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Cory McClintock,
You Are A Dead Man.
December 18, 2012
"Cory McClintock, you are a dead man."
Riggo's hanging out the passenger window of his mom's mini-van. Their dog Monkey is slobbering down the side of the car.
"Be online in exactly one hour, or I swear, I'm going to kill you."
I shake my head, drop my skateboard on the school's driveway, and push off. I like Riggo; he's my friend and all, but sometimes he can be so thick. With the line of red brake lights snaking down Military Road in front of him, he'll be lucky to make it home at all.
"And my mom says you should be wearing a helmet."
Riggo's voice trails off behind me as I roll along the curb lane dodging potholes and trash, pointing my skateboard toward home. The way his mom is always hassling him about wearing a helmet, or doing his homework, or going to church, sometimes I think it's almost a good thing I don't have a mother. Who needs a helmet?
Dad's a different story. He doesn't care about helmets or church, but homework? That's a whole other matter. Dad teaches history at the all-boys' Catholic school where I go, and he definitely cares about homework. But because he and his warm car left hours ago without me I'm on my own for the trip home. He keeps telling me I gotta take care of myself. Right now, that means getting my tail home in a blizzard.
He rushed out of here to meet with some guy. What the big mystery was I don’t know, but that’s the other thing about dad, he doesn’t always let me in on what’s going on.
My wheels catch some ice hidden beneath a patch of snow, and my deck slips sideways. I'm totally jolted as adrenaline sends my heart banging against my chest like it's leaped into a mosh pit or something, but one thing I learned from wrestling practice with Coach Bristleman is using the fear to focus. In a split second, I'm back in control of my board again.
The weather geeks on TV made everybody completely nuts this morning by predicting a couple of feet of snow. Our principal Father McIntyre's announcement this morning that school would close at noon today "until further notice" made the whole place go crazy. Closing school before mid-terms is weird enough—Father M isn't one to panic about a few snowflakes. The weird part came next. I guess he thought no one was listening because then he said, "And may God help us all."
I swear t'God, his voice actually shook.
Before taking off for home, I stopped by my coach’s office. His voice shook, too, but for different reasons. We have our first big meet Friday against St. Anthony's, and he planned on busting our butts today at practice. According to Bristleman, it wasn't the snow that spooked Father M. It was some genius at NASA who released a statement this morning saying that the "end-of-time" predictions made thousands of years ago by the ancient Maya might not be totally bogus after all.
This NASA dude said yesterday's earthquake a couple of miles north of us in Maryland, and the one that hit San Francisco last week, plus the massive snowstorm barreling down on D.C., the tsunami in the Pacific, and snowstorms in Texas are all due to the gravitational pull of some mysterious energy coming from a black hole millions of miles out in space. According to him, "unprecedented galactic forces" could totally be messing with the planet's crust. Now the whole world is freaking out.
I personally don't buy all the end of the world stuff people are spewing these days. But since I'm the only Maya Indian anyone at school has ever met, it's like all the freak weather and earthquakes and volcanoes that have gone down lately are my fault.
Of course, nobody's thanking me for getting them out of exams this week either, I noticed.
Right now, all I want is to get home and get online. For the first time ever, Riggo made me a squadron leader in the Battlefront Black Hole raid he set up against some kids from our study hall. Terry, Riggo's usual partner, got yanked out of school after the earthquake that hit San Francisco cracked a piling of the Golden Gate Bridge. Apparently, Terry's dad has completely bought the black hole thing and the end of the Maya calendar doomsday predictions. They headed for their cabin in the mountains. For some reason, he thinks they'll be safer there when all hell breaks loose. But now that the end-date is only three days away, no one has any idea what to believe.
A fat snowflake hits my cheek as I rip around the turn at Military and Twenty-seventh, right between two cars jamming the intersection. Okay, so the weather geeks got the part about the snowstorm right for once. Normally, I don't pay much attention to the weather, but since I've been praying for a miracle to get me out of tomorrow's algebra exam, I pump my fists at the clouds to thank the storm gods and sail past cars stuck at a light waiting to turn into the synagogue.
All I need is ten inches of smooth asphalt as I slide down the curb lane picking up speed. The collar of my puke-green uniform shirt the school makes us wear slaps against my chin, and my coat flaps open behind me. I'm all that's moving.
Even though it's just past noon, the sky looks like someone wiped axle grease on the clouds, and all the cars have their headlights on. It's weird how dark it is. Zipping between the circles of orange light under the street lamps, it's like I'm in some flip-o-rama in a kids' book—light flickers on-off, on-off, on-off. Halfway down Military Road, I twist my board and veer between a van full of screaming kids and a red Mustang whose radio is blaring with some preacher shouting, "Repent! The end is near!"
I twist and nail a kick-turn in the middle of the road. My pulse is pounding up in my face, and my knees shake at the thought of wiping out in front of all these cars.
Take that, all you long-legged, knuckle-dragging, skinny punks. You aren't the only ones who can pull off a hairpin turn in traffic.
Sliding between two oncoming cars, I cross the street. Moves like that are why Riggo calls me cocky. Okay, so it wasn't the smartest move I've ever made, but what does he know? He's warm and dry in his mom's car.
I shaved my head for wrestling season, so the cold bites at my scalp and ears like it hasn't had anything to eat in a very long time, and I'm the only thing crazy enough to be out in weather like this. Dad says being a full-blooded Guatemalan has nothing to do with hating the cold so much. He adopted me when I was a few weeks old, and I've lived in D.C. since, but man, my genes aren't made for this weather. I'm freezing my butt off!
I snap my board around the curve onto Nebraska Avenue, picking up speed, crouched low over my deck, and trailing gusts of breath. A flatbed truck that's got an open railing for a tailgate waits at a red light about fifty feet away. Catching up to it means I can hitch a ride up to Connecticut Avenue. Then I'll be halfway home where it's warm, dry, and there's a refrigerator full of Coke.
The light of the traffic signal up ahead splinters into what looks like a million pieces of green glass, and a ring of red mist around the truck's brake lights blinks out. Diesel fumes and a guttural roar rumble from the flatbed as it belches black smoke and accelerates.
My wheels skoo-ooo-oootch on the road's surface, rattling up my legs right through my chest and teeth. This grab'll have to be perfect. It's like my heart is some lunatic squirrel trapped in a cage that wants out—right now! I skitch all the time, but I've never gotten used to that pumped feeling just before the grab.
Leaning into the hill, I press my weight into my deck to accelerate and stretch barehanded for the railing. I wobble and my heart really goes nuts as the flatbed yanks me forward. I force my board back under me. Cold stings my fingers. Whichever one of the punks I call my friends stole my gloves is so dead. If the world doesn't end, I'm going to kill him.
Potholes and lumpy asphalt in the road rattle the truck's deck and threaten to toss me off as gears grind. I've taken faster rides than this one, but it beats pushing myself uphill. Just a few more seconds, then I'll ditch the truck and coast the rest of the way home—all downhill.
Clouds of exhaust drift in front of headlights from a long line of cars jamming the intersection. My skateboard hits a rut making my stomach do some crazy hip-hop move. I'm seeing myself roll under the wheels of the car behind me while trying to think of something to tell Dad about why I was skitching again even though he threatened to mutilate me the last time he caught me hanging onto a bumper going up this hill. Somehow, though, I pull it together without getting smeared across the road.
The truck's flatbed shudders. Diesel exhaust burns my throat as we reach the top of Nebraska Avenue. I check for a gap in oncoming traffic, let go, and slide into the intersection. Snowflakes flash like sparks in yellow headlights as I slip between two cars, brushing the grate of a Hummer. The driver pounds his steering wheel.
I'm no lip reader, but even I get his message.
My scalp tingles as I roll onto the side street heading south, rise up on my deck, and coast.
Nothing gets your heart thumping like a near-death experience. The tip of my nose is completely frozen. I can't even feel my fingers anymore.
"McClintock, you're just too friggin' good!" I shout, saluting the traffic with a gesture that would land me in detention if anybody from school was around. But, man I can't help it. I'm so juiced.
The rest of the ride I don't stroke the ground once, even though the snow is already deep enough to slow me down. By the time I jump off my board at my house I can barely see twenty feet in front of me. I stamp on the tail, and the board hops into my hand. Taking the stairs two at a time I fish the chain and house key from around my neck. The screen's hinges groan as I pull it open.
Before my stiff fingers can even get the key in the lock, the door gives. Dad is always getting on me about locking it. I'm so going to give him some for leaving it open.
Inside not a single light is on.
I drop my skateboard and kick off my shoes.
"Dad?"
I head to the refrigerator, but as I round the counter my breath catches like I've been punched in the stomach. Dad is lying face down on the tile with a puddle of dark liquid on the floor under his head.
"Dad!"
I drop to my knees beside him. My hands shake as I roll him over and smell the iron twang of blood oozing from a gash on his forehead. His eyelids flutter, and I swallow against the stinging in my throat.
He's alive! Oh, God. Call 911!
Something blocks the light from the back porch door. There’s a massive guy in a ski mask standing above me. His eyes, all that I can see of his face, reflect the glow of streetlights in the alley and make his eyes look orange.
"Who are you?" I scream.
"Vamos," he says.
It takes a second but it suddenly registers that he's speaking Spanish. Where’s he want to go?
"What happened to my dad?"
Another guy wearing a ski mask moves out of the shadows. The first one steps forward, grabs my collar, and hauls me up.
"Hey, let go!" I twist around to give him a kick as his jacket falls open. Icy needles of panic prick the skin under my armpits. A large metal-gripped handgun is hanging in a holster under his coat.
No way I'm waiting around for introductions. Twisting the other direction, I wriggle out of my coat, pull myself around the counter, and run. The second thug shouts something nasty in Spanish, ordering me to stop. I don't care what he calls me, I'm out of here. In the front hall I grab my skateboard, throw the door open, and crash against the screen. The front door glass rattles as it bangs against the wall. Cold soaks through my socks as I slip on the top step, then leap off the porch. It's like I'm in one of those weird dreams where everything is silent and slowed down but I can smell snow, and cold smacks me in the face. This is no dream.
My skateboard lands on the sidewalk with a muffled thud as I glance over my shoulder. My shoes are still sitting by the front door, but from the size of the guns those two are packing, now doesn't seem like the time to worry about some wet socks.
When I wheel around to catch up to my board I run smack into somebody the size and shape of a gorilla. Every muscle in my body feels like I've been tazered, and I fall hard on my butt. Snow seeps through my pants. My skateboard disappears under a black BMW parked facing the wrong way at the curb. The driver's door is flung open.
The gorilla sneers at me as he bends down, grabs me by the shirt collar, and hauls me to my feet like I weigh nothing at all. In the next second he twists my arms around my back and pushes my head down. He smells of cheap aftershave and breath mints.
"Te agarré," he says. Gotcha!
I give a little grunt as he drags me toward the car. No one has to say anything. I already know I am completely screwed.
The rear passenger window of the Beemer slides down, and some dude with greased hair in a black overcoat and a tie raises an eyebrow at me.
"Put him in the car," he says in Spanish. The door opens and he slides across the seat. He stares at something outside the opposite window. Silently, I thank Isabelita for speaking only in Spanish all those years she was my sitter. Because of her I understand every word they say.
The two thugs from my kitchen climb into the car and yank their ski masks off. They look like a matched set: Thug Number One and Thug Number Two. Both have necks like pillars and dark buzz-cut hair. The one in front turns around to glare at me. The other one stuffs his huge frame in beside me in the back seat.
"Vamanos," the little guy in the suit says. "We're wasting time." His voice is high-pitched but calm.
Me? I'm panicking. Who are these guys?
All Coach Bristleman's training about never showing fear is about to go right out the window. Sweat and snow drip off my head and face. I'm struggling just to breathe normally. I can only imagine how weak I look. The doors slam shut; then comes the loud, dull thunk of the locks slapping down, and it's like there’s no air in the car. Bracing myself against the leather seat I struggle to breath.
"It's like I always say," the guy in the suit says, still looking out the window. He has a heavy accent, but his English is clear and slow. "Never underestimate your opponent—no matter how small."
Who's he calling small? The sneering gorilla who’s driving must have two hundred pounds on me at least. It wasn't even a fair fight. Besides, I'm no expert, but I've played enough first-person shooters to know that the guns the thugs from my kitchen are carrying are state-of-the-art Czech-made semiautomatic pistols. Big ones.
My fingers and toes sting as the car's heat seeps into them, and blood pulses under the scrapes on my palms. My heart's pounding in my ears as I scan the back seat. I have to get out of here. Now!
I rub the back of my hand across my nose, and the guy in the suit hands me a folded handkerchief. Weird designs in bright red on the corner make my stomach flip. I know Maya glyphs when I see them. Dad has some framed in his office.
"So, chico, allow me to introduce myself. I am called Omar Culebra. I hope you enjoyed your last romp in the snow. Where we are going there won't be any." He pauses. "Unless, of course, you prove unworthy of the effort we put into finding you." Something about his eyes reminds me of coals in a fireplace. A gold cap on his front tooth glows dully in the grey light.
"Al aeropuerto," he says, and the car moves forward.
"The airport?" I struggle to keep my voice from shaking.
"Ah, yes. I see you are confused." The y in "yes" sounds like a j. He lights a cigarette and shakes out the match. The smile is gone as the car inches into the intersection at Veazy and Wisconsin Avenue. "No need to worry. We are merely taking you home. You are needed in Guatemala."
"Guatemala!?" My throat's so tight I can barely swallow, and my voice sounds like a squeak. No one else in the car is paying any attention, like they steal kids from their homes every day.
"Look, Mr. Whoever-you-are, I really gotta call an ambulance for my dad."
Then I get it.
"Are you kidnapping me? Boy, have you screwed up. My father's a history teacher. We don't have any money."
I scan the backseat checking out my options. If I can just get around the little guy, I’m sure I can outrun the big ones…Shoes or no shoes I've got to be faster, right?
I scoot to the edge of the seat, leaning forward.
The thug on my left clamps his hand on my knee and squeezes. His fingers are the size and shape of sausage links, but it feels like being grabbed by a vise.
Culebra glances sideways in my direction as I squirm.
"Ah, yes. Your 'dad.'" Culebra draws the word out. He breathes through the cigarette and cocks his head like he's thinking about something. "He isn't your real father, you know, chico."
"Yeah? He adopted me as a baby. That makes him my father in my book. Look, I gotta make sure he's okay."
"Your family was very upset that your mother sent you away. I have been looking for you a very long time."
Something catches in my chest as his words register in my not-so-quick brain.
"Wait, you know my mother?" Now my heart really begins to kick.
The corner of Culebra's mouth lifts slightly.
"Sí, chico. I am her brother."
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Who the Heck Is Kux Balam Kan?
Culebra's words hang in the car right there alongside the smoke from his cigarette. First I think I've heard wrong. He's got to be kidding, right? I mean I always knew I had a family somewhere. Then my stomach and chest begin to churn. This isn't making any sense. Why did they beat up my dad, and how come they have guns? No way this Culebra guy is my uncle. I mean they're trying to kidnap me, right?
Now my face gets really hot. He's gotta be making the whole thing up. I'd heard the story a million times. My mother handed me over to Dad, begging him to take care of me. He said she called me "Corazón," kissed me good-bye, and disappeared. The cotton sheet she wrapped me in is shoved at the back of my sock drawer. So why would my birth family want me back so badly all of a sudden? It's not like anyone came looking for me when I was a baby.
Anyway, it doesn't matter who he is: I'm not going anywhere—Dad's lying in a pool of blood.
I take two deep breaths. I have to calm down. I'll never get past the guy on the left. I need to think.
I try again.
"Excuse me, sir?" Being polite always works on the lunch ladies at school. "It looked like my dad lost a lot of blood. I'm kind of worried about him. Could I call an ambulance, please?" Even I'm surprised at how calm I sound. My leg's bouncing like it's gone into hyper-drive, but it can't go anywhere.
Pale light from outside casts a spotty shadow on Culebra's pockmarked face. He doesn't look at me as he speaks.
"Don't worry, chico. We will certainly get your father help—just as soon as we have you safely aboard my jet."
"Your jet?"
Culebra smiles, and this time his whole mouth goes wide. Something about his smile, though, makes me want to get as far away from him as possible. The skin on my neck tingles.
"You see, your family has spared no expense looking for you. Now we want to get you home as quickly as possible. We are flying on my personal airplane."
"I can't just leave him there. He'll die. He needs help."
"I understand, chico, so we will make what you Americans like to call a deal." He looks back out the window beside him. "Air traffic control has ordered all small aircraft out of Washington immediately. We have no time for delay. You cooperate during the customs and passport procedures at the airport, and I will personally call an ambulance for your father."
Customs and passport procedures? "I don't even have a passport."
Culebra snaps his fingers. "Los documentos," he says, and Thug Number Two in the front pulls something out of his pocket. He passes it back over the seat, and Culebra hands it to me. I stare at the small blue booklet. It has the words "Pasaporte de La Republica de Guatemala" embossed in gold under an emblem of a long-tailed bird perched on a pair of crossed rifles. I open it to the front page. My face stares back at me. Fear traces up my spine.
"How'd you get my picture?"
Then I look at the name. "Who the heck is Kux Balam Kan?"
"It is pronounced 'koosh ba-lam khan.' And it is the name that was given to you the day you were born. It means 'Heart of Jaguar Serpent.'" Culebra pushes back into the seat and smiles. "Don't worry, chico. As you can see, your documents are in order."
"Look, even if you are my uncle, you can't just beat up my dad and drag me away."
"You are a smart boy, no?" Culebra smiles that smile again. "You have no reason to be afraid. But I assure you, for your father's sake, you do not want to do anything at the airport that will cause a delay." He pauses. "Comprende?" His voice has changed. Now it sounds more like a hiss. He glares at me like he's daring me to do something stupid.
Yeah, I understand. I nod and tuck my hands between my knees to hide their shaking. He is kidnapping me. Now what?
We turn past the circle by the Lincoln Memorial, then cross Memorial Bridge heading straight for the Lee Mansion glowing orange through the swirling snow. The car speeds up.
I don't want to go to Guatemala, but I don’t want Dad to die! I try to ignore the tightening in my throat. I gotta get away from this guy. But how?
My leg's jumping again. Dad calls it my jackhammer leg. I know it's a total giveaway that I'm scared, but I can't help it. I'm totally freaking out here.
I take a deep breath. Coach Bristleman says deep breathing helps you focus. He's always reminding us to stay calm. When you panic, you make mistakes.
Somebody at the airport will notice I'm being kidnapped, right? Somebody there’s gotta be able to help me?
Culebra looks at me out of the corner of his eye like he knows what I'm thinking. I struggle to hold his gaze. What should have been the whites of his eyes glisten with a sour, yellow tint. I look away. Something about this lost uncle of mine makes me squirm.
***
For the rest of the ride the only sounds in the car are the windshield wipers and the slush of snow under the tires.
And the pounding of my heart in my ears!
By the time we glide into the exit lane marked "Dulles International Airport," I feel like a rubber band ready to snap. The only way out of this is to run as soon as my feet hit the ground.
Snow makes it hard to see beyond the headlamps as the car turns off the highway, but I'm sure I've never been to this part of Dulles before. The sign over the roadway says "General Aviation."
"What's General Aviation?" I know he can hear the panic in my voice, but I don't care.
"I told you," he says like I'm some kind of idiot. "We are flying on my private jet."
The car slides into the drop-off lane in front of a plain blue-grey building that looks like a warehouse. I close my eyes. It's now or never.
The car locks spring up and the doors open like they're synchronized. The thug sitting next to me heaves himself out as I scan the curb for a cop or security guard. Anyone! But there's not even a rent-a-cop anywhere in sight.
When I don't move, Thug Number One, who's been sitting next to me, leans in, grabs my shirt, and yanks me out of the car. His twin comes around from the back of the car and takes one of my arms. They hold me off the ground as I kick my legs trying to get loose. Culebra steps in front of me, closing his coat.
"Now, now, gentlemen, there's no need for that," he says. "My nephew and I have an agreement. Don't we, chico?" With my feet on the ground, Culebra isn't much taller than me, but his driver and two guards tower over us. They each must be six feet, at least.
"Now we walk calmly through the waiting room and onto my plane. That isn't so hard, no?"
The thugs set me down and push me by my elbows toward the building. My socks slide through the snow. I am so completely helpless I feel like a little kid.
Culebra strides ahead of us. The building's double glass doors part, and we move as a unit into a room crowded with people jostling suitcases and screaming at each other from every direction. No one looks up as we stumble in.
The noise completely swallows my shout. I try to dig in my heels, but my wet socks slip across the carpet. Thug Number Two elbows me in the stomach from the left, and I double over, gasping.
I'm gonna throw up.
Culebra's thugs shove me across the room directly to the glass door leading out to the tarmac. Outside small jets are parked in a row in the whirling snow.
The security guard at the exit squints as we approach. I can't breathe or speak. I want to shout something about how these guys have beat up my father, dragged me out of my house, and that they're packing some heavy duty artillery, but the nausea makes me confused.
"I'm afraid my nephew got into the vodka in the mini-bar at the hotel," Culebra says, shaking his head. "Kids these days."
The security guard nods and looks at the pile of passports Culebra hands him.
"These men are my personal body guards." I hear him, but I barely register what he's saying. I'm too busy worrying about throwing up. "You see their weapons are registered, and they are licensed to carry them."
My stomach heaves, and I make a weird retching sound.
"We need to get him outside before he's sick all over the floor." The security guard shoves the papers back into Culebra's hand and backs out of the way.
In an instant we are outside. Snow stings my face. Thug One and Thug Two lift me clear off my feet and carry me the thirty yards to a white jet on the tarmac. Thug Number One's hand clamps my mouth shut.
Now I'm not only going to puke, but I need air, too. I kick, and my toes crash against the bottom step of the jet's stair. Lights flash in the corner of my vision. I'm going to black out.
Then we are inside, and the thugs dump me in the first seat up front. I gulp in air as my head spins. Someone tosses an airsickness bag at me.
Culebra removes his coat as he enters the plane and hands it to Sneering Gorilla, who follows him. They stare down at me as I clutch the armrests. The bodyguard's bulk fills the exit. Even if I could get by him, where would I go? I have no money, no shoes, and no plan.
A hush fills the cabin as I slump in the seat. Culebra played the whole thing perfectly.
"Passengers aboard. Request customs clearance for departure." The pilot's voice in the open cockpit sounds muffled.
Culebra glances at the door. "Remember, chico, Señor McClintock is lying all alone on the kitchen floor." He looks at me. "You understand me, no?"
With my elbows on the armrest I grab the sides of my head. I can't think.
"Here she is," Sneering Gorilla says in Spanish.
In the next moment a woman in a blue jacket and trousers with a thick black belt, a radio, and a gun steps aboard.
"Afternoon, sir," she says, resting her hands on her belt. "Passports, please."
Culebra hands the agent a stack of passports. Thug Number One stands in the open cockpit door. His hand is under his lapel. He looks like he's about to pull a gun on her.
"Traveling in the U.S. on business, Mr. Culebra?"
"No, ma'am." Culebra's accent grows thick. "My sister's boy here has a deep affection for Thomas Jefferson. We were visiting Monticello." Culebra squints at me and smiles again. He lies so smoothly. "The Declaration of Independence deeply moved him when he read about it in school."
The woman glances at me. I can't hold her gaze.
"Too bad this storm has cut our holiday short. We hoped to do some shopping. Isn't that right, Nephew?"
Holding my stomach I look at Culebra then at the official. What am I supposed to say?
"Speak up, boy. This officer does not have all day."
"Yes, ma'am," I say. "I am a big fan of Thomas Jefferson."
"You speak English very well," the agent says.
Finally, someone's paying attention.
"He attends an American school at home. Only English all day."
"That's wonderful," the agent says.
What?! That's it? She's not even going to ask any questions? She barely looks at me as she checks the picture in my passport. I race through ideas of something to say that will get her attention. She reads the passport numbers into her radio.
Think, you idiot!
The silence feels like a straightjacket. An endless minute passes, and I nearly leap out of my seat when her radio squawks.
"All clear, Number Fifteen. Approved."
"Thanks, John. I'm on my way back in. Have a good flight, sir. And try to come back soon. We are very proud of our history. It would be great for your nephew to learn more about it." She nods at me.
Panic clutches my chest. Don't leave.
"Wait, ma'am?" My heart pounds as I start to get up. "I'm not—"
Sneering Gorilla, standing by the hatch, moves his hand farther under his coat.
He's going to shoot somebody!
I get the message. I sit back down.
"Yes, young man?" She blinks at me. Can't this woman tell I'm as American as she is? That this isn't some happy family vacation?
"I'm…"
Culebra's hand on my chest cuts me off, and he squints at me. "He's not a good flyer, I'm afraid."
The agent nods, and her eyebrows drop like she's all concerned. "Try and sleep. It helps with the motion sickness," she says. She looks at Culebra. "Good flight, sir." Then she ducks out of the plane.
I flop my head onto the head rest. Culebra nods to Sneering Gorilla, who sticks his head into the cockpit and tells the pilots she's gone.
"Nice try, Cory McClintock," Culebra hisses. "You show more guts than I would have guessed for someone brought up here." He looks me over like he's seeing me for the first time. "Please, let's not try anything else stupid. Now buckle up."
Culebra settles into the seat across from me, adjusts the footrest, and buckles his seat belt. Sneering Gorilla pulls the plane stairs to, and Thug Number One sits down behind me.
"Go to sleep," Culebra says. "We have a long flight home."
The plane begins to move slowly forward. My whole body tenses as I grip the arm rests.
"Could you please call an ambulance for my dad now?"
Culebra looks at me, then leans his head back and laughs a shallow chuckle. A slow numbness moves from my stomach out to the tips of my fingers.
He never intended to call an ambulance.
I fight a tightening in my throat. How could I have been so stupid?
As the plane lifts into the sky, my stomach drops, and I squeeze my eyes closed. If this had been a wrestling match, I'd be staring up at the gym lights. Culebra used my every move, my every thought, against me. And I let him!
Breathe, Cory. Just breathe.
I have to think.
The engines wind to a high-pitched whine as we bounce through the cloud cover. It seems like we climb forever and each shudder of the plane makes my heart gallop faster. My knee's going a mile a minute. What now?
Breathing isn't helping.
The smell of the leather seats and Sneering Gorilla's sickeningly sweet hair tonic make the walls of the jet's cabin feel as though they're closing in on me. A heavy lump sits inside my chest.
"What did you do to my dad?" My voice breaks. I stare at the side of Culebra's face. His eyes are shut and his hands are folded on his chest like some kind of corpse. He turns and looks sideways at me for a moment.
"Arturo, tell my nephew here about his father," he says in Spanish, closing his eyes again.
Thug Number One snorts then says, "He'll have a headache for a few days." His voice slithers from behind me. "But don't worry. We were easy on him considering he never let on that you'd be home any second."
Thug Number Two chimes in. "He held up pretty well for an old man."
"He'll live," the first thug adds, and Culebra's three guards laugh.
They could've killed Dad because of me. And when he wakes up he'll have no idea what happened. He won't know where to look for me. I struggle to gain control before I speak again.
"Tell me one thing. Are you my uncle or not?" My knee stops.
"I will tell you the truth, chico." Culebra draws a deep breath and stares at the ceiling of the jet. "Not only am I really your uncle, but I am the reason your mother gave you away."
"Oh, yeah?" The high-pitched drone of the jet engines feels like it's drilling a hole into my head. Culebra rolls his head to glance at me again, then rolls it back and closes his eyes.
"You see, Nephew," he says, "I killed your father."
3
Let's Hope Your Blood Is As Precious
As the Shaman Says It Is.
Culebra snores beside me, but I don't sleep. I wrack my brain for a reason why this lunatic uncle would kill my birth father, beat up my dad, and then drag me back to Guatemala in a snowstorm. Lightning crackles across the tops of the clouds below us the whole way. One thought keeps me sane, though. If he wanted to kill me, too, he wouldn't have gone to all the trouble of kidnapping me.
When my ears pop, and we start our descent, I sit up in my seat. The plane banks and all there is to see is acres and acres of green. I slump back into the seat.
Culebra notices me looking out the window.
"Nothing but trees and howler monkeys for one hundred kilometros in every direction." He looks out his side of the plane. "Welcome to my private universe."
Where is he taking me?
The pilot's voice, coming from the speaker mounted on the bulkhead in front of me, sounds excited. "Sir, if you are interested, you can see the smoke from El Chinchón volcano in the distance as we begin our approach. It's the latest one in the area to come back to life in the last few days."
Culebra stares out the window as we level off.
"You hear that, chico? Sleeping volcanoes waking, blizzards, earthquakes, tsunamis—it seems the world is about to end, no?" He looks back out the window. Dirty clouds rising on the horizon block the sun. "Let's hope the blood that flows in your veins is as precious as the shaman priests tell me it is."
Why don't I like the sound of that?
The plane banks, and a huge compound fills the window. It looks like some celebrity's mansion stuck in the middle of nowhere. Bright white walls and a three-story tower topped with red tile stick out above the trees. A bank of solar panels and the sparkle of blue pool water glint in the sun. Tall walls surround the entire property like a fortress.
We fly over the landing strip set off to the east; then the plane tips sharply as we turn back toward it. From the size of the runway carved into the jungle, I bet Culebra's smuggling drugs on top of being a kidnapper and a murderer.
"Please prepare for landing. We'll be on the ground shortly, sir." The pilot sounds relieved. It's been a bumpy ride. Now we seem squeezed by the storm clouds rolling in from the east and the volcano spewing smoke in the distance. When the jet bounces on the ground my muscles un-tense, but as we jolt to a stop at the end of a tree-lined runway, my body suddenly feels too heavy to move.
A black car slides into position beside the plane as Thug Number One opens the cabin door and lowers the stairs. The sound of the engines winding down pierces the muffled silence of the cabin. Culebra stands and looks out the window on my side as I unbuckle my seat belt and take a deep breath. He moves toward the plane's door. Two dark-skinned people stand waiting. One of them looks no older than me.
"Ah, good. Don Alberto and Mauricio are both here to greet us. I think you will enjoy meeting them, chico. Don Alberto, after all, is the reason you are here."
Culebra reverts to Spanish. "Alberto, Mauricio, it has been a long journey. I am pleased to be home finally." Alberto and Mauricio don't look all too thrilled to see Culebra, though.
I step off the plane into what feels like a steam bath. The smell of jet fuel lingers in the air, and heat from the tarmac burns through my socks.
I've landed in hell.
Culebra turns to me. "Kux Balam Kan," he says, "may I present Don Alberto and Mauricio. Don Alberto has spearheaded the search to find you all these years." The older of the two bows his head. "It is only recently though, with the help of my connections, and money, I might add, that his pathetic search got anywhere." He pats Don Alberto on the back as he turns to me. "It seems that not even the power of a Maya shaman alone was strong enough to penetrate the labyrinth of the U.S. migra. I am happy that his people finally recognized how we could help each other." Culebra puffs out his chest. You'd think he was some kind of hero, the way he's talking. "He and Mauricio will see that you have everything you need. I suggest a bath."
Culebra climbs into the backseat of the black car like a snake folding itself into a coil. He looks up at Don Alberto. "I will eat dinner at eight." Then he turns to me. "Relax, chico. Things aren't so bad. We have satellite." He closes the door and the car drives off. Don Alberto trots after the car like a dog left behind.
Mauricio turns intense black eyes on me. Standing in the shimmering heat, I feel like I'm looking into a mirror. Mauricio could be my twin.
My entire life I have never known anyone who has skin the same copper color as mine. Not even the other Hispanic kids at school look anything like me. Against the bleached white of the long tunic and pants he's wearing his forearms and hands look nearly red. A belt of spiraling colors circles his waist. He stares at me. I squirm and look away.
"Bienvenido, Don Balam," he says in Spanish, nodding his head slightly.
Welcome? I've just been kidnapped.
"My name is Cory," I say back to him in Spanish, suddenly aware of how much like a gringo I sound.
"Yes, of course, Don Cor-y," Mauricio says. My name sounds funny coming from him, but at least he isn't trying to wrestle me into a headlock like the rest of Culebra's thugs. My back relaxes some. He bows slightly, then gestures for me to go first. I move past him in the direction Culebra and Don Alberto went.
The hair on my neck tingles. I don't like turning my back on him. There's something about him that feels wild. If I were facing him on the wrestling mat, I'd have to adjust my strategy. He's low and compact, like me, and his arms and back are taut. He looks ready for a fight.
We walk along a path through what looks like impenetrable jungle. The air smells rancid, of rotting fruit and dead animals—or worse. I try not to think about what might be hiding out there. Sweat rolls down my back. How am I ever going to get out of here?
We reach a white stucco wall. The top is lined with shards of every color glass, all jutting straight up. That's one way to discourage trespassing. No way anyone's going to climb that to get in. Or out, either.
Mauricio unlocks a red door, and I step through into a different world. Inside the wall it looks like everything's been beaten into submission—like maybe even the trees and plants are afraid of Culebra. Just inside the gate sit two red ATVs that look brand-new. White stones in the driveway crunch as we walk, digging into the bottoms of my feet.
Mauricio guides me through another red door that leads to a small sitting room open onto a central courtyard. Despite the heat outside, the room is cool. A gust of wind shakes the bushes. It's so loud as it moves through the trees it drowns out the sound from the fountain at the center of the garden. A bird squawks at the far side of the courtyard, sending a jolt through my scalp like a shot of electricity. Large blue and yellow parrots flap their wings and rock back and forth on the branches of a tall, flowering tree.
We cross a red tile floor toward a covered passageway that borders the courtyard on three sides. Empty birdcages line the far wall, and beneath them a white dog with large black spots and a scruff of grey whiskers lifts its head, watching us. Its pointed ears twist like it's searching for something, but it doesn't move.
So much for the faithful dog greeting the master and his guest. Well, at least he's not growling. One less thing to worry about hurting me.
Mauricio stops at a slatted door, unlocks it, and motions for me to enter. I step into the darkness.
The room is as big as Dad's and mine put together. There's a massive four-poster bed piled high with more pillows than anyone could possibly use at one time. A blue fabric—mosquito net probably—hangs over it, gathered in a knot at the ceiling. Opposite the door a sofa and two chairs face a large-screen TV panel angled toward the bed. The whole room has the feel of a hotel suite—a very expensive one like you see in movies.
Mauricio crosses the tiles silently and pulls open the drapes on the opposite side of the room without speaking. Bright sun floods in. He opens a door on the wall opposite the bed to the bathroom. "Don Omar suggested a bath," he says. "I will come for you at eight o'clock." His voice sounds like a purr. He locks me in as he leaves.
My room may look like a guest suite, but it's still my prison cell. How am I ever going to get home?
***
I stand under the cool spray of the shower. The water washes my exhaustion down the drain. What's left behind, though, is something else: fear.
I don't remember ever feeling this scared before. It's not like the adrenaline-rush kind of fear that you get when skateboarding. This is a gut-twisting fear—like being knocked around in a wave at the beach and you don't know which way is up—a little-kid kind of fear.
One time, I must've been six years old, Dad took me to the president's inaugural parade, and somehow I got separated from him. All I could see were the backs of peoples' legs; everyone was so tall. I remember it was like I couldn't breathe, and no one paid any attention to me. My toes and fingers were frozen into solid blocks of ice, but there was no way I was going to cry. I climbed onto the pedestal of a statue of some guy on a horse and shouted my head off until Dad saw me. He looked like he was going to cry. I'll never forget the hug he gave me when he lifted me down. He held my hand so tight after that.
Hot water from the showerhead pounds my chest and face as I lean my hand against the cold tile. The other wall of the shower is glass and looks out into a tiny courtyard lined with plants with giant, flat green leaves.
None of this makes any sense.
What could my family possibly want after all this time? And what happens if my mom shows up? What am I supposed to say to her?
One thing is certain though—I can't just climb up to the highest point and shout. Dad'll never find me here.
4
There Is Nothing Common
About the Things I Steal.
The shower doesn't do me much good. Before I even button the pants Mauricio left me, the shirt is soaked, I'm sweating so much.
My pacing is wearing a track into the tile beside the French doors, but I can't help it. I feel like the mice in the science lab at school. They scratch and climb the glass walls of their tanks, but they have no chance of ever getting out.
Let's face it. I am so screwed.
I flop face down on the bed. Another hour passes. Didn't Culebra say dinner was at eight? I can't remember my last meal. Lunch at school was cancelled because we got out early, and I never eat anything in the morning. Last night Dad made spaghetti for dinner, but since we were supposed to weigh in for wrestling today I barely touched it. My stomach growls.
I punch the button on the TV remote. Maybe I can distract myself enough to keep from gnawing on my hand. At least Culebra was telling the truth about satellite. I got CNN, MSNBC, ESPN, and a dozen other stations, all in Spanish. I stop on CNN hoping to hear that the FBI or the CIA or somebody is looking for me. But on every station there's nothing but one natural disaster story after another. It's like the whole world has decided to blow up all at once. The storm we ditched in D.C. has turned into the worst snowstorm in the city's history. Another volcano has erupted in Italy, one that's been asleep for over nine thousand years, and a tsunami spilled fifty-foot waves across Asia because of a massive earthquake in Indonesia. Not a single mention of a kidnapped kid from Washington.
Dad probably called Riggo first. What did he do, I wonder, when Riggo told him I never got online for our Black Hole raid? Riggo's probably so pissed at me right now.
I fight the rising tightness in my throat. I might never see either of them again.
***
When a key finally turns in the lock I leap up from my spot in front of the TV. Mauricio blinks at me outside my door.
He leads me around the center courtyard. The parrots are now locked in cages. They claw the bars, fluttering their wings. Beneath them, the dog is still lying in the same spot. This time his eyes follow us as we pass.
Mauricio turns into one of the rooms off the opposite corridor, and it feels like I've walked into a different world. The temperature drops fifteen degrees and the humidity disappears. This side of the house is air-conditioned. Mauricio motions for me to wait.
The big-screen TV mounted on the wall flashes images of an angry sea battering a coastline somewhere. Trash and tree branches litter the churning waves. A body bobs in the water. The sound is off, but it doesn't take a genius to interpret the pictures.
Maybe the world really is coming to an end.
The smell of roasted meat and sweet plantains drifts through the room. My stomach growls again. Somehow Culebra doesn't fit the image of my family that I got from Dad all these years. I figured they were poor.
Culebra strides into the dining room like some kind of rock star and sits at the head of the table that's been set for one. Don Alberto enters through a door on the other side of the room carrying a plate holding a small towel rolled in a tight cylinder. Culebra takes it and wipes his hands and face. In the next second a small woman, dressed in a brightly colored embroidered blouse and a wide black skirt, comes in silently carrying a domed silver platter. She places it on the table, glances at me, and then lowers her eyes. Culebra lifts the dome from the platter, stabs a silver fork into a large red-brown chunk of meat, and drops it onto the plate in front of him. He has a piece halfway to his mouth before he even notices me. His hand pauses when his eyes meet mine, then he shovels the food into his mouth. My mouth waters.
Culebra unwraps a perfectly round tortilla from a basket in front of him. He spreads a spoonful of guacamole across the surface of the tortilla, sprinkles some white cheese on it, rolls it, takes a bite, and closes his eyes.
"As much as I love your country, chico, you just can't get good tortillas there." The food muffles his voice and words. I swallow and look away.
Another tiny woman enters carrying a pitcher and pours him a glass of lemonade. The ice plops into the glass as it falls. Her eyes are set deep in the folds of her face.
"My chefs have prepared a special meal for my return. It is a local specialty. Roasted wild danta." He chews for a moment. "Tastes like pork. Delicious. Hunting it is illegal."
A silent parade of men and women bring a continuous flow of food. Each new platter smells different and my stomach rumbles. I stare out the window trying to ignore it all. I've spent enough wrestling seasons watching my friends eat to know not to stare at the food.
"You are hungry, no? I am no expert on these matters, but my man here…" Culebra gestures at Don Alberto. "He tells me you must not eat meat if you are to be any use to me."
Use? What use can I be?
"Don't worry, chico. I will explain everything. But first—“
At that instant the ground trembles. In a few seconds the motion grows to an angry shake. My body seems to be trying to go one direction and my feet and legs another. I stumble backwards. Dust falls from the corner rafters.
"Un terremoto!" Sneering Gorilla shouts. An earthquake!
Culebra drops his napkin beside his plate. He gestures toward the courtyard door. "Take the boy!" he orders, but just as the guard grabs my arm the ground settles.
Culebra looks at me and smiles. "The time approaches, chico" he says as he wipes the back of his hand across his mouth. "Now I am going to tell you why I have brought you here." He nods to the Sneering Gorilla. "Then you will eat. Take him to my office, Enrique."
Enrique? So Sneering Gorilla has a name. Koko would have suited him better, if you ask me.
Enrique grabs my shoulder and shoves me down the corridor. I stumble forward through the sticky heat to a long flight of stairs.
"Sube," he says, so I climb them.
Night has turned the sky above the courtyard deep black. Servants walk between the archways lighting candles. The whiff of citronella drifts up from the lanterns. Maybe Culebra isn't as all-powerful as he thinks he is. From the looks of things the bugs are still putting up a pretty good fight.
My escort pushes me to a door painted bright turquoise at the top of the stairs. He motions me inside.
I step into a large room lined with bookshelves. On one side sits a spotless desk with nothing but a pen and a blotter. Opposite the desk, sofas and chairs surround a fireplace. In the center, between the sofa and the desk, stands an oval table with a tall spiky plant topped by a bright red flower. Glass display boxes, lit from the inside, rest on square tables around the room. A light in one illuminates a brightly embroidered cloth. Each of the two boxes directly next to the door contains a three-legged pot that has a lid shaped like an animal head. Two more display cases on the left hold long, pointed sticks made of some kind of shiny material. Shell maybe, or stone. One is pink and the other black. White drawings of square figures and squiggly lines are etched into one.
More Maya glyphs.
I look more closely at the pointed stick in the center. You could really hurt yourself on one of those things. The glass protecting them looks to be a half-inch thick. It probably weighs a ton. Still, if I need a weapon, one of them might come in handy.
The door to the office opens. Culebra steps in and spreads his arms wide. "What do you think of my collection, chico?"
He doesn't seem to need an answer because when the light in the cabinet beside him—the one holding the embroidered cloth—goes dark, he turns his back on me. He touches the glass and immediately the box lights up again.
"This huipil is over fifteen hundred years old," he says. "It was found in an undisturbed tomb in Oaxaca." He examines the colorful stitching. "I read that experts said the tomb was even earlier than my source thought. On the black market it would be worth millions. It is never illuminated for more than twenty seconds. I had the case built especially for it."
Culebra peers into the darkened box and touches it. It lights up again. "Mira, the needlework is exquisite. Whoever made this blouse was a very skilled artisan. No wonder she made clothes for the queen."
Culebra crosses to a case across the room as the light goes out above the huipil. He points to a case holding a weirdly shaped mask. Its plain expression reminds me of Jason's mask in the Halloween movies. "The burial mask of Itzamnaaj K'awiil, the great king of Dos Pilas who died in 300 AD." He stoops to look at the black and green stone face. "He was buried in this so the gods of the underworld would welcome him when he arrived."
Culebra gestures to the case at my right. "And the box by you holds some of the finest examples ever found of the instruments the kings used in the annual ceremonies to ensure a good harvest. The gods required blood sacrifices, chico." He stares into the box of the long, pointed black and coral-colored sticks I thought of using as weapons. "Can you guess where the king had to stab himself with one of those?" He winces. “Maybe being king isn't so great after all, eh, Nephew?" His laugh sounds cocky. "Being rich is definitely better."
I look the other way.
Why doesn't he just get to the point?
"Museums in America pay millions of your U.S. dollars for objects in far worse condition, no questions asked." He looks at the now darkened box containing the huipil. "But I could never part with these. They are my treasures."
"You are nothing but a common thief." The words are out before I know I'm thinking them.
Culebra squints at me. "Your father said the same thing, just before I killed him. But you are both wrong." He peers into the box of pointed sticks. "There is nothing common about the things I steal."
He turns and looks at me. "Make yourself comfortable, chico. I have a very strange story to tell you."
When I don't move, Sneering Gorilla, who’s been standing by the door, steps forward and forces me into a chair in front of the fireplace. Culebra waves him off.
"Leave us, Enrique," he says in Spanish. "My young nephew and I have much to discuss." Culebra's bodyguard nods. Before he leaves he looks at me like I was some kind of cockroach he could easily crush. The door closes silently behind him
"Now, Cor-y, I will tell you a most intriguing story."
Why do I get the feeling that I'm not going to enjoy this?
"Tell me, have you ever heard of the Popol Vuh?"
It sounds familiar—some myth. Rather than let him think I care, I shrug. "We learned about it in fifth grade."
"Of course." Culebra nods, crosses his arms in front of him, and leans back against the table. "Children learn the story of the 'Hero Twins' and their famous ballgame against the 'Gods of Death.'" He thinks for a second then says, "You know they lose that game." Culebra watches for my reaction. If I remember the story right, they lose the ballgame but end up killing the underworld gods anyway.
"Yeah, so?"
"The ballgame does not concern me. What does is something else much more interesting. Do you remember the part of the story that tells how the gods, Kux Kaj, Heart of Sky, and Kul Kul Kan, Feathered Serpent, created the universe using only words? That's power, eh, chico—to create a world through your voice alone."
I stare at the floor in front of me. What was I supposed to say to that?
"The Popol Vuh also tells how the gods created the first people out of maize—corn, as you norteamericanos call it. These first men, they were not like you and me. No, you see these people of maize, they had perfect vision. They saw everything. Not just what was right in front of them," Culebra gestures at the floor with his chin, "but what was beyond the mountains also. They knew the past and the future all at once. The saw the world as the gods do. These first people, who were so like the gods, were our first kings." Now his eyes focus on mine. "These kings are your ancestors, Kux Balam Kan."
So? Big deal, I want to say. It's a myth!
Culebra's eyes glisten. "But the gods, they didn't want their new creations to be like them. They blurred the sight of the 'First Men.' From then on the people could see only what was right in front of their noses. Later kings remembered this perfect vision and wanted it back. They traveled to the East, to a sacred place where the sun rises. There they received a 'seeing instrument.' They called this vision-granting instrument the Popol Vuh, the 'council book,' because when they consulted it, they saw, once again, what the gods saw. With it they became like gods."
The more Culebra talks the more I'm sure that on top of being a murderer, a kidnapper, a looter, and probably a drug smuggler—how else could he have gotten so rich—he's also nuts. I don't look at him as he paces back and forth in front of me. I can't help myself, though. I listen.
"Then the Spanish came. Using a book of their own they forced our people to worship a strange new god. Our ancestors feared that the Popol Vuh would fall into the hands of our enemies, and they would use it to destroy us. So we hid it. Men, women, and children died by the thousands protecting it and the power it controls."
Culebra pauses and turns to look at me like he wants to make sure I'm listening. I look away.
"For five hundred years we have lived in fear that our enemies would find the Popol Vuh. For five hundred years we have protected it. For five hundred years we have waited for the moment to use its power again."
"You're crazy." My hands clench into fists.
"Am I? Your father didn't think so. He was the last of a long line of kings trained to use the Popol Vuh's power, and he died rather than let me take this precious book from him."
His words sink in slowly. This story is getting weirder by the second. How could my father have been a king? There were no Maya kings anymore. He was making the whole thing up. But why?
"You killed my father for some book?" My face gets hot.
"You have not been listening, Nephew. The Popol Vuh is no mere book."
"So what does any of this got to do with me?"
"Ah, yes, the question we have all been waiting for." Culebra glances at the display case holding the sharp stone sticks, then back at me.
"You have heard all the talk of the end of the Maya calendar, no? The prophecies tell of the end of this world and the beginning of a new one. You yourself can see that the earth is going to pieces. The ancient Maya prophecies are coming true. A new creation is about to be born. But only a king can use the Popol Vuh and control that new creation, chico." Culebra's eyes burn into me. "Your mother knew this."
All of a sudden the room feels very small. My leg bounces.
"She sent you away, chico, because she knew that the only way for me to use the Popol Vuh and become like the gods in the new creation was to kill the sole surviving heir of the 'First Men.' You are that heir, Kux Balam Kan."
Images of daggers and hearts dripping blood swim in my head.
"And in two days time, on the last day of our calendar, I will sacrifice you on the altar of the Temple of the Serpent and become a god. We leave at dawn tomorrow."
You Want to Be a God, Too?
Culebra's words hit me like an electric shock. Culebra sits down on the sofa in front of me and crosses his legs. The room spins, and I'm having trouble breathing, but that doesn't hold me back. He doesn't move when I leap for the door.
"There's nowhere to go, chico!" he shouts at my back. "Look around you. You cannot escape."
Outside a crescendo of shrieks, howls, hoots, and clicks rises, falls, and rises again. The darkness, the heat, and the reek of the forest press in on me like a giant beast—one that smells my fear.
Jungle or no jungle, there is no way I'm waiting around to be that freak's victim. The stairs to the courtyard are somewhere in the darkness to my left. I spring toward them as a match blooms into life, sending a jolt up my spine that makes my entire body shake. Mauricio stares at me. The shadows from the candle he holds cast a cat-like mask across his features. His eyes are mere slits of light in the darkness.
I stumble backwards. Mauricio stands between me and my escape. He's no bigger than me, but for a kid my age, he looks strong. If I tackle him low I can knock him off his feet. I'll get a good start before he even gets up. As I prepare to lunge, he touches his finger to his lips. "I can help you," he says; then he turns and walks silently down the stairs, like he expects me to follow.
I hang back for a moment. Sweat rolls down my temples and the small of my back. I have to get out of here, but if I don't follow him, he'll sound the alarm. What choice do I have?
Mauricio pulls the door of my room closed behind me and leaves the light off. I pace as my eyes adjust to the candle's glow. Candlelight always reminds me of birthdays and Christmas Eve Mass back home. Now my throat feels so thick I can hardly swallow. I'll never see Dad again.
I glance around the room for something, anything, to use as a weapon. Someone has turned down the sheets, and the mosquito netting that was gathered above the bed now hangs draped around the mattress. Neatly folded pajamas lie on the chaise lounge, and a pair of slippers tucked under the seat wait for my feet. I guess I should be grateful that I'm not being treated like a prisoner.
"You want to be a god, too?" I say in English. My voice grates against the back of my throat. Mauricio waits. I don't bother to say it again in Spanish. I have to get going and Mauricio is just delaying things.
"I'm so screwed." I drop onto the chaise and brace my elbows on my knees, rubbing my scalp. The stubble of my hair feels rough against my palms.
"What did Don Omar tell you?"
"He says he needs to kill me to make himself into some kind of a god."
"Don Omar speaks of things he does not understand." Mauricio whispers. His face betrays no emotion.
"Oh, yeah, well, you tell Don Omar that."
"Like you, he lived outside our community for many years."
I cross the room and pull on the sliding door. The glass reflects my image in the dim light from the candle. Behind my face there is nothing but blackness.
I spin around to face him. "Look, I don't mean to sound like a jerk, but he can't possibly believe all that stuff about some book making him into a god!"
Mauricio's eyes don't change expression. "Did Don Omar tell you that he killed your father?"
"Yeah, he told me."
"Now that we have found you, Kux Balam Kan, we will do all we can to ensure your safety."
"Yeah, well, you can start by getting me out of here."
"I have lived all my life in this forest," he says. "I know nothing of your world." Mauricio places something wrapped in a towel on the table in front of the television and walks toward the bedroom door. He turns to look at me. His eyes have an intensity that I have never seen before in someone my age. Not even on the wrestling mat. I look away.
"Don Omar does not understand our people's obligation as the final day of our calendar approaches. Or the role the king must play in fulfilling it." He steps toward the windows and draws the heavy drapes, closing out the darkness. "Only a king of extraordinary strength can unlock the power of our sacred book. It takes more than royal blood to make a king."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"I have vowed to protect you," he says. "But I must also prevent Don Omar from using our sacred book for his own ends. You must be patient. Trust me." He bows, and without another word he's out the door.
Lot of good he is.
I drop onto the sofa and lean hard into the cushions, pressing my hands into my eyes.
"I'm just a kid," I shout in English as the door swings silently closed behind him. "I'm not a king."
I wait, expecting to hear the key turn in the lock. His footsteps move down the tiles outside.
He didn't lock me in.
So maybe the servant boy is going to help me after all. I don't care what Mauricio says about being patient; I have got to get out of this nuthouse.
I flick the light on. The bundle Mauricio left on the table steams. As I fold back the layers of cloth the sweet smell of corn tortillas rises from the stack. I don't wait for them to cool before I devour them. Maybe Mauricio intends to help, but it doesn't matter. As soon as the house gets quiet, I am so out of here.
The clock beside the bed flashes ten o'clock. Culebra said we would be leaving before dawn. I intend to be far away by then.
I part the drapes to the courtyard outside, unlock and open the glass door, then step into the blackness. The shrill staccato buzz of a million invisible bugs fills the night. A thick layer of clouds hides the stars and the moon. The darkness seems to be luring me to it.
"Perfect." No one will notice one more black shadow in a world of black shadows.
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The Bugs Are Having a Feast, and
I Am the Main Course.
Less than an hour later the house beyond my prison cell falls silent. Every one of my muscles is charged with electricity.
In the distance an animal screams. Next, a guttural screech pierces the darkness beyond the compound walls. I stifle a shiver. How far will I get before I'm dinner for whatever animal made that sound? And even if I get past the animals, where will I go, anyway? It's probably miles to the nearest town. And how will I find it? Even if I do find somebody to help me, what can anyone do, really? I got no money, no passport.
I rub my hands back and forth across my scalp. It's useless.
I sit up. You wuss.
But then I hear Coach Bristleman's voice. No negative thoughts, Cory McClintock.
Coach's big thing is "positive mental attitude." Do not defeat yourself before you even know what you're up against.
I stand up. It is now or never.
I slip my feet into the slippers Culebra's servants left me. They'll have to do. They're all I got.
I open the door a crack and listen.
Nothing.
Even the courtyard fountain seems to have gone to sleep. The fingertips of my right hand scrape against the stucco wall, and I hold the other one out in front of me. Talk about baby steps. A snail could crawl faster. A minute later, my eyes adjust enough to see where the walls and floor meet. How could anywhere be so dark?
When my fingers finally track the corner of the side and front wall of the house I feel a momentary thrill of triumph, but then my slipper slams into something that scrapes forward across the tile. My hand comes down on a chair.
I stifle a choice swearword.
My ears strain listening for any sign that someone heard the noise, but I can’t hear anything past the drumming of my heart. Making my way around a tall, leafy plant, I race toward a rectangle of black a few feet away that has to be the front door. I run my hand down the smooth surface of the wood, grip the handle, then slowly press it. Before I pull, it suddenly occurs to me that there may be an alarm.
I hold my breath and yank, prepared to run. But the door gives with a metallic click, and my whole body responds with a rush. No sirens.
I'm almost free.
I push the door open wide enough to slip through. Outside the night seems blacker, if that's even possible. Outlines of trees emerge out of the shadows ahead.
No one's even guarding the front door. So it seems Culebra broke one of his own rules. He has seriously underestimated me.
Now to find those ATVs.
They were parked inside the gate when we arrived this afternoon.
Creeping forward, my hands out in front of me, I move toward where I think the ATVs are. My heart practically leaps out of my chest—the gate is open. Can you believe this guy?
Culebra must really be cocky if he doesn't even lock his front gate. Or maybe there's some other security measure I can't see.
But there's no way I'm going back.
After what feels like miles I finally reach the ATVs and run my fingers up to the handlebars.
"Yes!" I whisper. The keys are in the ignition. This all feels way too easy.
I push the ATV closest to the gate forward, then turn to the other one. I reach over, pull its keys out of the ignition, and bend down by the front tire. No reason to leave them anything to follow me on. I unscrew the air cap and, using the tip of the key, press the tab in the center of the valve. Air hisses out. In the darkness the sound seems deafening, but I don't care.
When the second ATV is listing at a weird angle, I throw the keys over the wall. I don't bother deflating the other two tires. With no keys and no front tire, they won't get very far.
Leaning hard against the handles, I move my ATV past its disabled twin and turn toward the front gate. This thing feels like a monster it's so heavy. Suddenly, my plan seems ridiculous. I've only driven one of these in the open fields of Terry's place in Virginia. In broad daylight! This is nothing like that.
No negative thoughts, McClintock! It's like Bristleman's inside my head.
Do it!
Sweat soaks my shirt as I slog through the gravel pushing the dead weight. Each footstep sounds like shattering glass on the stones. And then, as I pass through the gate, it's like someone flipped a switch—the entire place lights up! A siren screams from the house.
An electric eye!
This time I don’t stifle the swear words!
I throw my foot over the ATV's back end, and holding my breath, I twist the key. My hands, knees, and shoulders are shaking out of control. I fumble for the start button and somehow my thumb finds it on the handgrip. The engine sputters to life. Sound rumbles through me, drowning out every other noise.
I pull the throttle.
Nothing!
Where the heck is first gear?
"Come on!"
My hand slams into the knob below the handle bar. I grab it and lean forward, jamming it into first. Gears grind. I pull on the thumb throttle again.
Still nothing!
Pushing the gearshift again, I twist the gas. Finally, something catches, and the engine's growl grows smooth. The ATV lurches forward. I lose my grip on the gas and am nearly tossed off the back of the bike. I catch myself just as my feet leave the foot bed. Yanking myself back into position, I try again. This time the machine jumps.
Go! Go! Go! Go! Go! Go! Go!
I'm holding the handle so tight my fingers feel as if they're going to shatter, and I stare down a tunnel of black that I think is where the road is. Somehow I manage to steer the bike forward, bumping down the rutted path in the dark. The ATV kicks under me like a live animal. The handles jerk in my palms, and each new bump in the road sends a shudder up my arms and rattles my teeth. The engine's power thrums through my whole body.
I turn on the headlight, more afraid now of what lies in front of me than what might be coming from behind. Ahead the road stretches straight for a few hundred feet, so I squeeze the gas hard. Instantly the machine responds. The wind whips past my ears, and tiny needles sting my arms and face. Millions of bugs streak past in the headlight beam. I close my mouth and squint into the darkness. I do not want to think about what I might swallow. But suddenly my body feels light.
I did it. I got away!
My celebration doesn't last long. Now that I'm out, where am I going? The question rattles inside my head. This road has to lead somewhere. Right?
I chance a quick look over my shoulder. No sign of anyone. I slow to a stop and take a deep breath. The engine putters. Over the flutter I hear shouting and a dog barking. Light flickers through the trees.
I twist the gas and shoot forward.
The chase is on.
But holy crap. The stupid ATV's engine is like a tractor beam drawing Culebra's men right to me.
The next thought hits me hard. I'm going to have to ditch the bike and take off on foot. But how can I possibly give up the only wheels I have?
There is no other option. On foot there are a million ways I could go. They can't cover them all.
Engines roar behind me.
Man, now what?
If I drive the ATV into the trees, then wait for them to pass, they'll never know which direction I went. It doesn't sound like the perfect plan, but it's all I got.
I press the gas. My T-shirt flaps against my stomach as I accelerate on the straightaway. Up ahead the road bends sharply to the right. I'll have to time this just right; otherwise, I'll end up wrapped around a tree.
The light from my headlamp bounces and shudders in front of me, making it look like the trees are running for cover. Huge moths flash momentarily in the beam and then disappear. If I don't kill the headlight before I jump, they'll find the bike in no time. I'll need more time than that to get away.
Branches and ferns lining the road loom in front of me like a solid green curtain getting closer and closer. Just before the ATV's front wheel touches the mound of dirt lining the road I hit the light, push against the ATV's foot bed, and leap.
For a moment I float. In the next instant I hit the ground and bounce. My shoulders, arms, belly, and knees rake the road as my head snaps forward scraping my teeth across the dirt. For a second, I don't move. Maybe ditching the ATV at full speed wasn't my best idea.
All I want to do is lie there and wait for help. Now that my ATV is quiet a million other noises crash in on me. Cicadas, frogs, and insects hum in every direction. How can creatures so small be so loud?
Something growls. An icy feeling creeps across my shoulders like spiders on a web.
With the roar of another engine the truth jolts me.
I've got to move!
I force myself to my feet. My knees shake and the skin on my right arm feels like it's been peeled away. Both slippers flew off when I landed, and now rocks dig into my bare feet. I scramble across the road opposite where the forest swallowed my ATV and plunge into the trees.
Twigs snap under my feet. Ferns slap at my arms and swat me in the face. I can't see my hands, let alone anything that I have to duck or dodge. I crash through the underbrush kicking up piles of dead leaves and breaking branches.
Running is no quieter than the ATV. I stop. With my hands on my knees and my chest heaving I gulp in air. It stinks of rotting plants and who knows what else.
The high-pitched whine of a motorcycle engine screams closer in the darkness. They couldn't possibly hear me over their own engines, but then I panic. They've got dogs. Lots of them.
Where did they come from?
The roar of the motor separates into two distinct engines. If I get far enough from the road they won't be able to hear me crashing through the woods, but those dogs will find me in ten seconds flat.
Something pricks my face right above my eye. I slap my forehead. In the next instant I am slapping my arms and neck. The bugs are having a feast, and I am the main course. I wave my arms hoping to scatter them. But I gotta move, or they'll suck me dry in no time.
I turn away from the road and half stumble, half shuffle in the opposite direction of where I think the road is, but the engines and the dogs grow louder. My eyes have adjusted; still, even the trees immediately in front of me are barely visible. The entire forest seems to have a million hands, grabbing my arms and yanking at my pants. Vines and leaves and branches slap at my face. My foot lands on something thick and slippery, and I push forward faster. If that was a snake, I don't want to know. God only knows what's out here.
Suddenly this whole moving-blindly-through-the-darkness thing seems pretty stupid. I stop. Bugs instantly settle on my arms, neck, and hands. Mosquitoes I can handle. Snakes or spiders are another matter. I've heard about the spiders they have around here. They're the size of my fist.
And what is that animal that sounds like it's swallowing a cat?
I listen, then take a step forward cautiously. I have to keep moving. No matter what is ahead of me, going back is out of the question. They're planning on killing me. I'll take my chances in the forest.
Now the motorcycles seem to be on top of me, but they speed past on the road and roar away.
I can barely hear past my gasping breath and racing heart.
Then their engines die. No way! How can they have found the ATV already?
I turn, put my hands out in front of me, and move. The sound of the dogs sends a rush of panic up my back.
They're getting closer!
A noise to my right startles me. Something large just stepped on a branch. Suddenly everything else seems miles away. I have a new problem.
I squint into the blackness and sense more than see motion beyond the low bush not five yards away. A shadow moves through the trees. My scalp prickles as my heart kicks into high gear. Whatever kind of creature it is, it moves like a ghost. I freeze. The animal stops, too.
I feel it before I hear it, an almost imperceptible rumble in my bones and chest. There is no mistaking that sound. A cat—a big one. I have nowhere to go and no weapon. Instead of Culebra's prize sacrificial offering, I'll be some jaguar's midnight snack.
But in the next moment, someone whispers my name.
"Cory McClintock."
Mauricio?
"This is madness."
"Where are you?"
Mauricio steps out of the darkness. His eyes seem to gleam a luminescent green.
"You cannot run like a scared rabbit." Mauricio sounds angry.
"He's going to rip out my heart to make himself a god."
"Come. I will help you." Mauricio moves silently toward me. "You are not meant to die here, Cory McClintock."
I look toward the road. The dogs sound closer.
"What's that supposed to mean?"
A hoarse roar pierces the darkness. Rasping screams sound in the distance. My shoulders lift involuntarily.
"Those are howler monkeys, Cory McClintock. They will not harm you." Mauricio's eyes are the only light in the forest. They seem to penetrate deep into my skull.
"Why should I trust you?" My voice shakes.
"There are others beside me who are here to help you."
The men searching for me shout at the bend where I ditched the ATV.
"You must trust me. You cannot survive on your own out here."
I slap at the mosquitoes swarming on my face and arms. Another howler screeches nearby.
"Come," Mauricio says and moves past me silently through the trees.
Wind rolls through the trees above us. All I want is to lie down and sleep. Mauricio's right. I won't survive five minutes alone out here. If the bugs don't get me, something else, with sharp teeth, will. I follow him toward the road. If I have any chance of getting out of here, of seeing Dad again, it won't be by running. That much is clear. I just hope Mauricio knows what he's doing.
We step out of the trees just as two men drag my banged-up ATV out of the brush. They have the same dark skin, the same black eyes as Mauricio. And me. They look at me, then at Mauricio who says something in a low, guttural language that is not Spanish. The two men step away from the ATV. Mauricio climbs onto the seat and nods at me. I swing my leg over the seat behind him.
"These men will tie your hands. It must look like you put up a fight, or Don Omar will suspect them of helping you." He nods and the two men yank my arms behind my back. As the rope grows tighter and bites into my wrists, fat drops of rain splash on my back and shoulders. In seconds it's pouring.
Mauricio starts the engine and each bump of the ATV digs the ropes deeper into my skin. We head toward the house. As we round the bend, our headlight shines on two men leading a pack of dogs on leashes. They seem oblivious to the water coursing down their faces, arms, and backs. Rifles hang over their shoulders. As we pass, Mauricio nods to them. They turn to follow us.
Something heavy and hot sits in my gut.
I sure hope Mauricio's plan, whatever it is, is better than mine was.
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I drip on the red tile. Culebra doesn't have to open his mouth; his eyes say it all. He should just kill me and get it over with.
"If we weren't leaving in four hours and I didn't need you to walk, I'd break both your legs." He turns away. "I suggest you get some sleep." Thug Number Two, wrapped in a dirty terrycloth robe, drags me back to my room and locks me in. I lie in bed staring at the ceiling. My feet and elbows and knees sting from my stupid mistakes. The clock says one a.m.
I grab the side of my head. I'd yank out my hair if it were long enough. How lame an idea was running in the dead of night straight into a jungle?
No. It was my one chance to get out of here and I'd taken it. I’m a dead man anyway. I didn’t have anything to lose?
The memory of the jaguar's low thrumming growl, and its lithe form slipping through the shadows makes my spine tingle. The cat had been only a few feet away, but Mauricio didn't even seem to notice it. Maybe it was my imagination. Or maybe Mauricio scared it away. I know I didn't imagine it, though. There definitely was a very large cat out there. I shiver. Okay, so now I know what I'm up against. There are things out there that will eat me.
The clock clicks another minute off what is left of my life. I dig my fingernails into the bug bites, raising long, red lines on my skin as Mauricio's words play through my head.
"You aren't meant to die here." Whatever that means. He promised to help, but how dragging me back here helps, I have no idea. Suddenly, all I can think about is sleeping.
***
The rap at the door comes before it even registers that I've slept.
It's five a.m. As the knock grows more insistent, keys click in the lock, and the door opens. I prop myself up on my elbow. Through the mosquito net hanging over the bed, Mauricio looks formless—his shape blurry around the edges. The light from outside the room is cold and grey. Sneering Gorilla stands holding the keys.
"Don Cory, it is time. Breakfast is waiting for you on the terrace."
Mauricio places a pile of clothes on the bench beside the bed and a pair of tan boots on the floor. On top of the pile is a spray can of something. "Don Omar suggested a liberal application of insect repellent. You will need it."
Well, at least I won't be on today's lunch menu for the bugs.
I slip out of the bed. The pants Mauricio left feel heavy as I drag them on. They're made of some kind of thick canvas and have so many pockets I could carry a whole month's worth of Power Bars in them. Too bad there aren't any Safeway stores around where I could stock up.
The shirt is rough and long-sleeved. Wherever we're going we are going to sweat. A lot. I'll sweat off three pounds of water just walking from here to the breakfast table, and now that I think about it, I'm starved. Out of habit I start to calculate what I'll weigh at my next wrestling weigh-in. By the time I get home, I'll be a whole class lighter. I laugh, then catch myself.
If I make it home.
I step into the dim light of the courtyard. A table is set in the sitting room inside the front door. Outside, a truck engine roars and voices shout something I can't understand. They aren't speaking Spanish. It's the same language Mauricio spoke last night to the two motorcycle drivers. I recognize the hard shushes and clicks, but somehow it seems softer than English.
A high-pitched yowl pierces the other morning noises. That's definitely a big cat. And from the way it's yowling, it doesn't sound happy.
I push away the feeling of the world closing in on me. Mauricio gestures to the table. I sit down without thinking. The tiniest adult I have ever seen, with a face full of wrinkles and slate grey hair, sets food down on the table and bows. Her colored blouse and skirt seem extra bright despite the faint light. A plate of black beans and fried plantains appear before me. The sweet, tangy smell of the bananas and the salty scent of the beans make my mouth water. The woman places a small basket covered with a colorful cloth in front of me. When she lifts a corner a cloud of steam escapes from a pile of perfectly round tortillas. The fresh corn scent drifts up. My stomach is beginning to sound like a wild animal.
"Buen provecho, señor," she says.
It takes me a minute to realize she called me "sir." I start to say something, but she is already moving away, stepping backwards toward the kitchen door without looking up, like she's afraid to look me in the eye or turn her back on me.
I bite into the sweet tortilla, and it's like I haven't eaten in a month. I try to slow myself down, but I feel like a demon lives inside me. The food disappears in seconds, even the bitter coffee, which I drink without sugar or milk. I can't help feeling like a prisoner on death row just waiting to be taken away.
I'm still staring at the empty tortilla basket when Culebra walks in, followed by Don Alberto and the ever-present Sneering Gorilla. His eyes no longer smolder. He practically celebrates when he sees me. I guess even gods get to gloat every now and then.
"Buen dia, chico," he says. "It's time to get moving. I have waited a long time for this moment. I do not want to waste another second."
Sneering Gorilla waits for me to get up, then follows me toward the front door. Culebra swaggers like some kind of cowboy in front of us. "You may be interested to hear, chico, that the little tremble we felt last night was the reawakening of yet another volcano that has been sleeping a very long time. We must hurry, my friend." He laughs. "No more delays."
The white gravel of the driveway crunches under our boots as we approach a large flatbed truck. Four men are heaving some kind of a cage suspended from long poles into the back.
"Come." Culebra gestures me forward. "I have something I want to show you." His voice sounds like a little kid showing off his newest toy. "It seems your little game of hide and seek in the dark last night wasn't a total waste of my time."
Inside the cage a large black jaguar hisses. His ears flatten against his head and he lifts his front paw, ready to swat anything stupid enough to get too close. His eyes seem to be lit from inside, and they glow gold even in the dim light.
"We will keep him alive. People pay well for a pelt like his, but this one has something more important to do than lie around on someone's floor. Although carrying him will slow us down, we still have time."
I swallow. Time is the one thing I'm short on just now.
As the men load the animal into the truck its black spots shift in the light like holograms appearing and disappearing—there and not there.
Because of me Culebra bagged this beautiful cat. Sneering Gorilla pushes me to move on. The cat's gold eyes blink at me.
I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry.
***
Culebra sits up front in the Land Rover. I ride in the back. Sneering Gorilla drives. Two jeeps filled with men follow behind us, and behind them, the truck with the jaguar bumps and rumbles at the rear. I'm not sure, but I thought I saw Mauricio climb into the truck.
Thug Number One points a high-powered rifle at me in the next seat. It looks like an M5 assault rifle, but I could be just imagining things. I've never seen a real one before. The automatic weapon isn't really necessary. After last night, I don't plan on leaping out of the car any time soon.
Only I don't tell them that. The longer we drive, the farther we get from civilization, which means that I have absolutely no chance of getting away on my own.
Once we leave the main road the SUV bumps and creaks at a snail's pace. The tires fit perfectly into a trough worn by water and other cars. But as far as I can tell, there haven't been any through here in a long time. Interspersed between long stretches of woods, fields line the sides of the road. Men, women, and kids, all dressed in brightly colored shirts, pants, and skirts, bend over long rows of brown stalks. They swing machetes in smooth arcs as they walk. Plants drop like wrestlers getting caught in the knees.
"In case you have a mind to run again, Nephew, let me inform you that everyone within one hundred kilometers of my home is completely loyal to me. If you pull another move like last night's, you won't get far. So please spare us the trouble." If Culebra has been reading my mind, he couldn't have said anything more depressing. He is taking me to my death, and there isn't much I can do about it.
I watch the fields roll by. The chemical scent of DEET from all the bug spray we’re wearing hangs in the closed SUV, stinging my nose and burning my eyes. Our heads jostle and sway in sync, like the same demented puppeteer is controlling us all.
I try to focus on landmarks, anything that might help me remember how to get back, but it's impossible. Every field around every turn looks exactly like the last one, and every stretch of forest looks exactly like every other stretch of forest. How can anyone tell one spot from the next? Every minute the dirt path looks less and less like a road. Soon all you can see out the window is endless miles of trees or fields of low brown plants, mile after mile after mile.
After hours of endless rutted roads through the trees, we enter a stretch of forest that seems to close over the Land Rover like a tunnel. I can't even tell if it's morning or afternoon. The entire world seems to have melted into one great blur of brown and green. Trees tower above us. Something cold and heavy sits in my belly. How am I ever going to get out of this?
Somehow I manage to fall asleep despite the bumping and jolting. I startle awake when the SUV hits a massive rut and stops. Only the seat belt keeps me from being thrown to the floor. Swaying branches behind us are all that hint at the direction we've come.
Three doors of the SUV open. The forest seems unnaturally quiet, like every creature for miles is waiting to see what's going to come out of the bellies of these strange, noisy beasts. All around me people strap on packs, accompanied by the clicks and clacks of metal cartridges slipping into automatic weapons.
It's like they're gearing up for a war—in the middle of nowhere.
What are they going to do to me?
Culebra leans in the front passenger door. His eyes dance like a kid who can't wait for the adventure to start. "Listo, chico?"
No! I’m not ready. This can't be it, can it?
Culebra ducks out and shouts something unintelligible over the roof of the SUV. Immediately Thugs One and Two, still the biggest of the group, appear beside my window and open the door. Before I know what's happening, a beefy hand reaches in and wraps around my bicep. It yanks me out. I brace hands and feet against the inside doorframe. If they want to take me somewhere, they will have to drag me.
Stupid, stupid move.
Thug Number Two slams the butt of his gun square in my gut, and for a second I think I'm going to black out. I double over and fall to the ground, gasping for air, trying to keep my breakfast down. Bile burns my throat.
The two thugs lift me under my arms. Thug Number One yanks my hands in front of me and ties them together. Culebra watches from beside the front of the Land Rover.
"That ought to ensure your cooperation." He nods to the guards, who haul me forward. My feet drag behind. I can't breathe.
"I don't intend to carry you. So if you don't want to be dragged by your heels, I suggest you straighten up and walk," Culebra says without looking at me. When his thugs drop me on my knees Culebra turns and raises himself up to his full height. He looks down at me past his nose.
The world spins.
"Don't worry, chico, we aren't there yet. We have two days of walking ahead of us. You still have time to prepare your last words." Culebra laughs.
I am seriously getting tired of his sick sense of humor.
Anger smolders as I climb to my feet. I'll walk if only because I won't give him the satisfaction of having his thugs beat me up again.
People fall into a single-file line and move into the forest. Thugs One and Two seem glued to me. Culebra's gorilla walks dead in front of him. A fourth guard I haven't seen before walks behind us all. They aren't taking any chances. It'll take a miracle to get me out of this; like, say, turning into a bird and flying out of here. I'm feeling short on miracles just now.
Each step feels like slogging through a swamp dragging weights. I can't wipe the sweat from my eyes without scratching the ropes around my wrists against my face. I must look like I've been in a street fight. My white shirt is soon sticking to my back and turning pink as blood dripping from my face stains it. Sweat stings my eyes. The pungent smell of bug repellant mingles with the reek of dying timber and soaked earth.
Mauricio and Don Alberto swing machetes in the group ahead of the guards, clearing a path through the brush. All around us, the forest rings with the rhythmic swish of air, followed by the metallic cling of machete against wood. We march forward like the lines of ants we keep stepping over. The triangles of green leaves they carry make them look like parades of tiny windsurfers.
"Mira, que raro," Thug Number One says to his buddy walking next to him. "I've never seen so many ants moving their nests all at once."
Culebra pauses to wipe his face with a white cloth. "You see, chico. Even the animalitos of the forest know the end of the world is coming. They think they can survive the destruction by moving to higher ground." He shrugs. "Pobrecitos, they do not know I will not have ants in my new creation. Or norteamericanos. Neither is of much value to me. They work and work, but only for themselves. En mi creación, everyone will work only for me."
"You son-of-a—"
"But of course, you won't be around to see it."
***
We walk for what feels like eternity before the people in front stop. Their white shirts are stained brown from sweat and dirt. Behind me the men carrying the jaguar and other crates set down their loads. Those clearing brush turn and cut away the branches from the sides of the path. The guards sit down. I drop to my knees. Who would have guessed that walking could be so hard?
Culebra's guards rummage through their backpacks. Soon everyone is unwrapping tortillas. The smell drifts through the group. I swallow and look around waiting for someone to offer me one. No one looks me in the eye. Slowly the truth sinks in. They're not going to waste their food on a condemned man. We're all going in, but I'm not coming out. They have to be sure they'll have enough for the return trip.
I watch as the porters who carried the jaguar's cage and other supplies melt silently into the forest. In a few moments they return carrying branches and leaves and handfuls of small round fruits. Mauricio joins them in a tight circle as they silently chew what looks like the insides of a piece of wood. They sit ten yards farther down the path, out of hearing of Culebra and his men. I watch Mauricio closely. One by one the porters glance at me, then quickly away. I stare back. They can't even look me in the eye. I'm a walking dead man and everyone knows it.
Mauricio pops a small yellow fruit of some kind into his mouth then spits out the pit. I look away. I can't help it. My stomach growls.
One of the porters carries a branch of some plant with large, heart-shaped leaves over to the group. They each pull berries off and mash them against their skin. The scent smells familiar, like a backyard barbecue at home.
I try to ignore the sting of the memory of the last barbecue Dad and I went to last summer—the annual back-to-school picnic for new freshmen and their families. Talk about awkward. Dad and I stood around watching the other parents and kids shaking hands and talking about their summer travels to Martha's Vineyard or Paris. We had spent the summer pretty much sitting inside next to our air-conditioning unit to escape the heat. Between me looking the way I look, and Dad being a teacher at the school, no one seemed to know what to do around us.
"It doesn't bother me," Dad said when all the other fathers talked about their famous cases or clients or flashed their fancy watches, but it had to make him feel bad. He never seemed like himself at parent gatherings. We're freaks.
I squeeze my eyes closed as I realize I'll never see him again. This can't be happening.
Culebra hands a canteen to Thug Number Two. "Give him some water, Pancho. He must survive until we reach the temple at least."
Okay, so now I know the whole cast. Thug Number Two, Pancho, removes the cap from a green canteen and holds it out to me. My throat feels like I swallowed glass. I reach up to grab the canteen, but before I can get my hands around it Pancho lets it go, and the canteen falls, spilling water across our boots.
"Hijo de—" Number Two jumps back like he's afraid to get wet.
Culebra stands up and stretches, then shakes his head. "You should be more careful, chico. You just spilled your afternoon's water rations."
Beyond Culebra, Mauricio and the porters watch silently. They turn away when I look up for someone to help. Nothing. I get nothing. Not even a shrug.
Hunger I can handle. I've spent every wrestling season watching other guys stuff themselves at lunch. But thirst—that's different. I lick my lips. They're salty.
Something in the back of my mind about the Maya ripping people's hearts out of their chests while they are still beating suddenly makes me dizzy. I shake off the image. Dying of thirst seems more likely right now.
All of a sudden a high-pitched chattering explodes above our heads. Twigs, leaves, and hard nuts shower us, crashing through the dense covering of green. A branch crashes inches from where Thug Number One sits.
An entire troupe of monkeys races through the trees above us. It's really creepy how much they look like skinny little kids running along the treetops. The porters and Mauricio's crew laugh and point. "Spider monkeys," someone says.
One larger monkey that looks more like a long-legged teddy bear hangs by his tail watching us. He grabs the branch above his head, plants his feet on the one below him, and bounces.
An entire tree full of small yellow and green fruit rains down on us. Culebra and his men cover their heads and swear. That seems to make the monkey even more excited. He does it again, then skips to another tree, grabs a large fruit of some kind from a branch, and heaves it. The pod splats right at Culebra's feet, sending bright red seeds flying.
"If monkey meat weren't so delicious," Culebra says, "I'd have no monkeys in my new world either." Culebra stands up. He waves a hand in a circle over his head. "Vamanos!" he shouts. Let's go.
The monkey hangs by his tail and stares down at me. He blinks and makes a soft chortling sound. If I didn't know better, I might actually think he feels sorry for me.
8
This Man Is Dead Already
As we move out, something feels different. Instead of spreading out single file as we had up to this point, now we move in a clump, with Culebra and me in the center. Men walk on either side of us, their guns at the ready like we need protection.
It’s hard to keep lifting my boots. The sharp edges of leaves stretching across the path, and branches covered with thorns scrape my arms and legs. Streaks of blood soon cover my pants and shirt. It's like the forest itself is trying to get a taste of me.
The swoosh, thwack, cling of Mauricio's crew drones on, matching the swing of arms and the dip and rise of sweat-stained backs. We creep along like that for what seems like miles when, suddenly, somebody screams. My heart clenches, and my hands throb under the ropes. The guards close in around Culebra and me, guns raised. They face outward and scan the woods. Nobody in the circle around me speaks. Culebra waits.
Ahead, one of the men clearing the trail staggers out of the brush with his hand raised over his head. Something dangles in front of him, writhing and curling like a rope being spun by a kid. A snake!
The man lets out a long, grating wail. His machete falls to the ground with a thud, and he grabs his arm below the elbow. Even though he shakes his hand violently, the snake clings to him.
The other men step back. The man's long cry fades. Someone slashes at the snake, severing its head, and the ropelike body drops to the ground. It lashes in threatening fits as black blood gushes out, staining the dirt. Long seconds pass before the snake settles, dead.
The victim grips his wounded limb. His whole body shakes now and his face contorts in pain. Someone pries the snake's head from his hand with a machete, careful not to touch the fangs. The bitten man weeps.
"Barbara amarilla," Sneering Gorilla whispers, a fer-de-lance.
A tingle rises up my back. Even I know the name of the most poisonous snake in the entire forest.
Mauricio approaches the wounded man cautiously. He takes him by the elbows and helps him sit down. I step forward to help, but before I even get out of the circle of guards, Thug Number One blocks my path. My eyes meet Mauricio's. He looks from me to Culebra as a rapid-fire exchange of words erupts around me. In the next moment Mauricio focuses again on his crew and their wounded friend. They speak quietly as the victim's breathing grows rapid. The man's arm is already swollen. It reminds me of the salami that the butchers slice at the deli counter at the Safeway.
Culebra steps forward through the group surrounding the victim. Thug Number Two follows him carrying an automatic rifle that looks like it's all barrel and cartridge. He's got it pointed at the sky, but I don't like the fact that his finger is resting on the trigger. His face says "Don't anybody do anything stupid."
Culebra looks around the group, then down at the snake victim. "This man is dead already," he says. "Leave him."
"You must have serum!" I shout, staggering backwards as Thug Number One pulls me by my ropes to get me moving on the path.
"I will not waste serum on the careless." Culebra steps away from the victim as Thug Number Two lowers his gun and looks menacingly around the circle. "Now back to work," he says. Slowly the men clearing the path step back. Someone lowers the shaking victim to the ground until he's lying flat.
I have to do something. I can't just watch the guy die.
What did I learn in first aid? They need to make a tourniquet. If the blood can't get up his arm, the poison can't spread through his whole body. My hands are tied and my fingers are numb, but I start unbuttoning my shirt to use it to tie off the limb. Thug Number One yanks me back toward the circle of guards.
"Make a tourniquet!" I scream, but I don't know the word in Spanish. Thug Number Two steps between me and the others. "Get him water, for goodness sake!" I struggle to hang back, but now Thug Number Two grabs my other arm and they are pulling me away.
Tears slip down the victim's cheeks. If what I've heard is true, without serum he won't last long, and it's a nasty way to go.
Mauricio meets my eyes again and starts to remove his shirt. I see him tearing it into shreds as I am pulled away.
"How could you not give him the serum?" I shout at Culebra.
Culebra's shoulders lift in a shrug. "Nature weeds out the weak from the strong, chico. That is the way of the forest."
"What if it were you who was bitten?" My voice shakes. "Are we supposed to let nature take its course then, too?"
Culebra doesn't answer. He signals for his men to get into formation. He turns his back and walks away.
I look over my shoulder. The swoosh-cling, swoosh-cling of machetes against brush once again rings through the forest. Something sharp seems to have taken hold of my heart and is squeezing it —hard. Any hope that Culebra might get sentimental about being my uncle and change his mind about killing me is dying a painful death right alongside the snake victim.
There's no way I'm getting out of this alive.
***
By the time Culebra signals for us to stop I can't move another inch. My stomach lets out a loud complaint. I have long since stopped sweating. I still have enough liquid to pee, though, and since no one wants to help me with that job, Thug Number One unties my hands. They sting as he ties them up again tighter. I scrape deeper cuts into my wrists trying to get relief from the ropes.
They don't tie my feet. After last night's chase through the forest and today's walking, I guess they think I've lost my taste for night hiking.
I wait, kneeling, tied to a tree at the edge of the clearing, as the men prepare the campsite. Darkness comes as suddenly as if someone has turned out a light. The first thing Mauricio’s crew does is start a fire. In seconds, everything outside the orange circle cast by the flames is impenetrably dark. Animal and insect noises close in around us.
At least Culebra has decided I can eat. Sneering Gorilla hands me a rolled tortilla with hot frijoles spread inside and a canteen of water. It's no feast, but my stomach stops nagging me—for a few minutes anyway. And water never tasted so sweet.
Over the past few hours, every one of my senses seems to have become sharper, like suddenly I'm Spider Man or something. Dad would have had some explanation for it—probably to do with fear or adrenaline. That's the thing about having a teacher for a parent. He always wants to teach you something.
But the thought of Dad makes my whole body feel heavy. He'll never find me. I doubt even Mauricio knows where we are now.
Suddenly, it feels like angry bees are swarming inside my chest and stomach. The jerk lied to me. He doesn't have a plan at all. What a loser I was for trusting him. I'm on my own, and it's time to start thinking for myself.
Around me men cook over campfires. Coffee brews. Don Alberto stirs something that smells like corn. Beyond the safe circle of light a whole forest of smells makes me wonder what's out there.
When Thug Number One finally leads me to a hammock slung between two trees my legs feel like I've been running stadiums, and I got nothing left: no thoughts, no energy, nothing. Even an ice cube in hell has more hope than I do at the moment.
I drop into the hammock as Thug Number One ties me to one of the lines attached to the tree and then arranges a mosquito net around me. He ducks away without so much as a "nighty-night."
The truth sinks in.
I really am a dead man. There's no getting out of this.
The sounds of sleep creep across the camp. A few men talk and pass a bottle around a fire at the far side of the camp. Even from where I lie under the mosquito net it smells like some cheap homemade brew. Whatever it is, it's strong. Most of them are slurring their words or snoring in no time. A couple of guards I don't know stand at opposite ends of the camp, their guns off their shoulders, watching the forest.
Someone produces a deck of cards and the voices by the fire go quieter. Smoke and ashes drift across camp. Thug Number One snores in the hammock beside me. Someone pees against a tree about twenty feet away. That accounts for Thug Number Two. When the sound stops, I wait. His snores soon join the soundtrack of bugs and monkeys and more snoring coming at me from the darkness.
From under the netting I see flickering shadows dancing on the side of a tent about fifteen feet on the other side of the fire. It's closed up tight. So that's where Culebra disappeared to. I guess he'll do without the mosquitoes in his new world, too.
I catch myself. I'm beginning to sound as crazy as he is. But crazy or not, I can't just lie here. I twist sideways using the rope tying me to the tree to sit up and shift my feet over the side of the hammock. It swings awkwardly, nearly tipping me out just as the men playing cards at the fire erupt into a fight. Someone's cheating.
I am instantly awake and blinking away sweat. The hammock's ropes creak as I fumble at the knot that's got me leashed to the tree like some kind of dog.
There has to be a way out of this. Right?
A few minutes later, still stuck on my leash, I fall back against the hammock. What's the use?
The rope digs deeper into my skin.
In the darkness something whimpers. My eyes water.
Suddenly the mosquito net lifts and I stifle a gasp. Mauricio has his finger against his lips. He produces a knife, and in seconds my hands are free. Circulation returns. I'm shaking all over.
He holds the net higher, and I duck out. The guard posted on my side of the camp is nowhere to be seen. The next closest one has his back to us, pacing the edge of the camp and staring into the darkness. Other than that nothing in the camp moves.
Mauricio seems to walk on air as he leads me soundlessly into the trees. He pauses and it looks like he’s talking to some kind of demented bush. A glint of firelight on a rifle barrel jutting out from it jolts through me. I freeze.
All around us shadows begin to crawl through the forest. It seems to me that everyone should be able to hear the racket my heart is making, but the moving forms slip silently past us, toward Culebra's sleeping camp. I don't care who these shadows are, as long as they keep their guns pointed at Culebra and his guys. I don't wait around to ask questions. So when Mauricio breaks into a run, I do, too.
Seconds later machine guns explode behind us, staccato orange flames flashing from their muzzles. I dive to the ground. Mauricio crouches next to me. He motions for me to stay silent.
Forget being silent. Who can hear anything over the sound of a million rounds of ammo going off around us?
"What's going on?"
"Follow me," he says, turning and creeping forward. To say he melts into the darkness is an understatement. He pretty much disappears before my eyes. In the flashing machine gun fire I catch only glimpses of him sprinting ahead of me. We run for what feels like forever, but each step that takes us further away from the fighting makes me stronger.
When the shooting finally tapers into sporadic blasts, and we can no longer see orange flashing through the trees, Mauricio stops. A few slivers of moonlight sneak through the thick canopy above us. I've escaped from hell only to land in a nightmare of giant trees and eerie noises.
"We rest," Mauricio says.
"Who were those guys?" I ask between gasps for air. I bend over, leaning my hands on my knees. I've just come off soccer season, but I'm breathing hard. I can't remember when I've sprinted that distance before. I feel like I'm dying.
"They are the Warriors of Balam," he says.
"Well, that clears up a whole lot." I wait. Nothing. You gotta love a guy who uses short sentences, especially when he's speaking in a language you don't use every day. You can't misunderstand him. "Ok, I give up, who are the Warriors of Balam?"
"There is no time for talk, Don Cory. We have a long way to go before you are safe."
"Look, dude, you haven't exactly proven whose side you're on. C'mon. You've gotta give me something here. Where are we going? And why should I trust you?"
Even in the darkness I can feel Mauricio stiffen. He's pissed that I'm questioning him.
"This forest is all that is left of the sacred lands our people once ruled. The Warriors of Balam have defended it from outsiders for five thousand years." His voice seems sad all of sudden. He doesn't like telling this story, that's obvious. "First came los conquistadores and later los rancheros. Daily we fight the armies of coyotes and drug lords—like your uncle."
"I thought Culebra was Maya. He's my mother's brother, isn't he?"
"Sí," Mauricio says. "But he wants to control this land for other reasons." He pauses. "He has lived as an exile ever since he killed your father and became rich smuggling drugs across this region. His strength grew among those who no longer believed in the old ways. Your people have fought to protect the forest and its secrets from him."
"My people?" I know I'm not going to like the answer to my next question, but I ask it anyway. "What do you mean 'my people'?"
"You are the last in the line of our kings who have preserved ancient secrets, Don Cory. The people who were loyal to your father have practiced ancient rituals to our gods for millennia. Now the time has come to fulfill our last obligation. The time for a new creation has come. You are the only one who can satisfy the gods' demand for human blood."
We both flinch at the sounds of the battle behind us heating up again. The hair on my neck bristles.
"Only your blood can prevent the destruction of the earth, Don Cory. I must get you safely to the Balam people so you can perform the final sacrifice called for at the end of the calendar."
So that's it then. The truth's out. I'm no better off following Mauricio than I was with Culebra. He's got his own lunatic plans to finish me off.
Saying I'm screwed doesn't even begin to describe how I feel.
Machine gun fire rattles in the distance.
"Just tell me something." Suddenly my entire insides begin flashing warnings. I've spent my whole life avoiding this next question. It's like I have a built-in warning system about actually asking it. But it finally seems I've found someone who can give me a straight answer.
"What happened to my mother?"
More machine gun fire explodes in the forest, only now it's closer. Mauricio looks at me, and suddenly I'm not sure I want to hear his answer now that I've asked for it.
"Your mother disappeared after she gave you to Señor McClintock," Mauricio says. His voice sounds sad, like he knows that's not the answer I expected.
So she's long gone. I guess I always figured as much. She had gotten rid of me, then beat it. Suddenly I can't make my voice work, like there's something choking me.
"I never met your mother, Don Cory. My mother was her friend and she spoke of you both often. I grew up hoping for your return, but I do not know where your mother is." He pauses. "I am sorry, Don Cory. I wish I had answers to your questions."
Now voices come out of the darkness. I don't understand what they're saying, but Mauricio stands up quickly and says, "We must run, Don Cory."
He turns and moves between two giant ferns. A thick cloud stinking of gunpowder drifts through the bushes and hangs in the trees like rags.
I stand up to follow him.
9
We Must Make You Disappear
I run behind Mauricio for a long time. I know I'm slowing us down, but I don't feel much like running anymore. Suddenly the forest thins, and we're surrounded by small, pointed hills jutting up from the ground. I expect Mauricio to stop, but instead, he speeds up. Cold white light from the half moon floods through the gaps in the trees. Mauricio leads me through a maze of paths between the small mounds. At the end of the path, he jumps off some kind of ledge into the darkness. I approach the spot where he disappeared and see him below me pulling clothes off what looks like a scarecrow of some sort.
"Salta," he says. Jump.
I land beside him, and he hands me a shirt and pants made of a coarse white material. Then he bends down to pull off the scarecrow's shoes.
"Put these on. To keep you safe we must make you disappear."
I admit the clothes Culebra gave me for the trek through the forest have gringo written all over them, even though the khakis and shirt are so grimy with dirt, sweat, and dried blood from my wrists that you can't tell what color they were, but I'm not exactly loving the idea of borrowing clothes from a scarecrow. Mauricio hands me the straw sandals just as a burst of gunfire crackles through the trees, startling us both. I'm trying to keep it together, but I'm exhausted. I drop the clothes and sandals and sink to my knees.
"I can't go another step. I want to go home."
Mauricio looks at me, then into the darkness behind us. He seems to be making a decision. He stoops down next to me.
"For five thousand years, Don Cory, our people have prepared for the final ceremony at the end of our calendar. As our king, you are essential to fulfilling our obligations to the gods."
"But where are we going?"
"I have pledged my life to return you to our people. I will not fail."
"Don't I get a say in any of this?"
"You cannot escape your destiny."
"My destiny? If the world is destined to come to an end, what am I supposed to do about it?"
A shout in the distance makes me jump. How can anybody still be chasing us?
"Please, Don Cory, when we reach the Temple of Balam the high priest will explain everything to you. But first you must change your clothes."
He's right. I can't just stop and wait for them to come for me. Wearily I strip and stand facing Mauricio in my boxer shorts. He's right about blending in, too. Wearing the cotton shirt and pants from the scarecrow I'll look like everybody else. I tie the multicolored belt around my waist. Mauricio crouches next to me waiting. By the time I slip my feet into the straw sandals I've made up my mind. Mauricio got me away from Culebra. That counts for something. But whatever my destiny is, one thing is certain. As soon as I can, I'm dumping him, too.
"Vamos," I say.
We climb down a series of stone steps. At the bottom we stand at the edge of a field lit by a dozen small fires on what looks like some kind of wide beach. Water laps in the distance.
Then my eyes adjust to the firelight, and my knees go weak. Everywhere I look are bodies—dead ones. They're heaped on top of each other. Black blood stains the sand. An awful stench makes me cover my mouth and nose. I need to sit down, but Mauricio marches forward like he's seen it all before.
The smell of feces and the iron tang of blood hang in the air as thick as the buzzing flies. I lean over and empty my stomach behind a log. I'm shaking all over.
"This way," Mauricio says. I close my eyes and concentrate on not retching again.
"Don't touch any of the dead or they will drag you to the underworld." I look up at him and pass the back of my hand across my mouth. Mauricio steps carefully around the broken corpses.
I have no intention of touching any dead guys.
10
The World Has Turned
Completely Upside Down
I cover my nose and mouth hoping like I haven't hoped since I was a little kid that I won't throw up again.
Mauricio scans the scene of dead and decomposing bodies. "This is a place of death," he says. "We must get away from here as quickly as possible."
Finally, something we can agree on.
Mauricio seems to know exactly where to put his feet as we wind around the piles of rotting corpses. At first the path is wide enough to easily avoid touching anything nasty, but then it gets narrower and thick with dismembered limbs, blood, and bones. I can't tell where one body ends and another begins, or even what part of the body some of the decaying pieces are. I feel like I've walked onto the set of some chainsaw horror movie—one in which the director has gone a little over the top with the scratch and sniff special effects.
A moan and movement to my side makes me freeze. A hand lifts off the dirt. It stretches out like it's about to grab my pants leg. Mauricio yanks me away just as the hand closes on the space where my foot had been.
"Some of these guys are still alive!"
"The dead often hesitate on their final journey," Mauricio says, like that explains everything.
"But what is this place?"
"The crossroads at the entrance to Xibalba," Mauricio says as if he's answered the question a million times.
"Okay, so what's shee-bal-ba?"
"The gods of the dead live in Xibalba. All men must cross the rivers of blood and pus before they can enter the Land of the Dead. This river marks the boundary of our lands where we have protected our most precious secrets for thousands of years. Among them, Don Cory, is the entrance to Xibalba. We have fought many battles over this place." He pauses. "These people died in those battles so you can meet the gods in Xibalba and perform the sacrifice required to create a new world."
Now I know I've joined forces with another maniac. It's that or Mauricio's been smoking something extremely strong. "But shouldn't we help these people?" On either side of the path things squirm and writhe as moans swell and die like waves on a beach.
"There is nothing you can do for them." Mauricio looks neither right nor left. He focuses straight ahead, ignoring the pleas for water and the cries for help. "Each of them must go on this journey alone, and I must ensure you reach your destination."
Finally Mauricio stops. He stares down into a dark gulch. A gust of wind carries the stench of more carnage and my head feels light. Now is not a good time to learn that I faint at the sight of blood.
The sluice of moving liquid laps against rocks at the bottom of the gully. A river churning with debris and mud reflects the moonlight. As I watch, two headless bodies roll by in pools of frothing foam.
"It's a dead end." I turn, throwing my hands in the air. They slap my legs when they fall.
"We cross here."
"Oh yeah? How we gonna do that?"
Mauricio looks around at the trees, yanks a twisted vine from a low-hanging branch, and then slides his machete out of its case. I flinch at the glint of steel in the moonlight.
As I watch, Mauricio cuts the vine off the tree with a quick chop of his blade and peels back its skin. "The river is narrow here. A path on the other side leads to the site where we will meet other Warriors of Balam. They will escort you the rest of the way."
Mauricio splits the ends of the vine into small strips. I watch a couple of seconds, then he says, "Find three stones this size." He holds out his closed fist. "They must be clean of all blood. Be careful that none of the dead touch you."
"Yeah, yeah." I glance around for some rocks. "We don't want any dead guys dragging me off to god-knows-where. Everyone else wants a piece of me. Why should the dead be any different?"
"I will get you home, Don Cory."
Home? Funny, that word doesn't feel so welcoming at the moment.
I move toward the river. I have absolutely no chance of finding anything not covered in blood behind us. I don't even want to think about how the dead can touch me. I just have to stop trying to make sense of anything Mauricio says. As far as I'm concerned, if he thinks he can get me out of this place by finding some fist-sized rocks, then that is what I'm going to do: find the guy some rocks.
Mauricio gives me one more warning. "I am not strong enough to fight the underworld gods," he says. "Be careful, Don Cory."
Sure, I'll be careful. I'd like to avoid a fight with underworld gods myself.
I move toward the edge of the gulch. Water laps over a triangular group of stones at the bottom of a steep slope. The river current pulls at the shirttail of a partially decomposed body, and blood swirls in the water from a man who looks like he used his last ounce of strength to pull himself out of the water before he collapsed.
I pick my way to the top of the riverbank, sidestepping bones and the remnants of the freshly dead. Wet sand slips from under my feet as I skid down the C-shaped walls to the beach below and dig away the sand and mud around the rocks. There's a satisfying flupp of suction releasing, and they pop out. As I turn, lugging my prize hunks of stone, something in the river moans. Goosebumps rise on my arms as I try to shrug off the feeling of being stalked. Then something tugs on my pants. Is the river trying to drag me in?
I spin around just as a man's head and shoulders break the surface of the water inches from where I'm standing. His eyes have a weird vacant look, and his mouth opens and closes like he's trying to say something. I kick my foot and stumble backwards, landing hard on my butt just as the man sinks beneath the water again.
I can't breathe. He could've pulled me in. And then a worse thought yanks at me. I just shook off that guy's last chance to live. The man's empty eyes flash through my mind.
Or was he dead already?
I shudder.
Cory McClintock, the dead can't grab you.
I'm just tired. How many times has Dad said sleep is more important than everything else? Lack of sleep can make your mind do crazy things. Of course, all of Mauricio's talk might be getting to me, too.
I stand up and turn toward where Mauricio stares down at me. I glance back at the churning river of blood and filth.
Scratch that. This whole place is getting to me.
Mauricio catches the rocks, then reaches down to help me up the last few feet of the incline.
"What are you making?"
I watch as Mauricio softens the ends of the vine by chewing them. He separates the fibers, making a small pocket-like net. Into each section he places one of the rocks I found. He secures the nets around them with a piece of fiber stripped off a branch.
"A bola," Mauricio says as he twirls the vine and rocks over his head like a cowboy spinning a lasso. It hums as the rope spins faster and faster. When he lets go, the vine sails out over the river. A second later we hear the click-clack-click of the rocks hitting each other. They latch around the low branch of a tree on the opposite bank. Mauricio tugs on the vine. Even though he leans his entire weight against it, it stays taut. He ties off the other end around the trunk of a tree close to the water's edge on our side of the river.
"We cross," he says. Mauricio kneels on one knee. Using his leg as a step, I climb up and grab the vine. In the darkness, voices suddenly seem closer.
I stare across the river. Lightning flashes. The vine bows over the muddy river toward the other shore that's thirty yards away, but with the river churning between us it might as well be a thousand. Trusting Mauricio to get me away from Culebra is one thing. Crossing a river on a vine tied off at one end by nothing but a bunch of rocks feels like suicide.
Shouts erupt from the forest behind us. Thunder rumbles ahead.
"Use this." Mauricio thrusts another length of vine at me. "It will support your legs."
I throw one end over the vine that stretches across the river and the other I pass behind me just below my butt, making a swing-like loop. I wrap my ankles over the rope. Now, I'm hanging below the vine by just my hands and ankles, with my butt supported by nothing but a flimsy part of a tree. I really have gone nuts.
The shouting gets closer.
"Go!" Mauricio orders.
Staying here is not an option. I lean back until my arms are straight, then hand-over-hand I pull myself out over the river. The rope bounces and sways. I don't dare look down. I do not want to see if any other dead guys are trying to grab me. As if on cue, a hand breaks the surface just upriver. A long moan pierces the stillness. Don't touch the dead or the dying. Mauricio made that clear. I look only at the rope. There is nothing I can do for anything or anyone floating under me.
Moving one hand, then the other, I make my way across the river.
Halfway across, my backside is so close to the surface that the churning current splashes against my shirt. The river roars like it wants to eat me, like it's waiting for me to slip up. I lay my head back to see how much farther the other bank is. The world looks upside down, but it isn't too far.
Fifteen yards still to go, and my arms sting. None of the ropes courses I have ever done, not to mention the hours in the gym doing upper-body work, have even come close to preparing me for anything like this. I'll have to complain to Coach Bristleman…if I ever see him again, that is.
I think of Dad, and for a moment I lose my concentration.
Stop thinking, Cory. Move!
The vine oozes something sweet-smelling that makes it slick. Its fibers bite at my palms, and sweat drips down my temples and across my armpits.
I need to rest. The opposite bank seems miles away. I'll never make it.
I close my eyes. How many times have I felt this way in a match? That jolt in my gut when I think I've lost, or the sinking feeling in my chest like my whole body wants to give up. But giving up never meant dropping into a foul, death-polluted river before.
When I open my eyes again I focus only on the rope above me. I draw in a deep breath and ignore the stench coming from the water—and the strain on my arms and the ache in my chest. It's only pain, after all. I lift my elbows trying to lighten the load on my shoulders and pull myself forward.
I will not die in the middle of a forest who knows how far from home.
The rope bounces, but I chance a look between my knees. Mauricio has climbed on now, too. Behind him two flashlight beams search the beach and the water. They find Mauricio first, then me.
"There they are. Follow them!"
Mauricio is closing the distance between us fast. Somehow I cover the last few yards in a burst of energy. When my feet touch the ground on the opposite side of the river I breathe again. Mauricio swings down next to me seconds later.
Across the river the lights are gone, but now two dark shapes hang suspended from the rope, moving as fast as monkeys.
"Culebra's men! Follow the trail in the forest." Mauricio turns back toward the river. "Go!"
I don't see any trail anywhere. As far as I can tell there isn't even a break in the trees. Only darkness and sections of darker darkness surround us. Mauricio must have gotten it wrong.
"There's no path!" I scream. But Mauricio doesn't answer.
Orange firelight from across the river glints off something in his hand. His machete! I step back as he raises the blade.
"What are you doing?" My voice catches.
"I'm making sure you make it home," Mauricio says, and he turns to where the rope's end encircles the tree branch above our heads.
My heart starts to buck. He's going to cut the rope!
The two men are now halfway across the river and coming fast. I pull on his shirt and arm, but he shrugs me off.
"Go!" Mauricio screams again.
I struggle up the bank to the tree line, digging my fingers into the mud and yanking out handfuls of roots and sand. As I haul myself up over the edge of the riverbank, I turn just as Mauricio's machete clangs hard against the tree trunk.
Even in the dim light I can see the rope snap like a recoiling snake. The men over the river hang in the air momentarily. They seem to crawl toward us, paddling like they're trying to swim. Then they fall, silently at first, as if the noise to this horror film has been turned off. The silence is broken by a heavy splash.
I gasp. He killed them. There's no other word for it. They don't stand a chance in that water.
Mauricio shoves me in the direction of the woods.
"We must go." He pushes past me and yanks on the front of my shirt as I stare a moment longer at the place where the river swallowed the two men. It surges like fresh blood is exactly what it wanted.
I look back at Mauricio. People are dying trying to catch me; others are killing to stop them. None of this makes any sense. The world has turned completely upside down.
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Snared Like a Scared Rabbit
I turn to follow Mauricio, but the jungle seems to have swallowed all light and noise. Now it's like I've plunged into deep water. I know my eyes are open, but I might as well have them closed, it's so dark. How am I supposed to see Mauricio to follow him? Then a stroke of lightning in the distance flashes. Everything is clear for a second. Then it melts into the blackness again. Now yellow lights glow then wink out. Fireflies. Thousands of them light up the forest.
I follow Mauricio's shadowy figure, trying to make sense of what just happened.
He killed two men because of me. Everyone says I'm some kind of a king; that I can stop the earthquakes and tsunamis; that I'm supposed to save the world. I stop and watch the fireflies swim in the air in front of me forming and reforming constellations, like the stars have dropped out of the night sky.
I'm no king.
There's so much noise in the darkness that it's like we stumbled into a competition between the frogs and the bugs to see who can make the loudest screech. Another noise nearby—a low growl—makes the skin on my arms and neck tingle. A twig breaks, and I drop to a crouch. Mauricio emerges from the darkness and lowers himself down beside me. He holds his fingers to his lips.
He didn't make the noise.
He motions for me to wait, and then he steps back into the darkness. The seconds stretch out. My breathing, quick and shallow, is the only sound I recognize. In the next second, a shadow separates from the blackness, its profile unmistakable. A jaguar. Now my breathing stops all together.
The animal's gold eyes seem to collect whatever light there is, and it looks directly at me. I know that look. It's sizing me up.
One thing is certain. Running is not an option. It takes all my effort to stay put.
The giant cat circles me, strutting like it wants me to take note of the power in its limbs. Moonlight somehow penetrates the canopy above and makes the fur on its back and shoulders gleam an iridescent blue.
The animal glances in the direction it just came from, back at me, and then it seems to lose interest. It turns and, just as suddenly as it appeared, disappears into the forest.
A second later Mauricio is beside me again. He beckons for me to follow him.
"Did you see that cat?" My legs tremble. "That's the second jaguar I've seen." I watch the brush fall still behind the creature. "I thought they were rare."
"The spirit of Balam is strong in you. The jaguar is your ancestor."
"My ancestor?"
"Your name, Kux Balam. It means 'Heart of the Jaguar.'" I sense the reverence in his voice. "It is an ancient lineage. The jaguar rules the forest, and our kings are their descendents. You, Cory Balam, are the heir of the jaguar. They, too, will protect you."
I glance back to where the cat disappeared. To me it felt more like that cat was trying to decide if I was worth killing, not sizing me up as a member of its family. I really hope I don't run into another one, 'cause I don't want to find out that I don’t measure up.
Voices, more distant than before, make me jump.
"We must move." Mauricio turns away from the river.
We don't seem to be following any path, but Mauricio doesn't need to use his machete to clear brush either. He slides between the trees like he's made of smoke, and I do my best to follow him.
***
About an hour's brisk walk later we come to a clearing. I stare straight up with my mouth open. I have never seen so many stars. It's like you could pluck them right out of the sky. Dad would love this. He knows every constellation. My throat tightens.
"The Temple of the White Road." Mauricio's voice drags me out of my thoughts about Dad. The moon moves from behind a small cloud, casting a cold light on the clearing. Contrasted against the star-soaked sky, a steep black shape rises ahead of us, looming over the clearing like some kind of sentinel.
"We are almost there," Mauricio says.
"Almost where?"
"Safe. We will wait for the others up there." He gestures with his head to the tallest of the mounds in front of us. Then he is moving again; sticking to the edge of the forest, he circles around the giant mound. It rises fifty feet at nearly a right angle, levels off, and then rises again like a tiered wedding cake. Trees grow from its sides at odd angles, stretching stubbornly toward the sky, while more squat plants and vines blur the mound's edges. Mauricio seems to want to sneak up on it—or whoever might be waiting for us.
Piled in heaps at the base of the mound lie long metal poles that look like some kind of scaffolding. Buckets and shovels and crushed plastic five-gallon jugs litter the area. Mauricio shakes his head.
"Looters." He spits the word out like it's a curse.
We move toward the mound, and in that instant an engine roars in the distance. Mauricio swears, this time for real, then says, "How can he have found you?"
My heart beats wildly. That doesn't sound good.
"Come!" Mauricio sprints toward the mound, grabs a low-hanging branch, and heaves himself up the steep side. I scramble up behind him.
At first the ground feels solid. Tree roots and rocks act almost like steps as we use our hands, knees, and feet to push our way up. The engines roar closer. They're motorcycles, or ATVs maybe. Mauricio moves deliberately. I struggle behind him, but somehow manage to haul myself up the steep side of the mound.
The higher we climb the more slippery the ground. I pull on a branch jutting at a right angle out of the side of the temple, and the entire tree uproots and tumbles down the side, bouncing and hopping off the rocks in a shower of dirt and rubble, crashing through branches on its way down, finally landing with a muffled thud at the base of the mound. I clutch the dirt, praying that I won't be right behind it. Mauricio reaches the first leveled tier and stops. He reaches down to help me up. Looking out over the clearing, my chest heaves. My shirt sticks to my stomach and back.
We turn and listen to the darkness. The air itself seems to screech. In another moment the roar of the engine dominates the night.
"Where are we supposed to hide?" I ask between gasps. I feel pretty exposed up here. I lean against a large trunk angled oddly out of the side of the mound.
Before Mauricio can answer two ATVs burst into the clearing below us. We drop behind a fallen tree and duck our heads. Light floods the field. Two men sit on each vehicle.
"How did they get here so fast? They sounded so far away."
"Noise in the forest can deceive. Never trust it to guide you." He listens with his head cocked to the voices below.
"But where did they get the wheels?"
"Don Omar has been planning for the end-of-days ceremony for a long time. He has spoken of restoring a temple for his own purposes. It must be near here. I did not know where it was."
Even though the men in the clearing speak in whispers I can tell they're arguing. Mauricio concentrates on the voices. In the light from the ATV headlamps I see anger flash in his eyes. My scalp tingles.
"Who is it?"
"You have been betrayed, Don Cory," he says. "Don Alberto was the only other person among Don Omar's household who knew where we were to meet once the Balam Warriors freed you."
Betrayed?
"All I want is to get home. Why would he betray me?"
Mauricio doesn't answer as he glances over the top of the trunk. He pulls something that looks like a stick about sixteen inches long out of the machete cover hanging off his belt. He stands up, stoops low, and walks toward the voices.
The smell of diesel fuel stings my nose, and the ATVs' engines purr.
"You want us to climb up there and wait for them?" one of the men says. The voice sounds familiar.
"There is no need," a second voice says. This man has an accent that even in Spanish sounds different from the others. It’s Don Alberto. "They are here already. The spirit of Balam fills this place."
"Yeah, yeah," the first man says. "I know Culebra believes all your black magic, witch-doctor-mumbo-jumbo. But I don't. Just find them." I know that voice, too. It's Arturo—Thug Number One. So he survived the ambush by Mauricio's warriors.
"Mauricio planned to meet the others here," Don Alberto says.
The ATV headlights stretch the men's shadows out like long-legged spiders. Don Alberto takes five steps into the clearing and pauses. A gust of breath and a flutter of feathers sound from the spot where Mauricio is crouching. Don Alberto gasps, clutches his neck, and sinks to his knees.
"Kill the lights," Thug Number One growls, and blackness falls. In a moment all I can see is moonlight glinting blue on the barrels of three rifles.
"A blow gun dart," a third man says. "Mauricio is definitely here."
"Night goggles," Thug Number One says.
Man, these guys came prepared. You can't hide from heat-sensing night vision. How many times have those goggles saved my life in games of Stealth Warfare against Terry and Riggo? Now they're about to end it—for real!
Mauricio motions to me to stay put. There's no need. I can barely breathe, let alone run anymore. They'll find me in a second anyway. The trees can't shield me from their night vision. I look for some way to get out of their heat-seeking sight. I flatten myself on the ground, hoping that, from below, the angle of the temple might obscure my heat signature, then I crawl backwards along the ground, trying as best I can to move silently. There's another puff of air and a fluttering sound. A second man grunts.
"Find him!" Thug Number One shouts. "Now!"
"That last one came from up there." The second man's voice travels directly up the temple side. In the next moment a blast of automatic weapons fire shatters the night. I squeeze my eyes shut expecting to be shredded any second. Birds burst from the trees.
When the gunfire stops, an echo of shrieks, squawks, chatters, and screeches follows. Directly behind me a howler monkey springs into full growl. His guttural cry sounds friendly compared to the gunfire. "It wasn't me, big guy," I whisper into the dark. "Take your beef up with them."
I scan the ground in front of the tree I'm hiding behind, but there's no sign of Mauricio. Heavy breathing comes from the darkness instead. I fall back. More gunfire. I lie flat while the ground explodes nearby. Debris and stones, kicked up by the barrage, shower me.
"Hide." Mauricio's voice sounds strained. He's been hit! "You must not be caught."
What am I supposed to do now? I can't leave Mauricio here to die. I check for the men in the clearing. They're nowhere to be seen. They must be climbing up the back of the mound.
"Leave me, Don Cory. If you are caught, our sacrifices are meaningless." Mauricio's words fade. Then, "Run!" he gasps.
Voices come from behind me. They're getting closer.
"You'll die if I leave you here." Flashlight beams sweep the edge of the temple. They're coming for me. In the next second a head and shoulders appear at the crest of the mound.
"You must run," Mauricio is louder, more insistent, but still he doesn't sound good.
"I'm not leaving you."
A puff from Mauricio's direction precedes a gasp from one of the men on the hill.
How can he keep fighting? He's gotta have taken a lot of hits. I have to do something!
I stand up, but as I step forward I suddenly am bathed in a brilliant white light. The expression "like a deer in headlights" comes to mind. Every one of my muscles freezes, and I couldn't move if I wanted to. I blink and raise my arms, trying to protect my eyes.
"There you are, Cory McClintock," Thug Number One snarls. "Where's your little friend? He must be here somewhere." A burst of machine gun fire erupts from the end of his gun.
"No!" I dive to the ground. My whole body explodes in panic.
Silence from where Mauricio last spoke can mean only one thing. He's gone.
I don't even have time to react, though, because Thug Number One starts toward me.
"Don't move, kid. There's no place else to go."
It feels like the entire sky has fallen on top of me. They killed Mauricio. And it's my fault.
More of Culebra's men materialize out of the darkness. They circle me like I'm some kind of wild animal they don't want to startle. Slowly, step by step, they get closer. My options are running out.
The steepest portion of the mound lies behind me. Mauricio's words roll through my head. "If you are caught, our sacrifices are meaningless."
I have only one route open to me. Up.
Something surges inside me, and I move as if driven by a beast I can't control. Spinning away from Culebra's men, I dive on all fours toward the steep wall of the mound and scramble, claw, and clutch my way toward the top.
I'm betting on the fact that their orders are to bring me back alive. They won't shoot—not to kill, anyway.
I heave myself over the final edge of the mound. I'm higher even than the trees. Off in the distance the sky glows orange.
A squat stone building of some kind stands fifteen feet away. I turn in circles. Think.
I can climb up to the roof of the building, then jump one of them, steal his gun…Then what? Shoot him?
It's so easy in video games. I've mowed down hundreds of guys in so many different ways. My stomach jolts at the thought. Is killing the only thing left to me?
I sprint toward the stone structure. Lying in a heap by the side of the structure are piles of rocks, planks of wood, and metal poles like the ones we saw at the bottom of the temple. It looks like someone set up camp here and has been digging into the mound. I grab a piece of wood. It is shorter than I thought it would be. Maybe I can use it to knock one of them out. I search for another one and that's when I see an open aluminum shaft leading down the side of the mound. It looks like half a pipe about ten inches wide. I push hard against the top section. It feels sturdy.
That's all the confirmation I need. I drop the plank across the top at the same time as I leap onto it, nailing it perfectly. The board slides down the shaft like I'm riding a railing back home. I wobble at first but my instincts take over, no problem, and I angle the board to get more of its surface on the edges.
All I have to do is ride it down.
Branches and bugs slap against my face. Something flies into my nose. I don't have time to be grossed out. I focus on staying balanced.
The shaft stays solid as I plunge downward into complete blackness. This has to be the longest slide I've ever tried—and the steepest.
Just as I am about to hoot in celebration, the shaft ends and I sail out into the air.
That's when it hits me. I have no wheels!
I brace myself, and the impact jolts through me like dynamite. My teeth crash together and I crumple to the ground. Every inch of me aches.
In the next second some sort of net drops over me. I twist and kick and grab, but it's no good. They've bagged me like a scared rabbit.
Mauricio died for nothing.
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Time to Go to Plan B
"Gotcha!" A voice snaps as a flash of hate bursts inside me, and I lash out in every direction, kicking and writhing, getting more and more tangled in the net. One of my hands pokes through a gap in the netting. The cords catch my fingers and snag my hands over my head.
A knee jabs into my hip and hands roll me over, twisting my legs around each other. Talk about a human pretzel! I gulp air. No wrestling maneuver I've ever faced is as effective as this net. I can't even move my little finger. I stiffen. My wiggling only makes things worse.
"Look, hombre!" someone shouts. "What a strange creature we trapped."
Laughter erupts in the darkness. I can't see anything, but from the heavy breathing and the stink of alcohol, I can tell they have me surrounded.
"Okay, okay, stop your celebrating. He's just a punk kid," Thug Number One says. He's breathing hard. "Let's get him out of here before the mosquitoes drain my blood."
Someone lifts my feet and drags me forward. Rocks and sticks dig into my back and arms. Someone else yanks my top half and lifts me. Each step twists me in three different directions. In the next second a flashlight beam blinds me.
"What a fine trophy for my wall." Culebra's voice hits me like a rock. People laugh. So he escaped the battle, too.
I kick, but the net just gets tighter. "You have been more trouble than I thought you'd be," Culebra says. "I am going to enjoy watching you die, chico." The flashlight goes out, and I flail at him. A hard blow to my butt sends waves of pain through every inch of me.
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