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​Chapter One
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You’re insane, thought Kat. As she clung to the spear of limestone that projected into the river, she felt it again—a heart-stopping shift in the rock. Isn’t it enough that you drove them this deep? she berated herself. Now you’re risking their lives! She half-turned and looked at Ray, who clawed at the slick rock, battling the turbulent current of the sump, despite all his skill. Beyond him, the two inexperienced cave divers clutched the rope she’d secured to them, as tightly fixed as the nodes on the wall.

But if you don’t keep going . . . 

“This rock’s weak,” she said to the others. “Don’t use it when you reach this point. I’ll try to find a more stable one.”

“I think we should go back,” said Ray. His voice came out as a tinny squawk on the underwater PA system.

Kat caught the gleam of his eye in the faint light cast from her helmet. Damn Ray. Mr. I-don’t-care-if-it’s-a-sheer-drop-into-hell was now the voice of reason?

“No,” she said, ignoring the nagging voice in her head. “Not yet. If we just descend a little farther, we’ll find a dry tunnel.”

“And more specimens,” said Pete. “We haven’t collected many yet.”

Kat felt another wobble in the rock. She reached for a more solid handhold.

“I’m ready to turn back,” said Megan, gasping as if the effort of hanging on was too much for her. “There’s no sign . . . that the Mayans . . . ever came down this far.”

Kat clutched the next rock node, the last remnant of some outcrop of karst that hadn’t been polished clean by the water. She dug her fingers into a groove at the side.

“There is something waiting to be discovered down below,” she argued. “I just know it, after what they’ve found in other caves and seafloor vents. Even on Mars. We have to keep going.”

“Kat, this is crazy. You said the rock was unstable,” said Ray. “And the current here is too strong. If we lose our grip, we’ll be swept away. No one comes back from that.”

“Just ten more meters,” she insisted.

Kat turned and gripped the next knob of rock, hauling the others along with the rope. They each had to copy her movements, clinging to the rock wall like spiders, just to keep the current from catching them and flinging them downstream. At this point in the channel, the current was so wild it whipped up a lather of bubbles, obscuring any view ahead. Kat reached blindly, latching onto another rocky handhold. But as her full weight rested on the next projection, the rock shivered. It twisted and shuddered and grated. Then it ripped free of the wall.

Kat screamed as the water punched her forward, dislodging Ray, Pete, and Megan too. Caught in the current, she flailed helplessly, her head crunching again and again on the walls. The flashlight in her helmet flickered, as it crashed into the tongues of rock and, all too soon, it was snuffed out.

This was it then, the end. She was flying blindly through a narrow stream framed by rocky outcrops that could snap her limbs and split her skull. The dark wrapped around her like a suffocating blanket, preventing her from grabbing any lifeline that might be within reach, and the force of the current pummeled her chest so violently she couldn’t even scream. Kat waited for the last brain-nullifying impact.

But it didn’t come.

Incredibly, and without warning, she bobbed up like a buoy into empty space. It must be an open chamber, but the suction pulled her under again before she could react.

Oh no, you don’t.

She pumped her legs. Her hands plowed through the water until she bounced up into the cavity again. Now, to stay there.

Kat grappled for a handhold in the dark and finally found purchase in a slippery crack. It took the last scrap of strength she had to pull herself out of the water and onto a flat surface. She flipped up her mask and gasped the stale, dank air.

Sanctuary.

But it wasn’t over yet. Ray, Pete, and Megan were still attached to the rope, and as the current swept them past and sucked them farther down the stream, it wrenched Kat from the solid ground and into the water again. At the last second she shot out a hand and just managed to clamp onto a jagged spear of rock. She had to hold fast or they were all dead. Somehow she had to pull them out. 

Struggling against the vortex, Kat slapped another hand on the rock. Although it was smooth and slick—maybe a stalagmite—she managed to haul herself up, wedging a knee behind the limestone fragment. 

She was out of the water now, but the noose about her waist felt like it could slice her in half. Keep going. Just a little bit more. Using the stalagmite as a pulley, she dragged the ropes around it. She heard the faint crumbling of calcite as she liberated the first team member from the water.

The suction snapped like a plug suddenly popped free from a drain. Kat felt Ray flop beside her, the seal-slick neoprene brushing her leg. He gasped and smacked wet palms on the porous rock. She hauled again on the rope, wincing as she heard chunks of limestone break off of the stalagmite and tumble to the ground with a hollow clatter. But the drag lessened when Ray caught his breath and added his biceps to the task. Out came Pete—the lesser weight—and then Megan, releasing the strain altogether. Kat could hear them panting as they stripped off their rebreathers.

“Thanks,” rasped Megan. “Thought we were goners.”

Kat collapsed on the stone slab, feeling the throb and sting of bruises and cuts. A sharper pain jabbed her leg—the one she’d sliced open six hundred meters above on a razor fragment of rock. She’d probably ripped it further. She couldn’t see anything, but her hearing was acute in the oppressive darkness. The slosh of the water from the sump was punctuated by a steady drip . . . drip . . . drip . . . of condensation from the ceiling of the cavern. You . . . stupid . . . idiot . . . Kat listened to the rhythm for the space of a few heartbeats before she responded.

“Thought we were, too.” She peeled off her helmet and neoprene cap. Chuckling nervously, she ran a trembling hand through her damp hair. “Thought I was going to meet my Maker. But I wasn’t ready for it. Not quite yet, anyway.”

Tentative fingers touched her shoulder. “Are you okay?” asked Ray.

“Never better.” She ignored the throbbing in her chest. “Does anyone have a light? Mine must have smashed against the rock, and I guess yours did too, Pete.” Ray and Megan had gone without in order to save batteries.

“I can find my extra,” said Pete. She heard a rustling and the plastic whine of a zipper. “Got it.”

He flicked on a beam, which slashed through the darkness and painted the rock with a pearly glow. Thick columns of limestone surrounded them, glistening tree trunks of white. The wall was three meters away, and to the side, a narrow crack in the stone seemed the only extension of the cave besides the sump. Kat could feel a shy breeze brush her face.

“Well, I could think of worse places to end up,” said Ray, smiling. His silver-streaked mustache sparkled in the pale light. “At least there’s air. There could be an open passage to an even deeper shaft.”

“You’re right,” said Kat. “Despite the fact that we nearly died, this may turn out to be a good thing. The walls are glistening—they’re probably slimy with microbial life. We still have our packs and the line. We can just explore here for a while and haul ourselves out again.”

“Um,” said Megan. “I think we have a problem.”

Kat turned toward her. “A problem?”

Megan held up the guideline. It had been severed two meters behind her. “I was just happy it didn’t snap in front of me.”

Kat smothered a curse. What more could go wrong? “I guess we have to call for help.” She sloughed off her waterproof pack and zipped it open. She’d placed a series of miniature radio relays every one hundred and fifty meters so she could communicate with the men topside who were monitoring their progress. Pete’s men from the pharmaceutical company and a caver called Harding. She rummaged through her pack and extracted the case that should contain the radio.  It was empty. It must have snapped open inside the pack during their white-water ride through the sump. Kat rooted frantically through her pack and unearthed the radio. What was left of it. Wires and shards of black casing dangled from her hand.

“Damn,” she said. “It’s trashed.” She rested her head against the pack. She couldn’t believe this. They were trapped at two thousand meters. No hope of rescue. Even this last sump was something very few cavers would risk.

“What’s the problem?” asked Pete. “All we have to do is go back the way we came.”

Three heads swung toward him.

“Well, gee, Pete,” said Ray. “How do you suppose we do that? Have you ever swum against the current in white water?”

Pete bit his lip and shook his head.

“Imbecile,” said Ray, reverting to his native French, something he only did when he was upset or angry. “We can’t get out through the sump. But maybe there’s another tunnel.”

Kat smiled. Never say trapped to a caver. If you can belly crawl a mile underground, you can find a way out. “Right,” she said. “We’ll get what we came for, then we’ll find the exit.”

She stood up and gazed at the magnificent thicket of stalactites and columns. Like fine white icicles, delicate soda straws pointed waxy tips into the air above her head. There were bound to be microbes here. Undetected, unchallenged microfingers that tickled life from the rock itself.

“This could be the place,” she said. A stab of pain from beneath the old surgery scar made her grunt and double over.

“Kat, are you okay?” asked Megan.

“Sure,” she gasped. Just dying.
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​Chapter Two


[image: ]


“Dr. Delaney, you have a phone call.” 

The voice from the PA intruded into the silence. There were at least ten people in the operating theater at Toronto General Hospital, including scrub nurses, interns, and a few veteran surgeons with intense frowns on their faces, and nobody was making a sound.

“I’m a little busy right now,” said Mark Delaney, his eyes glued to the computer screen as he watched the virtual path of the miniature submarine as it threaded through his patient’s coronary artery. He’d programmed the tiny machine prior to surgery, going by the patient’s angiogram and MRI scans to plot an exact route through the subclavian artery, up the aorta, and into the patient’s blocked coronary. “This is where it gets dicey,” he explained to his fellow surgeons.

Dr. Cary, the director of cardiac surgery, shook his head. Under his familiar blue surgical cap, he wore a skeptical expression.

Beside Mark, a sterile tray had been laid out with scalpels and saws, sutures and needles, but not a nick had been made in the patient—a very pleasant sixty-year-old guinea pig called Marsha Henley. She’d agreed to be the first cardiac patient to be operated on by a submarine. Mark could be very convincing when he explained how nanotechnology had advanced to the point where he could scour out her arteries without having to do bypass surgery. How he could save her life without slicing her open and sawing through her breastbone, without cutting into her major arteries and attaching a bypass machine, without flaying her leg and removing a vein, and without wiring her shut and then waiting months more for her to recuperate. Yes, he could be very persuasive.

But not everyone was convinced. Dr. Ames, the gray-haired, thick-nosed, frowning individual to his right, had tried to veto the first human trials for four years, probably fearing that Mark might be his replacement. Mark had operated on pigs and monkeys, cats, and even his own dog, without one fatality. Kat had been frantic after he’d injected the sub into Sparky’s veins when the dog had become short of breath and lackadaisical, but Sparky had come out on top, with pristine, plaque-free arteries. Even Kat had had to admit afterward that he was on to something. Although not everyone was happy to give up the knife, scalpel-free surgery was here to stay.

Has it been four years already? he thought, as the sub ticked its way through Marsha’s artery toward the blockage. Four years since Sparky’s surgery and Kat’s diagnosis? Four years since the arguments and the pain and his mistake.

The sub moved forward, churning past red blood cells and white blood cells by using its tiny flagella—the bacterial mode of propulsion. He’d experimented with both synthetic flagella composed of carbon nanotubes and actual bacteria, using a wild strain of Salmonella typhimurium to power his sub, and had settled for the living organism because of its efficient mobility and relatively long life span—one hour. That was all he would need. Mark activated the ultrasonic transducers, which conveyed the actual image of the blockage to his VR screen. The clogged section, a thick conglomeration of mucus, was approaching and becoming clearer. Yes, this was the dicey part. He must be totally focused.

“The call is from Mexico,” said the voice from the speaker, jarring his concentration.

“Damn,” he said. “I’m busy. Making history, as if she doesn’t know,” he muttered under his breath. “Tell Kat I’ll call her back.”

The sub advanced toward the plug. He had to keep his mind on the task. But somehow she’d done it again, distracting him with her image, her keen blue eyes and the sarcastic tilt of her eyebrow. He thought of the pucker of her forehead as the pain sizzled through her. And she refused to let him help. She never let him help!

“Doctor,” said Angela, the busty scrub nurse to his right. “Are you ready?” She arched her perfect charcoal eyebrows, diverting him from the memories and the pain, if only for a moment. How well Angela knew how to do that. Except it had been only a moment—a moment he would regret for the rest of his life.

“Yes,” he said hollowly. He took a deep breath. “Yes,” he said firmly. He donned his virtual reality glove as the minute capsule sped toward the blockage. Funny how thoroughly it resembled the Starship Enterprise. He’d designed it that way, with a round chip in the front and a propeller in the rear, for which he’d eventually substituted the more efficient flagella, but still, it seemed like destiny. To boldly go where only blood cells, platelets, and hemoglobin had gone before. 

Mark hit the key that would contact the radio frequency receiver on the sub and give him full control. He halted the sub’s progress, anchored it to the arterial wall to prevent it from being flushed out of the artery again, and activated the micro-gripper. With a pincer movement of his fingers, two miniscule claws scooped out a chunk of deposit. With his other hand he tripped the piezoelectric actuators, initiating the ultrasound device and vaporizing the globule. He smiled. 

“Microrobotics is the future of surgery,” he said. Then he set to burrowing into the blockage and eliminating it. He was almost finished when the speaker blared to life again.

“I’m sorry Dr. Delaney, but this man insists on speaking to you. He says it’s rather urgent. Could one of your assistants step in for a moment?”

“Man?” said Mark, puzzled. “Is it that guide, Cascades?” Mark suppressed a scowl as he thought of the man. Hard, lean, with a self-satisfied smirk. He was always at Kat’s side, as if he was cemented there. What else had they been doing besides caving, he often wondered?

“No, Doctor. It’s a man called Frank Harding. He says your wife might be in trouble.”

Mark looked up from the screen. His hand moved the merest fraction, but it was enough to spin the sub onto its side and dash the micro-gripper into the wall of the artery. The ultrasound device chewed at this new obstacle, and on his screen Mark saw the sub suddenly explode through a gash. He felt his throat constrict in panic as he desperately tried to maneuver the sub backward. What had he done?

“Pressure’s dropping, Doctor,” said Angela, her voice edged with anguish. “She’s starting to fibrillate.”

“So much for miracles,” said Ames brusquely, shoving Mark aside. He snatched the scalpels from their tray and sliced into the woman’s chest. Quickly Mark ripped off his VR gloves and held out his hands to Angie for some sterile ones. Then he stepped in to assist in the quick invasion of the woman’s chest cavity, but Ames wasn’t about to give him even that much.

“Get out,” he barked. “You’ve done enough.”

“It wasn’t the sub,” Mark protested. “It was the interruption. I’ve never made a mistake like that before.”

“I don’t care if it was the goddamn President on the line,” said Ames. “You want to revolutionize surgery, you’d damn well better keep a cool head. You’re finished, Delaney.”

Mark backed away, struggling to keep the anger and anxiety from exploding. He’d devoted his life to this new device and they were quashing it before they’d even given it half a chance. He wanted to plead with them to reserve judgment. But instead, he sucked in his breath and said nothing. Stripping off his gloves, Mark spun on his heel and slammed out of the operating room. In the anteroom, the nurse at the desk was clutching the phone, her eyes weary and a little frightened.

“I’m sorry, Doctor,” she said.

“Don’t ever interrupt me during an operation!” he shouted.

She cringed, and he instantly regretted it. “I’m sorry,” he muttered.

“It was just . . .” She hesitated.

He met her eyes.

“Your wife. The man sounded troubled. I thought you would still want to know, even after . . .”

“Even after?” How much did she know? How much did they all know?

“I mean, even though you were in surgery.”

She looked down, but he still caught a fleeting look in her eyes. It wasn’t fear. It was pity.

He took the phone from her trembling hands and barked, “Dr. Delaney.”

“Hey, Doc. I’ve been waiting a long time.” 

Mark was surprised at the note of impatience in the caver’s voice. The invariably carefree Kentuckian Frank Harding, a Mammoth Cave tour guide earlier in his career, had hooked up with Kat’s group of explorers a few years ago and now tagged along on every expedition. Mark had asked him to keep tabs on Kat ever since her illness. Usually nothing rattled the man.

“I was in surgery,” said Mark.

“Right,” said Harding. “Well, you told me to call at any time if I thought your wife might be in over her head. I think she is.”

“What the hell has happened now?” asked Mark. “Has Kat broken her ankle again? Does she need a dramatic rescue? Or, let me guess, she’s stepped on one too many toes and landed in jail for a few days?” Nothing that hadn’t happened before.

“No, Doc. She’s not in jail.”

“Then what.”

“We lost contact with her over the radio.”

“So haul her out,” said Mark.

“Well, it’s a little more complicated than that. She’s missed three call-ins. That’s never happened before. It could just be that the radio was damaged, but then she’d be making her way back and contacting me on one of the relays. Or . . . there could have been an accident, and no one on her team is in any shape to call. They might need some medical assistance. And there’s no one here I can hire to help get them out.”

Mark felt a chill flitter down his spine. “Why not?”

“Well, the natives are a little skittish about entering this cave. There are no experts for hire, either. Even the other men monitoring the team’s progress are bugging out. There’s nothing more I can do. She’s too deep for me to just haul her up on my own,” said Harding.

“Deep?” said Mark, now extremely puzzled. “She was just going on a short trip through some sinkholes in the Yucatan. How deep can she be?”

There was a loud swallow on the other end of the line. “Doc, your wife isn’t in the Yucatan. She told me not to tell you.”

Mark paused, trying to digest what he was hearing. She’d lied to him. After he’d noticed the sharp jolts of pain in the morning. After he knew that she was sick again. She’d gone on another monumental journey into the bowels of the earth.

“How deep?” he asked.

“The deepest,” said Harding.
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​Chapter Three
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Kat flinched at the sharp penetration of light as she tried to open her eyes.

“Kat?” asked a voice from beyond the light.

“Mark?” she called, feeling disoriented.

“Kat, it’s me, Ray.” A strong hand clasped her arm. She felt his breath whisper over her face. A shiver passed through her as she realized who he was and where she was.

“Oh,” she murmured. Struggling against a riptide of nausea, she tried to sit up. She must have passed out.

Mark? What the hell was she thinking?

“Kat, what’s wrong?” asked Megan. At first appearing as a series of multiple brunettes, she gradually became one as Kat’s eyes found some focus. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” she said. “Sort of.”

“Are you injured?” Ray leaned closer, clearly a single image, clearly a single superb image. His dark eyes swept her body as his hand gently prodded, which did little to ease her discomfort.

“It’s nothing.” Kat shoved his hand off her belly. “Dehydration, probably. I just need some water.”

“Okay,” he said. She could hear the hum of a zipper behind her and a water bottle was deposited in her lap. “Drink.”

With shaky hands she flipped the cap and raised the bottle to her lips. The fluid was cool and soothing to her parched throat, anesthetizing, and she felt some strength return. She looked around, absorbing the close walls and baroque cave formations.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I guess I gave you a scare. I’ll be fine now.”

To prove it to herself as much as to them, she staggered to her feet. Ray reached out and steadied her with a bracing arm. Her legs felt like sponges, but even so, she should shrug him off, push him away. But she didn’t.

“I’m sorry for calling you Mark, too.”

“Now that I’ll have a hard time forgiving,” he said.

By the brittle tone in his voice, she knew it was true. But she’d given him no reason for it, had she?

“Well,” said Pete, disrupting the tension. “I suppose we should investigate the tunnel over there, now that you’re all right, Kat. We need to find out if there’s another route to the surface, before we run out of air or batteries. And we might discover some unusual specimens while we’re at it.”

Ray’s arm tightened around Kat’s shoulders. “I think we should let Kat recuperate first.”

Pete rolled his eyes and folded his arms over his chest. “She looks fine to me.” He backed up, crunching through feathery gypsum crystals, and plopped down on a rock.

Kat could feel Ray’s muscles contract, his grip become almost painful. She knew he was ready to choke the man. She’d had to hold him back earlier when Pete had shouldered through a field of 50,000-year-old soda straws, snapping them like dry twigs. Normally she’d have let Ray dispense cavers’ justice, but unfortunately Pete was a necessary evil. His employer, Spore, Inc., was only willing to fund their expedition if they had an inside man—their own microbiologist—along. Like Kat, they were interested in nanobacteria—microorganisms less than 0.2 microns in size. These microorganisms had been proven to exist in hot springs, in volcanic eruptions on the ocean floor, and in deep caves. Some had even been discovered on Mars. Spore was interested in their potential to cure disease. NASA, Kat’s former employer felt they might be the precursors to life on earth. But there had been  too many bureaucratic hoops to jump through before NASA would give her the necessary backing for this expedition. She couldn’t wait for them.

“I am feeling better.” She touched Ray’s arm, trying to defuse his anger. “Just give me a few more minutes.”

“Hours,” said Ray sternly. He rubbed his neck with his free hand, stroking the two small moles that he often fingered when frustrated.

Hours? she mouthed, prepared to do battle, when Megan interrupted. “Kat, you really do look pale. I don’t mind waiting at all. In fact, I could use a little rest after that crazy bit of bodysurfing.” Her voice quivered, emphasizing her point.

Pete scowled. “Bunch of babies,” he muttered.

“You’re not tired, Pete?” asked Ray.

“Not a bit.” His sharp eyes connected with Ray’s, a macho challenge clearly evident in them.

Ray didn’t bite. “Well, I am,” he said. “It won’t get us out of here if one of us ends up collapsing because she or he doesn’t know her or his limits. Besides, the virgin passages can wait a few more hours. They have for thousands of years.”

Pete’s eyes narrowed. “Virgin passages,” he said. “There might be some over there. There are hardly any here.” He eyed the women, smirked, and strode toward the gap, taking a flashlight with him.

Had Kat been her usual energetic self, she would have thrown something at him, something that would inflict major impact but minor injury, like a snowball or, as availability dictated, a soft porous rock. The contraction of Ray’s jaw suggested that he felt the same way, but Megan had the fiercest reaction. Twin scarlet splotches erupted on her cheeks and her hands curled into fists. She shrieked, “You bastard!” grabbed her pack, tore the light from Ray’s hand, and blundered after Pete. She paused only long enough to strip off her dive suit before hunching herself into the tunnel.

Kat felt Ray’s arm loosen around her. His body jerked toward where Megan was disappearing into the tunnel with the last wisp of light, but it seemed he sensed Kat’s weakness and was reluctant to follow.

“Go after them,” she encouraged.

“No,” he said. “They’ll be back.”

As the last particle of light winked out, Kat felt her throat constrict. The utter completeness of the darkness, as impenetrable to the eye as the far reaches of the universe, was still unnerving, even after all these years of caving.

“We should take out another light.”

“Batteries are low,” said Ray, easing her down to the ground with his arms. “We’ll just have to wait till they come back. At least they know where we are. And if that idiot, Pete, gets lost, c’est dommage!”

“I’m not worried about Pete.” Kat chewed on her lip. “It’s Megan.”

“I know.”

“Oh, why did I have convince her to come on a deep cave expedition? There was plenty on the surface to keep her busy for years. Beyond the initial penetration, there’s nothing for someone with her expertise down here.”

“I like the way you say that,” he said. “Initial penetration.” His hands stroked her shoulders and slid down her arms, stealing her breath.

“Ray, I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

“Dammit.” She shoved away from him.

Ray sighed. He didn’t attempt to pull her back. “Why, Katrina? Why are you still loyal to him? He betrayed you when you needed him the most.”

“You . . . you don’t understand. It was partly my fault too.”

“How could it be your fault? You were sick. You needed support. Ma chére, you needed your husband. And where was he? In the arms of une salope—bimbo, I think you call it. I still can’t understand how you could have forgiven him.”

“I haven’t,” she whispered. “Ray, we shouldn’t be discussing this right now. We have more pressing things to worry about.”

“And when will we discuss it?” he asked.

Kat stared into the darkness, trying to bore through it to see his bronze French/Haitian face, or even the contrasting whites of his eyes. Why did he have to be so . . . appealing . . . annoying . . . accessible? “Never,” she said. “You’ll only wind up getting hurt.”

“Kat, I’m not worried about being hurt. I spent five years in the Middle East covering Al-Qaida stories and diving away from suicide bombs. I’ve circled the globe chasing hurricanes. I’ve penetrated the deepest caves on earth. I know all the risks. I’m more than willing to take a chance on you.”

“But you shouldn’t. It’s the timing. You don’t understand, and I can’t explain it.”

“Merde,” he muttered. “I’d understand more than that bastard husband of yours. Kat, please . . .”

She reached out and pressed his lips with her fingers. “No.”

He shoved her hand away and took a deep breath, as if he intended to pursue the conversation further, so she abruptly changed the subject. “I hope they find another passage before we drain our batteries. Our tanks are running low on oxygen too. We can’t handle too many more sumps.”

Ray didn’t answer. He seemed to be sulking.

“I’m still worried about Megan,” she said.

“Megan’s a big girl,” he snapped.

“Did you see the way she reacted when Pete made his snide comment? I know she’s had some problems with men in the past, but I thought she was over it. Now I’m not so sure. Maybe there’s still something wrong with her.”

“So what?” he said. “There’s something wrong with all of us.”

The words jammed down Kat’s spine like a shard of ice. Did he know? Did he suspect that she was ill again, and her sudden trip into this cave was really about looking for a miracle? It sounded irrational even to her.

A scrabbling noise interrupted her thoughts—a pebbly, scraping sound coming from the far side of the chamber. Then a jittering speck of light appeared through the gap in the rock.

“Kat!” called Megan. She raced in, spilling light over the massive columns, over cave bacon dangling from the ceiling in brown and amber strips and cave pearls nestled in wet pockets of limestone near the wall. The light bounced off the lapping water from the sump and teased the silver from Ray’s hair. He was looking at Kat with a brooding pout.

What was wrong with her? Any sane woman would be unable resist this man. Of course the possibility loomed in front of her that maybe she wasn’t sane anymore. 

Kat ignored the look and focused on Megan’s flushed face. Had she just stumbled onto the mother lode of lost Mayan artifacts? Or maybe, Kat thought with a flare of hope, she’d come across a carpet of bacterial specimens.

“You’re not going to believe this,” she said.
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​Chapter Four
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Mark stared uncertainly at his duffel bag, trying to determine what he should take along on a spelunking nightmare. He was in his inherited three-story house in Rosedale, the “old money” section of Toronto—a faux Victorian mansion with gables, elegant white trim, and lofty rooms delicately ornamented with antique furniture. Throughout the trip home in his Mercedes from the congested downtown core of Toronto, up Yonge Street where a battery of homeless people stretched their hands out, and onto the packed freeway, Mark had been on autopilot, hardly swerving in time to avoid a semi when it abruptly changed lanes. He couldn’t stop going over Harding’s words.

“I can’t do any more, Mark. The area’s too remote, with too many . . . hazards. If you want to help her, you’ll have to find someone on your own.”

It was inconceivable that Harding was abandoning Kat. Wasn’t there a code in the Caver’s Handbook? Never leave a man behind? Or in this case, never leave a stubborn scientist to her own obsession? But Harding had done just that. There was something fishy about this cave.

After he’d hung up, Mark had called every caving expert he knew. No one had the time, or if they did, they weren’t willing to venture as deep as Kat had. He would have to travel to Mexico himself and somehow find a guide who’d be willing to take him into the cave. Harding had sent him a map of the location via email, so at least he had that much information.

Mark shook his head in frustration. Now he had to pack for a caving expedition, something he’d only done once for an amateur trek. Of course he’d seen Kat do it numerous times, packing sturdy hiking boots and thick woolen or polypropylene socks. She had a closet full of knee pads and elbow pads, along with khaki overalls that made her look like a garage mechanic. She also had nylon rope, winches and bolting equipment, dive lines and tanks and custom-made rebreathers. Just the thought of everything she needed in order to crawl around in a bat-infested cave was dizzying. But now he’d have to do it, too. Not only was he venturing into an underground crawl space, just as in the dreams that still haunted him, but he was going into the deepest well ever known. He must be mad. All this for a woman who’d crippled the last ten years of his life and probably trashed his career into the bargain, just in the last few hours.

How could he do it?

How could he not?

This was Kat. Katrina Delaney, formerly Katrina Trechak, the striking microbiology major from his Harvard class. Some of the blue bloods at Harvard wouldn’t give her a second glance because of her Russian immigrant parents—the pedigree wasn’t right for them, even though she’d been born in the U.S. He had no such qualms. Although his parents had pushed him toward medicine when his heart cried out for engineering, they had never interfered in his love life. They’d sent him to the most prestigious university in North America, something their multimillion-dollar advertising firm had allowed, on the proviso that he study medicine like his grandfather. Otherwise there would be no trust fund. But they would never step in where women were concerned—not unless he came home with a prostitute. So when Kat sat next to him in his microbiology class, his cardiac rhythm threw in an extra beat. She wasn’t the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen—despite swirls of auburn hair, creamy skin, and luscious ruby lips, her nose was a trifle too prominent and her widow’s peak came down a bit low. But her eyes compensated for that. Deep, vibrant, and intelligent.

That was Kat. Little did he know how crazy she was.

“Would you go out with me?” he’d asked.

“Of course.”

“Great. I know this fantastic seafood restaurant—”

“No.”

“No?”

“No.”

And she’d taken him on his first dive. Down in the cold, dark Atlantic, through schools of sailfish, next to a giant humpback. He could still remember the cold compression of water, the sinuous mermaid body beside him, the cold compression of water, the indigo eyes dancing with life, and the cold compression of water.

It was so much an echo of their life. Kat drew him in with the sheer ecstasy she felt for everything, then scared the hell out of him.

Medical school: ho hum, humdrum.

Kat: adventure and sex—she was like a drug.

Internship: the odd cardiac arrest, but nothing that really prodded his own heart. 

Kat: Has anyone ever gotten married in shark-infested water? Well, they’d been in a shark-proof cage, at least.

It had been crazy, he had to admit. He’d never been an adventurous soul, yet perhaps it was because of his neuroses that he’d been drawn to her fearlessness. It was like therapy. Gradually he’d overcome his timidity—he’d had no choice—and followed her everywhere, except into the caves. How he hated the caves.

Throughout the first five years of their marriage, she was his spark, his ignition, his drive. It wasn’t until he realized that she knew exactly what she wanted and he didn’t have a clue that things began to change. She discovered the organisms under the ground, she enticed NASA just like she’d enticed him, and she was drawn where he refused to go. Whenever she was caving, which was six months out of twelve, he was alone, empty. 

So he looked, and found his niche. A friend who worked in the expanding field of microrobotics explained to him his vision for surgery. Mark regained the energy he’d lost. The engine that was sputtering and failing roared to life again.

But what about Kat? Did she even miss him while she foraged underground for microbes? Did she think of him when nestled next to that robust Frenchman in the dark chambers below? Why had they been driven apart?

He knew. Ever since he’d refused to share her love affair with caves, she’d refused to share his vision of the future of medicine. There was a wedge between them that seemed impossible to extricate. Maybe if she understood. Maybe if he could bring himself to talk about that night in the crushing blackness. But he couldn’t get it past the lump in his throat. He couldn’t trust her with his darkest hour, so neither had she trusted him. How he’d begged her to let him help as she lay on the gurney speeding toward the OR. As she vomited her guts out and left her hair in clumps on the pillow. He’d begged her, and she’d turned away from him.

He sank to the bed, pain searing his head and tears welling at the corners of his eyes. “Kat!” he called. “Why couldn’t you trust me?”

“Mark?” A quiet, questioning voice spoke from the doorway to his bedroom.

He looked up, momentarily confused. Was she back? But of course it wasn’t Kat.

Angela stood framed in the doorway, her gorgeous body taking up most of the frame. “Are you all right?”

How had she gotten in? He must have left the door open. “What are you doing here, Angie? It’s over, you know. It was over a long time ago.”

Angela shook her head violently, waves of jet black hair flying up and around her shoulders, casting ribbons across her face. She flung them back just as violently. “I don’t understand you. She just ruined your career. She’s always gallivanting about in some deep, dark cave on the other side of the world, and you’ll still drop everything and go riding off to her rescue.”

“She’s my wife,” he said simply, although he couldn’t keep his voice from catching on the last word. How could anyone understand how he felt about Kat?

“Why is she still your wife?” she pressed.

“Because . . . ” He cast around helplessly. “Because I lo—” But he couldn’t say that. It was way more complicated than those three simple words.

“No! You don’t,” snarled Angela, her pale Madonna face suddenly pinched into a devil mask. “You don’t love her. You can’t. You gave up two years of your life for her. You offered to save her and she turned you down. What kind of a woman is she? How could anyone love that?”

Mark closed his eyes and shook his head. He turned away from Angela and slipped some cotton T-shirts into the oversized backpack. “Go home, Angie.”

“Mark, your career,” she begged. “Don’t flush it down the toilet.”

“It’s already over,” he mumbled.

“No, it’s not too late. I overheard Dr. Cary speaking to Dr. Thomas. He’s willing to give you another chance in a few months if you return to the hospital and speak to him. I think he left some messages on your phone.”

Mark frowned and faced her again. A feeble hope bloomed in his chest. “A few months?”

“Yes.” He saw the flame inside her eyes, too.

“I don’t believe it. Ames will veto any second attempt.”

“Mark, listen to me.” Angela stepped closer, close enough that he could feel her soft breath on his cheek and smell the irresistible scent of jasmine on her skin. “Ames won’t be in on it. Dr. Cary said he’d give you an exclusive opportunity without Ames present. That is, if you come back now and talk to him. Explain what went wrong and your position.”

Mark felt the crushing weight of despair lift from his chest. He could see the miraculous cure of thousands—from cardiac cripples to cancer victims. He could feel the adulation and the prospect of the Nobel prize. Then the weight came crashing down again. He couldn’t leave her to die.

“No.” He shook his head.

“Mark.” She came closer, brushing against his arm. “Don’t be a fool.”

“No!” he snapped. “I was the fool! But not any longer. No goddamn prize on earth is worth it. I’m going to Mexico.” He grasped her shoulders and moved her forcefully away from him. “Get out now,” he said quietly, with just enough menace. “I’ve been tempted enough, and I’ve been weak enough, but not today.”

Angela scowled. “Weak? Weak is running after her like a dog and throwing your life away.”

He didn’t say anything. He just glared at her, driving her to the door.

“You’ll regret this,” she hissed, then slammed out.

“You have no idea,” he said. “I regret nearly every decision I’ve made. But I’m finally turning in the right direction.”

He zipped the pack closed after throwing in a last pair of socks, then paused, reconsidered, and unzipped it again. Five strides took him across the room to the case on his dresser. He picked it up gingerly and carried it over to the bed. After another moment’s hesitation, he snapped the latches and opened it. A simple syringe and a few vials of medication were neatly packed in foam, along with a miniature computer and a VR glove. It was probably too late. He knew it. Yet he still snapped the case closed and tucked it into the backpack.

He was ready. As ready as Sisyphus was to enter Hades.
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​Chapter Five
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To anyone else, the view beneath the plane would have been awe-inspiring, breathtaking, exquisite. To Mark, it was macabre. In the teeth-rattling flight from Mexico City to Villahermosa in Tabasco State, the landscape had varied from emerald fields of cacao and corn and orderly orchards on the Mexican plateau, to fern-choked jungle and silver rivers that looked surprisingly like the snakes that no doubt festooned their banks. Rugged mountains were to the west, bordering the swampy lowlands of Tabasco. Chiapas was highland country in the north, where smoky volcanoes and rolling hills gave way to the high peaks of the Sierra Madre. In the south were lowlands, rainforest that was gradually being swallowed up by hydroelectric projects and slash-and-burn farmers. Beyond that lay Guatamala.

But Mark wasn’t traveling that far south. He’d been told to disembark at Villahermosa in Tabasco, near the Chiapas border. From there he would have to find transportation and a guide to take him to the site of the cave.

Mark was amazed at the size of the crowd traveling to what seemed like the middle of nowhere. He asked the flight attendant at the top of the stairway, and she hurriedly explained that they were bound for Palenque, one of the most awe-inspiring architectural masterpieces of the ancient Mayan world.

And I’m headed to a cave—a natural nightmare.

Mark passed through the gate into the swarming mass of humanity, past cheap vinyl seats and vendors serving coffee and cold drinks. He couldn’t imagine squeezing any more life into this congested space, but incredibly, there was more. Amidst the sweltering heat and enough humidity to make it feel like his face was going to melt off, a new irritation descended. Bloodthirsty mosquitoes aimed their miniature spears at the travelers, making no distinction between wealthy doctors and impoverished Mexicans. Mark flinched and slapped at his neck, then headed to a desk stacked with maps and tourist pamphlets. A slack-jawed Mexican in a rumpled sweat-stained shirt gave him a glance before flicking the page of his magazine.

“I wonder if you could help me,” said Mark.

“Sí,” the Mexican responded in a lazy drawl.

“I need to get to this cave in Chiapas.” Mark pointed to the map Harding had provided for him. “I also need a guide and equipment in order to explore the cave.”

The Mexican regarded the map with a slight smirk. “Chiapas? In the forest? Here?” He fingered the location on the map. “No, Señor. You will not find anyone to take you there.”

“Why not?” asked Mark, although he wasn’t surprised. If Harding couldn’t find anyone to assist him, what made Mark think he could?

“Too deep in the forest,” said the Mexican. “Too difficult a trek. And in Chiapas?” He shook his head. “I can find you a nice cave to explore in Tapijulapa. Not so far. Many guides would be happy to take you.”

“No,” said Mark. “I need to get to this cave. My wife was exploring there and she hasn’t returned.”

“Ah,” said the Mexican. “You need to rescue her. Good luck with that.” He flipped another page of his magazine.

“Isn’t there anyone who’d be willing to go there? I can pay handsomely.”

The Mexican shrugged. “If you travel to Tapijulapa, it’s on the border of Chiapas. There is a new store in the village, L’Explorador. It carries supplies for these cave trips. You may find someone to help you.”

“Thanks,” said Mark. “For nothing,” he muttered as he walked away.

He threaded through the milling crowd until he finally squeezed out the front doors of the airport. Sleek taxis and a series of smart tour buses were purring at the side of the road, amidst a few of the dented and rusted variety, but he wondered if any would convey him to this Tapijulapa. Mark began questioning the first driver in the line.

“Tapijulapa?” he asked with a hopeful smile. The cabbie shook his head.

He continued down the row, but received the same response from every driver of a well-kept shiny cab. When he came to the first of the different variety—headlights smashed, deep scratches in the paint, and a concave door on the driver’s side—the response was also different.

“Sí, Señor. I go to Tapijulapa. Not cheap, though. Will cost mucho dinero.” His smile exposed blackened teeth. Sour cerveza breath drifted toward Mark’s nostrils.

Mark sighed. He’d known from the beginning that this wasn’t going to be a luxury enterprise, but did he have to be confronted with that reality at his first port of call? The cabbie directed him to the opposite side of the vehicle, where the passenger door hadn’t seen the same impact and, therefore, could be opened. The seat was ripped and tattered. Foam fragments spilled across the sun-hardened vinyl. Mark threw his bag into the taxi and settled in.

The driver raced around to his own door with an eager grin. He leaped in and floored the gas pedal, dodging pedestrians and nearly ramming a tour bus in a frantic bid to merge into the snarl of traffic departing the airport. Furious honks flooded the air, like a flock of Canada geese passing overhead, but the cabbie returned the honks with similar intensity. Mark closed his eyes and prayed he’d make it out of the city alive, let alone to Tapijulapa.

Once they’d left the airport madness, though, the ride became less suicidal. He even had to admit that Villahermosa had a certain charm. Along its narrow cobbled streets, small shops nestled beside the grand facades of cathedrals and the gigantic sculptured heads of the Olmec. The taxi passed a museum that was adorned with cherubs and dazzling cobalt tiles—a showcase of some of the city’s oil wealth, the driver explained.

Villahermosa also had a not-so-quaint side, however, of crowded, crumbling housing units and narrow potholed lanes. The people also varied from singing musicians in sombreros and pristine caballero costumes to painfully thin children in ragged—though clean—cotton clothes. Despite the seedier side of the city, Mark was not overjoyed to leave it behind. It was like leaving the last vestiges of civilization, even though the road was still paved and there were still scattered pueblos and banana groves along the way.

But the land soon became lusher, with palms and ferns, taller trees, and thicker vegetation. The murky swampland harbored spider monkeys, multicolored birds, and the occasional ridged snout of a crocodile. Mark shuddered. This wasn’t the country he’d seen on all the tourist brochures. No cerulean oceans, pure white-sand beaches, and opulent hotels decorated the landscape. This was Kat’s country—as wild as it came.

“Tapijulapa is a highland town in a mixed pine and tropical forest,” said the cabbie. “Waterfalls. Springs and natural pools. And caves. You will never see such beautiful land—yax, vibrant unbelievable color as green as the most perfect emeralds and jade, and water sparkling like the purest diamonds.”

“Yax?” asked Mark. He knew a smattering of Spanish, but this didn’t sound like that at all. “If you mean green, wouldn’t you say verde?”

“Yax is Mayan,” said the driver.

“Ah,” said Mark. “So you know some Mayan. I imagine, with all the ruins around here, the people would know a little of the ancient language.”

“Sí,” the driver said, but he looked at Mark in the cracked rearview mirror with a sneer, as if Mark was an idiot.

Mark pondered the man’s words, trying to ignore the look. “You mentioned jade as well. Didn’t the Maya prize jade?”

“Sí. They did,” said the cabbie abruptly.

Mark decided he’d better drop the subject. For some reason the Mexican didn’t want to discuss the region’s historical people. “When will we reach Tapijulapa?” he asked.

“Half an hour,” said the cabbie.

“Good,” he said. I hope the people there are friendlier than you.

He gave up trying to hold a conversation with the driver and stared out the window, watching the landscape alter from flat floodplain to rolling hills of varied vegetation. He took the time to admire the winding rivers and silvery falls, which were just as the man had described. The ride was fairly pleasant too, despite the springs that poked through the seat and jarred Mark’s tailbone. But when they turned off the smooth federal highway, the road became a potholed, rutted nightmare. He was thoroughly relieved, as they crested the next hill, to finally catch sight of their destination.

Like a haven in the jungle, Tapijulapa appeared: white stucco houses with canted brown tiled roofs nestled against yax hills. Children were playing in the village square, which was dominated by an ancient stone cathedral. Dogs and chickens wandered around the cobblestone streets dodging pedestrians—men in creamy white or brightly colored cotton shirts and jeans, women in dresses and skirts embroidered in indigo, cinnabar, and emerald, some sporting intricately woven ponchos.

“Where do I take you, Señor?” asked the cabbie.

“I was told to find a store called L’Explorador,” said Mark. “Do you know where it is?”

“Sí, Señor. Just up ahead.”

The cab jounced past a number of wicker workshops where artisans displayed furniture, baskets, and hats. It came to halt in front of a shop with white plastered walls and a quaint thatch roof. A wooden sign with the word L’Explorador carved in intricate lettering hung over the door.

“New store,” said the cabbie. “For going in la cueva. You like to do that?” he asked, eyeing Mark’s thickened waistline.

“I do now,” said Mark, although his spine was tingling.

He handed the man some cash, more than he’d asked for, and the cabbie’s eyes lit up. “Muchas gracias,” he said as Mark exited the vehicle. Mark thought the man might wait to see if he would still be required, but the cabbie immediately drove off. 

Well, this was it. Hopefully he’d have more luck than Harding in procuring a guide to this seemingly unreachable cave. Mark opened the door and entered, his heart hammering in his ears.

His first glimpse was of a long counter, and behind the counter, shelves of ropes, links, carabiners, anchors, helmets, kneepads, elbowpads, space-age foil blankets. There were even a few of Kat’s elaborate rebreathers hooked on the far wall. Kat had explained at tedious length all about them, not that Mark had ever wanted to try them out. Specially designed for extended dives in caves, the rebreather recycled exhaled air. Carbon dioxide was removed in a chemical reaction with alkaline hydroxide, and since divers can’t breathe pure oxygen—it becomes toxic at twenty-five feet—helium and the diver’s residual oxygen were combined in precise quantities to treat the exhaled air. Three onboard computers with built-in backup systems regulated the whole process. This could extend diving time up to sixteen hours. The rebreathers were large, extremely heavy, and no doubt expensive.

But Mark was immediately struck, not by the wealth of caving equipment or the earthy smell that seemed to spring from the interior—rental equipment, he supposed—but by the raised voices. A heated argument was taking place between the neatly groomed shopkeeper and the rather ragged man who stood in front of the counter, fingering a package of batteries.

The shopkeeper waved his hand and ended the conversation as Mark advanced toward the counter. The other man whirled and regarded him with deep, glittering mocha eyes.

Mark was taken aback by the thoroughness of the other man’s appraisal. He studied the man with equal intensity. He had rich dark hair, a pear-shaped nose—thick and hawkish at the same time—and a café-au-lait complexion. A mud-streaked sky-blue cotton shirt clung to his body, limp with perspiration, and he sported a pair of ripped blue jeans.

“Señor?” said the shopkeeper, capturing Mark’s attention. He opened his arms, his pristine white shirt and deep blue off-the-rack jeans contrasting sharply with the other man’s attire. “What can I do for you? Do you wish to visit Villa Luz?”

Mark held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“Please, come in. Nothing to worry about. How can I help you?”

“Well,” said Mark. “What I really need is a guide.” He pulled out his map and explained about the cave in Chiapas and Kat’s predicament. As he spoke, the other man poked around the shop, but kept glancing over, even studying the map. When Mark looked at him, however, he shied away. What disturbed Mark even more, though, was the deepening frown on the shopkeeper’s face. When he’d finished his account, the man shook his head.

“I cannot help you, Señor. I have no guide to lead you there. It is across the border, in Chiapas. We have many who conduct tours at the Villa Luz cave, but none will go—” He hesitated. “—this far.”

“But it doesn’t look like it’s more than a couple of hours from here. On the map, anyway,” said Mark.

“Two, maybe three,” said the Mexican. “But it’s the location, Señor. Very treacherous.” He looked away as he spoke, as if it was more than the terrain that worried him.

Mark sighed. “Well, I’ll keep looking then. In the meantime, I’ll probably need some equipment. I’ve been told this cave is quite deep. I suppose I’ll need ropes and carabiners, helmets, flashlights, food, water bottles.” He pointed to the various articles and, despite his warning, the shopkeeper eagerly plucked them from their shelves and piled them on the counter. Obviously the caving business was slow.

“You will need these, Señor,” said a quiet voice near the opposite wall.

Mark turned and found the other man—the confrontational one—pointing to the rebreathers.

“Why would I need those?”

“For that cave, Señor, you will need much more.”

“You know the cave?” asked Mark, hope suddenly swelling his heart. “Do you know someone who could take me there?”

The man swiveled his eyes toward the shopkeeper, and dark menace seemed to sweep toward him from that direction. He shook his head and started for the door.

“I would take as many ropes as you can fit in the packs,” he added. “It’s a very long way down.” He opened the door, threw one more angry look over his shoulder at the shopkeeper, and banged out.

“Wait,” said Mark. He felt compelled to chase after the man, but the shopkeeper held him back with his words.

“I would not bother with him, Señor. He won’t help you. He is no help to anyone, anymore.”

Mark looked back, confused, but the man didn’t elaborate. He kept ringing up Mark’s purchases
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