustling branches behi nd.

The forest fell silent again.

"I don't think we'll have any nore trouble with them" Ml der whi spered.

"I hope you're right, Milder," Scully said, then swal-lowed hard. "But let's
get out of here before one of those things changes its mnd."



Jackson Menorial Hospital, Mam Saturday, 11:17 a.m



Wth a clean shave and clean clothes, and after a good night's sleep, Ml der
felt like a visit-ing relative as he entered Jackson Menorial Hospital in

M anmi, where Cassandra Rubicon had been taken to recover from her injuries.
Now that he had returned to civilization, the dense jungle w | derness seened
anot her world away, with its bugs and scorpions and snakes and m serabl e rainy
condi-tions . . . though it had been only two days ago. The ordeal had stil
not faded from his mnd.

Wth the aid of the ATV's conputerized map, he and Scully had managed to work
their way east toward one of the paved roads in the state of Quintana Roo.
Then, like a survivalist senior citizen driving a "Don't bother nme or else!"
RV, Mul der barreled along the roads, terrify-ing shepherds and pedestri ans,
dar k- hai red I ndians wearing colorfully enbroi dered Maya cl ot hes.

Using a small first-aid kit she found in the all-terrain vehicle, Scully had
taken care of the worst of Cassandra's injuries, giving her painkillers and
appl yi ng disinfectants. She could do nothing nore until they found an actua
hospi t al

Finally, a Mexican police cruiser had stopped them the officer demanding to
know what they were doing there in a U S. nmlitary vehicle. Scully had
politely requested to be taken to the nearest American enbassy.

During the grueling drive through the unmarked for-est, they had found MRE
rations in the storage conpart-nment—Meals Ready-to-Eat"—as well as bottled
wat er. Cassandra had been unable to talk or eat, and she seemed so dazed by
her ordeal that Mil der had doubted she woul d remenber anything to back up his
t heory about the alien space craft rescue, any nore than he expected to find
wi t nesses fromthe commando opera-tion. Scully and Mil der ate sone rations,
however, and by the time of their arrest they felt relatively confortable
again and ready to go back hone.

Cassandra had been treated in a Mexi can enmergency nedical care center while
Mul der made the appropriate phone calls and Scully filled out the extensive
paper-work. Upon arriving in Man, Cassandra had been taken to Jackson
Merorial for observation and recovery. The young wonan was so weary after her
ordeal that she viewed the forced hospital stay as a relief instead of a

bur den.

Wal ki ng down the linoleumtiled hall, Ml der won-dered if the archaeol ogist's
daught er woul d recogni ze him now that he had cl eaned up and changed cl ot hes.
She had never seen himin his suit-and-tie FBI uniform

He punched an el evator button and rode up to see her. The heavy doors cl osed
on him sealing himalone in the small el evator—and he experienced an
unexpect ed dread as he thought of Carlos Barreio trapped in the |ifeboat
chanmber onboard the derelict ship, dragged into the air with the sal vaged
weck ... and fromthere to the stars.

Fortunately, the hospital elevator didn't prove nearly so threatening.
Cassandra Rubi con | ay propped on the bed sur-rounded by bl eached white sheets,
her head bandaged like a Cvil War veteran's. She stared at the television
mount ed high on the wall, wearing a | ook of conbined boredom and anmusenent as
she absorbed a wonen's afternoon talk show The topic of the heated di scussion
was "Wimen who claimto be narried to aliens fromouter space.”

"I shoul d have renenbered to set nmy VCR, " Milder said. "I wanted to catch this
one."

Cassandra saw hi m standi ng at the door to her room and her face brightened.
"There are some things | don't miss out in the jungle," she said. She picked
up the TV renote control and stabbed the power button; the picture on the tube
wi nked out with a faint cry of dismay.

"Feeling better?" he asked, coming to stand besi de her bed.

"Much," she said. "And your own appearance is much inproved."

He gl anced down at the uninteresting and uneaten neal on a tray at her

bedsi de. "You should eat your Jell-O-after all, you' ve had a pretty rough



tinme."

She forced a smle for him The heavy bandages cov-ered nmuch of her nussed

ci nnamon-brown hair. "Well, archaeology isn't for w nps, M. Milder."
"Please, just call me Miulder," he said. "I can't help but think that Mster
Mul der was ny father's nane."

At Mul der's mention of his own father, the young wonman's face tightened again.
"I have to ask you this, Cassandra," he said, growi ng nore serious, "because
everything we saw has been destroyed without a trace. Did your team happen to
snmuggl e out any notes, any photographs, any hard evi-dence fromthe Xitacl an
site?"

She shook her head, then winced as a flicker of pain crossed her face. "No,
there's nothing. My entire team died down there: John and Cait, Christopher
and Kelly—all dead, struck down at the beginning of their careers. My own
fat her was murdered because of ne, because of Xitaclan." She swall owed, then
| ooked back at the televi-sion herself, as if w shing she could be distracted
by the tal k show agai n, anything but the discussion she was now having with
Mul der. "No, Mulder. It's all gone now, including our records. The only thing
| have left is nmy menori es—and even those aren't too clear.”

Mul der stood next to her, nmomentarily turning his attention to the bl ank
television set, trying to find the right words.

Cassandra seemed withdrawn, as if searching for an inner reservoir of
strength. Wen she spoke, it surprised him "There are still a thousand
unexcavated sites in the Yucatan, Ml der. Maybe when |I get back on ny feet
["lI'l put together a new expedition. Wio knows what el se we mght find?"

Mul der al |l owed hinself a small smle. "Who knows?"



Scully's home, Annapolis, MD Sunday, 1:07 p.m



Wth her little dog curled up asleep on the sofa, Scully flicked on the
conputer and sat down at her desk, taking a deep breath.

So different fromwandering lost in the wet and bug-1laden jungles of Centra
America, she thought. And quite an inprovenent.

Now t hat she had returned home, she had to get into the right frane of mnd to
work on her official report about Xitaclan, juggling the | oose ends in her
mnd until she finally succeeded in tying themtogether. There were other
cases, other investigations ... other X-Files. She had to close this one and
nove on.

In a few hours of peace and solitude in her own apartment, Scully could finish
up the backl og of paper-work that had piled up during their trip to Mexico. It
felt good to be back in civilization.

She crossed her legs in her chair and rested a |ined | egal notepad on her knee
to jot down notes, sketching out her thoughts before conmitting her report to
t he conputer. She scribbled several headings, witing her ideas under broadly
defi ned categori es.

Their specific assignment—to search for the m ssing archaeol ogy team

menber s—had been conpleted. Scully felt grateful to be able to mark an

of ficial case closed, technically at |east. Assistant Director Skinner would
appreci ate that.

On the legal pad, she listed the names of the four murdered team nenbers,
addi ng details of how she had discovered their bodies submerged in the cenote,
how she and Mul der had recovered themfromthe water. She described the
apparent cause of deat h—nurder by gun-shot wounds, broken vertebrae, and/or
drowni ng. She concluded that Cait Barron, Christopher Porte, Kelly Rowan, and
John Forbin had all been killed by nmenbers of the guerrilla organization

Li berati on Qui ntana Roo.

She didn't know what to wite under "Cassandra Rubicon." She had been found
al i ve and unharned—t hough how, Scully did not understand. She still had no
sati sfactory explanation for the young wonan's di sap-pearance, the |lost two
weeks in her life. Had she been out wandering in the jungle or hiding down in
the ruins of Xitaclan while the rest of her team nenbers |lay dead in the
sacrificial well? Scully could not include Milder's talk about buried
spacecraft and suspended ani nmati on chanbers.

As a side note, she scribbled a sentence about how, in the wake of the
Xitacl an di saster and the debacle of the U S. mlitary covert operation, the
Mexi can governnent had finally come in with a sufficient force to crack down
on the guerrilla activities. Soldiers had confiscated the remaining illega
arms and arrested the surviving revolu-tionaries who could be found hiding in
jungle villages.

The viol ent Liberation Quintana Roo novenent had been crushed. Their nonina

| eader, the turncoat police chief Carlos Barreio, remained at |arge. Ml der
mai n-t ai ned his own expl anation for what had happened to the man. Despite

Scul ly's coaxing, her partner had not been forthcoming with sufficient details
that she felt confort-able about including Milder's specul ations in her
report. They didn't have a specific bearing on the case.

As for the tactical nuclear weapon that had supposedly obliterated Xavier
Salida's fortress—their investiga-tions had uncovered no evi dence of
addi ti onal bl ack-market armanents, other diverted nucl ear devices that had
fallen into the hands of Central American crimnals. A continued search

t hough, woul d have to be conducted by other federal agencies, such as the CIA
or the State Departnent.

Under "Vl adi mir Rubicon,"” Scully summarized the scenario of how the old nman
had been killed: struck on the head by Fernando Victorio Aguil ar because the
ol d archaeol ogi st had threatened to broadcast his report and call in
addi ti onal governnent-sanctioned hel p—all of which would have interfered with
Aguilar's artifact thievery.

Hesitating, she nade a notation that their guide Aguilar, Rubicon's mnurderer



had been killed by "a wild animal™ in the jungle.

Then she swal | owed and procrastinated, doodling with her pencil before getting
up to make herself a cup of instant coffee, heating the water in her

m cr owave

The nonstrous feathered serpents were the hardest part for Scully to explain.
Their presence posed the great-est difficulties for her rational report. She
did not know how to account for the creatures, but she had seen themw th her
own eyes. She could not ignore their existence.

Earlier, Mulder had described his glinpses of the unearthly serpent creatures
in the nmoonlight, and she had thought he had just been inagining things. But
she herself had watched the towering, coiling beast with its long iridescent
scal es and curved fangs.

Finally, steeling herself, Scully sat at her desk again and picked up the
pencil. Wthout further thought, she wote down her own expl anation, the best
she coul d cone up with.

The feathered serpents must be menbers of a l|arge, previously uncatal oged
species of reptile, perhaps nearly extinct, but with enough representatives
surviving into historical tinmes to account for the numerous |egendary inmages
on Maya structures and artifacts. In retrospect, she realized Mil der had been
ri ght the feathered ser-pent inmage appeared on so many gl yphs and stel ae that
it seemed likely the ancient Maya had seen sone of the creatures in life.

Mul der had even suggested that the car-nivorous feathered serpents could be
responsi bl e for the numerous accounts of mssing people in the area around

Xi tacl an.

She commented on the density of the Central Anerican rain forests, how many

t housands of new species were identified every year. She conjectured that it
was not conpletely beyond the real mof possibility that a large reptilian
carni vore—especially one with such apparent intelligence—oul d have remai ned
her et of ore undetected by scientific expeditions and zool ogi cal study teans.
Agent Mul der had rem nded her of how many inages of simlar creatures existed
in the world' s nythol ogi es: dragons, cockatrices, wverns, Chinese water
dragons—and the nmore she thought about it, the nore sense it nade that such
rare beasts mi ght have indeed exi sted.

Wth the destruction of the Xitaclan site and the significant amunts of new
vol canic activity there, Mil der had been unable to offer any corroborating
evidence. His alien artifacts remai ned unconfirned, his derelict spacecraft
destroyed. She felt that, while she would include his verbal eyew tness
account, she could do nothing nore than let it stand on its own.

She sipped her bitter coffee and scanned over her notes as she turned to her
conputer. She crossed out a few lines scribbled on the |egal pad, tried to
arrange her thoughts on paper, then rested her fingers on the key-board.

She woul d have to snooth everything out in her final report. Scully could say
only that the many anomalies at Xitaclan remai ned unexpl ai ned.



FBI Headquarters, Washington, D.C. Sunday, 2:12 p.m



Though FBI Headquarters never shut down entirely, the Sunday afternoon
qui et sur-rounded Miul der with a warm peaceful ness unlike the usual bustle of
a normal busi ness day.

Only one bank of fluorescents shone fromthe ceiling, the others were gray and
dark. The atnosphere inside the FBI offices surrounded himlike a tangible
presence: the thousands of investigations, the case files, tel ephones that
woul d normal Iy be ringing, photocopy machi nes whirring and clanking into the
ni ght .

The phone beside his desk remained silent—down the hall, the other conputers,
t he nei ghboring offices, the adjacent cubicles equally quiet.

It was not a rare occurrence for himto come in on the weekend; Scully had
often joked about his lack of a social life.

Now he sat pensive, with the mniblinds drawn and a desk | anp sw tched on
Rubbi ng the bridge of his nose, he pushed aside his stack of books on Mya
nmyt hs and ar chaeol ogy.

He studied a sheaf of satellite photos he had obtai ned through sensible use of
two Washi ngton Redskins tickets. He had invested in season passes, though his
caseload rarely allowed himthe tine to go to the actual ganmes. However, the
tickets often proved to be a useful formof currency for getting unofficial
favors done in the Bureau.

He sat down and | ooked at the finely detailed photos, a few of them show ng

t he devastated crater remai ning where a Mexican drug lord's private villa had
once been. Curious, he turned to another photo, studying the close-in target
of the hellish, blasted | andscape around the ruins of Xitaclan

The vol cani ¢ hotbed had al ready generated enornous excitenent anong
geol ogi sts. That part of the Yucatan should have been geol ogically stable
instead of giving birth to an erupting vol cano, nuch |ike the mysterious
appearance of Paricutin in 1948. The cone of the new vol -cano had al ready
begun to take shape, and early geol ogi-cal reports suggested that the new
eruption woul d continue for years.

Mul der wondered if there could be any connection between Paricutin and

Xi tacl an, but dism ssed the thought.

He woul d have no chance to go back to the Yucatan. He had no reason to return,
because the erupting | ava and vol canic trenmors woul d have anni hil ated al

evi -dence, even down to the nundane archaeol ogi cal ruins. Not a scrap of
Xitaclan's ancient glory remained.

Mul der picked up the precious jade artifact, the slick-smoth stone of whitish
green carved into the design of a feathered serpent.

This time, the image struck himwith an eerie chill, because he had seen the
real thing. He ran his fingernail along the notches in the carving, tracing
the feathers, the fangs in the open nouth. So many centuries of nystery |ay

| ocked in that place, and in this artifact.

But since Xitaclan had been destroyed, no one would believe his explanations.
As usual

Miul der set the jade carving on his desk with a sigh. At |east he could use it
for a decent paperweight.
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